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      Charlotte and Neema were giggling in Neema’s bedroom when they heard the shouting start. It was followed by a loud pounding, something not-quite breaking, then foreboding silence.

      The two teenagers looked at each other, eyes wide. “Police,” Neema said, her voice soft. “Next door. Elijah…?”

      The girls bolted out of the bedroom, down the hall, and opened the apartment door. They were on the tenth floor of the thirty-three-level building. It was newer construction, and had the wider hallways required by new building codes. Currently, the hallway seemed tiny and cramped with the small crowd of apartment residents and local Dar es Salaam police milling about.

      A large, uniformed human stepped in front of them. “Stop! Identify yourselves.”

      Charlotte, a stout ork girl with brown hair and the eldest daughter in her family, knew how to behave. Be presentable at all times in all circumstances. That was the first rule. The second was to play well with authority. At least, that was how things were back in London, England. She saw no reason it should be different in Tanzania. The third was to be useful at all times.

      She lifted her chin and kept her eyes lowered. “Hello, officer. I’m Charlotte Smithson. I’m visiting my friend, Neema Mengi.” She gestured to the girl at her side. “She lives here.”

      Neema, a tall and angular human girl with medium-length kinky hair pulled up into a loose bunch on the top of her head, kept one eye on the policeman while looking past him to see what was happening next door.

      Charlotte projected her public SIN profile for the officer to view without him having to ask. She did this for two reasons: First, it showed she had nothing to hide while keeping his attention. Second, it revealed that her parents both worked for SpinGlobal Europe, and were temporarily assigned to Tanzania. While that did not make her a tourist—which were Tanzania’s bread and butter—it did put her in the same category…which meant good money for the local economy. She’d learned almost immediately that the Tanzanian people were quite pleased to see foreign people with their foreign nuyen, especially with the exchange rate.

      There was a small knot of movement as two officers pulled Elijah’s brother, Ali, from the apartment. He did not resist, and the officers did not use undo force. Another unspoken rule in this area of Dar es Salaam appeared to be: the better well-off you were, the better everyone treated you no matter what happened.

      The officer muttered a “Thank you for your cooperation” and turned away, following his peers and the man they’d just arrested. As the police left, the apartment neighbors continued to mill about. However, as soon as the coast was clear, Neema darted down the hallway and into her cousin’s apartment.

      Following at a slower pace, Charlotte saw the doorjamb had been damaged. She was sure one of the maintenance people would be along to fix it within a couple of days. If this was where she lived, one of the more luxurious SpinGlobal apartment buildings a couple blocks away, maintenance would be there today. Here, where her best friend lived, she wasn’t so certain. Then again, she’d never seen the police here before, nor had she seen anyone’s door damaged like this.

      For decades, the divide between the haves and have nots in Tanzania had been vast. However, the introduction of the corporate class—what she, Neema, Elijah, and pretty much everyone who lived in this building were—had changed things up a bit. The corps brought in a small middle class that couldn’t (and didn’t want to) compete with the rich. Though most of those who were poor considered even the corporate class to be megarich compared to them. Again, from what she could see, they weren’t wrong, but they didn’t understand the system corporate employees worked and lived within.

      She closed the front door as best she could and heard the tail-end of Neema’s question, “—frag happened?” Turning around, the front room and kitchen didn’t look too bad. Some chairs were out of place, and two plates held the remains of a just-finished breakfast. The police had come while they were having a meal. Ali and Elijah. That must mean Elijah’s parents were traveling for work again (just like hers), and Ali had been in charge of his younger brother.

      Elijah, a wiry teenager with soulful eyes and very short hair, shook his head. “They told him he had to come to the station to be questioned about a crime. A theft.”

      “Did he do it?” Neema put her hands on her hips like she expected Elijah to say yes.

      He shook his head. “No. At least I don’t think so. He’s been laying low. Dalali Juma hired him to do a job this weekend. An important one.”

      “A job? What job?”

      He raised his hand, palm-side up, and showed her a datachip. “I don’t know. I just know he was gonna be gone all day today, and I’d be on my own. That’s what we were talking about over breakfast. When the police started pounding on the door, he shoved this at me. When it was clear they were taking him in to be questioned, he hugged me, whispered in my ear that I needed to do “the job” for him, then said, “Be good. I’ll be back soon.” And then…” Elijah gestured around them. He half-waved when he saw Charlotte standing there.

