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			To my daughter, my greatest inspiration and a constant reminder of the beauty, courage, and wonder within every child; this story is for you.

			And to all young readers, you are powerful, you are great, and may your star shine brightly, always.
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			Chapter 1

			The Hills of Taita

			The morning Taji turned fourteen, she woke before anyone else.

			She sat on her low wooden stool and lifted the mirror, a small piece of polished tin her mother had wrapped in red cloth at the edges so it wouldn’t cut. She studied her face the way she always did: the amber brown of her skin, the slight flare of her nostrils, the small scar sitting just above her right eyebrow. She had asked Lala about the scar once. Lala had told her it was a birthmark, simply, without fuss, the way Lala said most things.

			Taji accepted this and did not ask again. But sometimes, alone in the morning quiet, she would touch it lightly with one finger and feel something she couldn’t name.

			She set the mirror down and reached for her comb.

			Her hair was her favourite thing about herself. She braided it carefully, section by section, six knots, always six. She had never known why six felt right, only that any other number felt unfinished. She wove white, brown, and gold beads between the braids as she went, pressing each one into place with practiced fingers. When she was done, she tilted the mirror one way, then the other. The gold beads caught the early light.

			She smiled and went outside.

			***

			The hills of Taita were waking slowly.

			Mist came first, as it always did, soft and low, settling between the trees and terraced farms like something breathing. The air carried damp soil, woodsmoke, and the particular smell of wild shrubs after a cool night. Birds called from the trees in overlapping voices. Somewhere below the compound, a goat made its opinion known.

			The homesteads curved gently along the hillside, each one distinct. The huts were round and low, their walls built from mud and clay pressed around a lattice of branches, cool to the touch in the mornings, warm by afternoon. Some were painted in bold charcoal and white ash, geometric and striking. Others glowed in reds and warm browns, made from different clays dug at different depths. No two looked quite the same, and yet together they formed something coherent, a cluster her people called an estate, and several estates woven into the wider village.

			The open spaces between the huts mattered as much as the huts themselves. Children played there. Elders gathered in the baraza la wazee, seated on low stools or smooth worn stones, and settled the quiet business of daily life. By evening, small fires would glow in those spaces, orange against the darkening hillside, and families would circle them. Children pressed close. Stories moved between the generations like water finding its level.

			Taji had grown up inside this rhythm. It was the only one she had ever known.

			Her own hut sat at the heart of the compound, and she had made it her own over the years. Small pots painted with white and red clay lined the windowsill. Coconut shells planted with flowers ran along the outside wall. Dried seeds and smooth river pebbles sat in patterns on the inner shelf, arrangements that pleased no one in particular except her. The floor, packed earth and clay swept smooth, had soft dried leaves spread across it for comfort. A small space, but entirely hers.

			She put her sandals on and went to find her mother.

			***

			The kitchen was a separate structure behind the main hut, built close to the ground and centered on a wood-fired hearth. The clay walls were dark with years of cooking smoke. Wooden shelves held cooking pots, stacked calabashes, stirring sticks of different lengths. Along one wall, Lala had tied neat ropes and hung bundles of food from them, keeping things dry, keeping things safe from the small creatures that believed everything belonged to them.

			Lala was tasting the lentils when Taji arrived. She didn’t look up immediately. She tasted again, made a quiet judgment, and set the wooden spoon down.

			“Prepare yourself.” She looked up with a smile that reached her eyes. “Aunty Nina is coming to take you to the Chande festival. Lunch is ready. Eat before you go.” A pause. “And don’t be late.”

			A small jump in Taji’s chest. The Chande festival. She had heard about it every year since she could remember, from neighbours, from older children, from the distant sound of drums that reached even their hillside on festival days. She had never been there. Lala had always refused and never fully explained why. This year, Nina had asked. Had argued. Had, apparently, won.

			Taji fetched two spoons from inside the hut and returned to find Lala already seated on a mat beneath the broad tree at the edge of the compound. The lentils steamed in two bowls, and the rice, pilau, fragrant with spices, was Taji’s favourite. She breathed it in before sitting down.

			“Let it cool,” Lala said.

			“Okay, Mother.”

			She played with the end of a braid and waited. The mist had lifted from the lower hills. The morning was warm and bright. She watched a lizard cross the compound wall, pause, vanish into a crack. The village sounds rose and fell around them, voices, a child laughing somewhere, the rhythmic thud of something being ground.

			She picked up her bowl. She was almost done eating when Aunt Nina arrived.

			She heard her before she saw her.

			Nina came through the compound gate in a rush of colour and noise, her bright red kitenge wrap fluttering at her ankles, her bangles announcing her arrival, her laugh preceding her by several steps. She was tall and full of movement, the kind of person who seemed to take up exactly the right amount of space.

			

			Taji stood and went to greet her. Nina pulled her into a hug that lifted her slightly off the ground.

			“Look at you.” Nina stepped back and held her at arm’s length, studying her face, her braids, the beads. She made a satisfied sound. “Now, the finishing touch.”

			From her basket she produced a braided waist scarf, red and white, tightly knitted. She wrapped it around Taji’s waist with the practiced ease of someone who had done this many times, then stepped back and began humming. A Mijikenda song, something old and rhythmic, and her hips were already moving before she had finished tying the knot.

			“Dance,” she said.

			Taji laughed, a little embarrassed, and danced anyway. Nina had been teaching her since she was little, how to move her waist, how to use her shoulders, how to let her feet follow without overthinking. Ten years of it. She knew the movements the way she knew the path to the river.

			Nina was one of the facilitators of the Chenda Chenda festival, a famous Giriama dance and music celebration that was upcoming in the next month. Nina watched her, clapping, then joined in. Lala, on her stool, kept her expression carefully neutral and failed at it entirely.

			Eventually Nina sat down, well pleased. Lala brought her a plate and set it at her feet.

			“Eat,” Lala said. “Or you’ll both be late.”

			Nina laughed. She had always thought Lala was too strict. But she ate.

			***

			

			They set off after the dishes were cleared, Taji in her brown tunic adorned with red beads, the new waist scarf bright at her hips, her anklets chiming softly. Nina walked with her long, easy stride. The path wound down through the lower homesteads and
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