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N’Yaga sat cross-legged in the entrance to his cave. Wisps of smoke rose in lazy threads from the village hidden in the jungle below his hill. Across the clearing from him, just beyond the trailhead, birds flitted about the canopy, calling in alarm. Someone walked the trail to seek him. But then he’d known of their coming before the birds took flight, for he had seen it in the bones.

He returned his attention to the browned and ancient ivory he’d scattered at his feet. Some had been collected by him, others by students, but most had been handed down by the generations of shamans who’d preceded him. He had utter faith in their predictions, no matter how dire. As they had foretold, a tall and powerful warrior appeared on the clearing edge. Ritual scarring marked him as from farther south in the Black Kingdoms. He shouldered the carcass of a small antelope—both an offering and an attestation to his hunting skill. N’Yaga had no name for him, yet knew him from the bones. He is first now, but he will be the last.

Next came Izefia, N’Yaga’s nephew by marriage. Agitated, smaller, the younger man carried a spear and an oblong shield, yet lacked the hunter’s martial bearing. Izefta assumes he has power; this other man radiates it even without weapons displayed. The two men halted just beyond the trailhead. Just like N’Yaga, they waited for the final member of their party. The bones had described her as they would a force of nature. And the very thought of the adventure into which she leads me would drive Izefta to his knees in terror.

She strode past them slowly, her manner utterly self-assured. Her trim, athletic form was swathed in the robes of a desert tribesman of Shem—something N’Yaga recognized easily, having visited that realm before. Yet her eyes, dark and sharp, and the stripe of pale flesh visible above the veil, set her apart from those whose clothes she wore.

As did the slender blade worn at her left hip.

N’Yaga made no attempt to hide a smile. You are your father’s daughter. She’d grown in the years since he’d last seen her. Physically, certainly, but the fierceness in her eyes, and the determination that had brought her so far south, and had even enabled her to find him—that marked her true growth. It had been there when she was a child, but had fully blossomed in the woman before him.

She passed the men and dropped to a knee, facing N’Yaga. She addressed him in Shemitish, her voice pleasant and clear. “I have traveled far, N’Yaga, seeking thee for thine wisdom. For you, for your village, this meager offering, renewing friendship and in hope.”

N’Yaga beckoned. “Come forward, child.” He replied to her in her own language, then repeated the command in his native tongue, for his nephew’s benefit.

Izefia blocked her with an outstretched hand. “No, uncle. She comes dressed as a raider. She is a danger.”

“To you, perhaps, if you continue to thwart her.” N’Yaga snorted. “To me, she is no threat at all.”

The woman arched an elegant black eyebrow, and replied fluidly in the same language with little trace of accent. “I come out of respect and to honor one who was welcome in my house.”

N’Yaga shot Izefia a glance. “You see, no danger. It is good to see you again, Bêlit.”

“And you, N’Yaga.” She nodded once, regally.

He pointed to the bones. “Your arrival was heralded. And hints of your future.”

Izefia stalked over to stare down at the bones. He had studied at N’Yaga’s side grudgingly as a boy, careless of natural aptitude, ever eager for spear and shield. His breath caught. “She is death incarnate.”

“Nephew, you are less a reader of portents than you are a warrior. Go home and prepare the antelope for feasting.” N’Yaga shooed him away with the wave of a hand. “And you, hunter, you may accompany him to see he does not get lost.”

The hunter shook his head. “My place is with my mistress.”

N’Yaga looked more closely at him. The man’s wrists, ankles, and throat bore scars similar to those N’Yaga had earned after his time in Shem. And the back of him would be traced with scars as well.

The woman stripped back her veil, revealing refined beauty. “N’Goro is first mate upon my ship. I trust him in everything.”

“Then he is welcome.” N’Yaga waited for N’Goro to hand the antelope to Izefia, then invited the warrior forward. The man squatted behind the woman as N’Yaga’s frowning nephew trotted away.

The woman smiled. “Thank you, N’Yaga.”

The shaman gathered the bones into his calloused palms, then handed them to her. “Think on your desire, then cast them.”

Bêlit closed her eyes, clutching the bones tightly, then flung them down. They clicked and clattered, raising a diminutive dust cloud. As it settled, her dark gaze flicked over the array before fixing upon N’Yaga. “Keep no secrets from me.”

N’Yaga canted his head, then peered closely. “Oh, Daughter of the Hawk, yours is a path bathed in blood, coursing with fire. You flirt with forces terrible and awful, yet your spirit is strong and your cause right. Yours will be power unimagined.”

“This you could have seen just in our approach. My sword, N’Goro’s fealty. And the platitudes, they would gull the simpletons. Tell me all you see.”

“The future, Bêlit, is as the oceans you will sail—roiling, ever changing.”

“Yet constant in being cold and wet and powerful. Hide nothing.”

“As you wish.” The shaman pointed a finger at a yellowed finger bone lying aslant a broken claw. “There will be one, a lion, black-maned and ferocious. Your lives are intertwined, even beyond death. Together you shall overcome threats most dire and evil. You shall know the greatest of victories.”

The woman nodded, seemingly unfazed, a lock of black hair dangling against her cheek. N’Yaga met her gaze. “The Lion I have not seen before. Have others?”
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