      She returned the wave and remained quiet. She’d never seen anyone get arrested before. She was still thinking about it, and wondering how different things would’ve gone if it were one of her brothers being arrested. Corp or not, even in Tanzania, humans had strong opinions about orks. However, based on how Neema’s shoulders stiffened at the mention of Dalali Juma and the “job,” it seemed like things were about to get more exciting. She didn’t know if this was a good or bad thing.

      Elijah shook his head at the look on Neema’s face. “I don’t know what the job is. I need to find out. It seemed important to him. And I gotta do it.”

      She crossed her arms. “All right, let’s see then. I promise nothing.”

      With a nod, Elijah slotted the datachip into his old but well-maintained commlink.

      While he did that, Charlotte stepped up next to Neema. She was still trying to figure out how to ask a thousand questions without sounding hopelessly naïve. To be fair, once she got to Tanzania, all her knowledge of the local customs and courtesies of the area disappeared; she wasn’t in England anymore. Even after six months here, she often felt hopelessly adrift. It was not a good feeling.

      Elijah moaned softly.

      “What?” Neema demanded. “What is it?”

      “It’s a delivery. Of a car.” Elijah glanced at Charlotte and added, “I haven’t learned to drive. I don’t need to. I mean, I’m a city kid.”

      Charlotte understood what he meant. Dar es Salaam, the capital city of Tanzania, was one of the largest city sprawls she’d been to. At ten million denizens and another three-to-four million tourists a year, it was a huge city with a robust infrastructure. Gridguide, RapidTransitBuses, cars, taxis, bicycles, and, of course, walking served the millions of people who moved through the city every day. Most things a person wanted were within ten city blocks of where you lived and walkable if you wanted. Especially the more upscale your neighborhood was. Some high-class buildings had everything built into one. Also, tourists had their own systems near the touristy areas.

      Neema uncrossed her arms. “Except for now. What’re you gonna do?”

      Elijah gazed up at his cousin. “You know how to drive. You could help me. You—”

      She was already shaking her head. “No. Charlotte’s over this entire weekend. We have plans. I can’t just…go off and deliver something for you.”

      “You can, but you can’t go without me. They’re expecting a man. Someone named Ali Roberts. Not a girl. Not you.”

      “A man?” Neema scoffed, her opinion on that matter clear, then repeated, “No.”

      Charlotte cleared her throat. “I know how to drive. Automatic, manual, and of course, Gridguide.”

      Both cousins stared at her like they’d forgotten she was there and then, when they’d realized she was, that she’d turned blue. Charlotte shifted self-consciously. “My father likes old cars. A lot. None of my brothers were interested. He taught me because I was. Am. I can drive. I mean, I don’t have a license here…” She considered the looks on both their faces. “But I guess in this sort of job, you don’t really need one?” She smiled at them, focusing on Neema. “C’mon, it’ll be fun. An adventure. We hadn’t planned anything yet anyway. How hard could it be to deliver a car somewhere?”

      She watched Neema’s shoulders and the suppression of her friend’s automatic smile, and knew she’d won. Even so, she asked, “What does Hippo think?”

      The non-sequitur question wasn’t as random as it seemed. They had met on the first day of school at the SpinGlobal High School for Excellence. Neema had said hello by asking, “Did you know hippopotamuses can run thirty to forty kilometers an hour?”

      In a perfect moment of kismet, Charlotte had known, having just watched a documentary on the creatures the night before and had fallen head over heels for the huge animals. She’d nodded and responded with, “Yes! And they can hold their breath up to ten minutes underwater, but—” They had both finished with, “they can’t swim!” The girls had been inseparable since then.

      There was that…and the fact that Neema was a hippopotamus shaman. She spoke to Hippo all the time, learned from her, and even did magic. That was the coolest part of being friends with Neema. She not only did magic, but she was willing to talk about it to a mundane person like Charlotte, too.

      Neema’s suppressed smile escaped and lit up her face. “Hippo thinks Elijah is foolish, but he is part of the herd. So, fine. We’ll help him.”

      Elijah jumped up and hugged his cousin. “Thank you. You’re a lifesaver.”

      She tolerated this with limited patience. “Maybe. Maybe not. Where do we pick up this car and where is it going?”
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