
			[image: ]


		
			Copyright © 2018 by Cerece Rennie Murphy

			All rights reserved.

			No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

						Cover Illustration: Len Yan

Paperback Cover Design: Deranged Doctor

Hardback (Special Edition) Cover Design: Jesse Hayes, Hayes Design Studios

Map Illustration: Winter-Herbert

eBook Design & Formatting: Ampersand Book Interiors

Author Photo: Kea Taylor, Imagine Photography

			[image: ]

			www.lionskypublishing.com

		


  Table of Contents



    	Title Page


    	Copyright


    	Dedication


    	Acknowledgments


    	The Fall of Elan: Prologue


    	Map


    	The Wolf Queen


    	Chapter 1: A Quiet Life


    	Chapter 2: The Way to Djobi


    	Chapter 3: The Dancing Fish


    	Chapter 4: Unspoken Truth


    	Chapter 5: Home


    	Chapter 6: The Forest's Edge


    	Chapter 7: Unrest


    	Chapter 8: 2nd Battalion


    	Chapter 9: The Moon Harvest


    	Chapter 10: An Uneasy Pair


    	Chapter 11: The Forbidden Forest


    	Chapter 12: The Invitation


    	Chapter 13: The Message & The Messenger


    	Chapter 14: Calling


    	Chapter 15: The Road Back


    	Chapter 16: Wet' Imedi


    	Chapter 17: Mera Meja


    	Chapter 18: The Dark Path


    	Chapter 19: Ina


    	Chapter 20: The Place of No Return


    	Chapter 21: Fewa


    	Chapter 22: A New Road


    	Other Books by Cerece Rennie Murphy


    	About Cerece Rennie Murphy


  


		
			[image: ]

			To my ancestors,

			 who sacrificed everything so that I could be.

			And to Aryeh and Skye:

			May you feel the greatness within you, always.

			Mommy & Daddy love you more than we could ever say.
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			To my husband, Sekou, my mom, my sisters and brothers, my dearest friends, my editors, Jessica Wick and Stephanie Carnes, and my biggest supporters. Where would I be without you?

			Thank you for all your love, all your kindness, and all your support.
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			The Amasiti have always been one with the village, the earth, and life itself. From first we came, it has been our purpose to bring knowledge and wisdom to the land of Yet and all the lands beyond. We were not a part of The Way. We were The Way. They called us Mother, and so it was for thousands of years until the time of the Hir descended.

			The talent to heal, to see, to lead was given to us by birth from the God Amalaki, handed down to each female descendant of Her bloodline, because only women have the power to create.

			But for all our gifts, we did not see what was to come.

			With no Mother to receive my account and no chance of living past this day, I commit the story of the fall of my city, the fall of Elan to this parchment in hopes of preserving it against the treachery and deceit of these times. So that our descendants, who must now hide within the belly of lesser shadows, will one day know and reclaim that which has been stolen.

			I write to you of the future as though it is past because I know what will be. My name is Aferi, and because of what I have done, I wear the poison chains. I am the last sorcerer of Elan.

			[image: ]

			To truly understand the Amasiti, you must first understand the language of dance. To the Amasiti, the body is more than just a sacred vessel, it is a channel through which, if trained properly, wisdom and power can be found in the sway of a woman’s hip. Even our greeting to each other is dance. A soft curve of the palm over the heart, fingers held just so, so that the intention is unmistakable. An open call from one Goddess to another.

			The Amasiti learn to dance early with bare soles to bare earth so that there is no interruption in the flow of energy between the realm of experience, change, and creation, which is earth and the realm of wisdom and permanence in the heavens. The space between these two realms is The Way, the place where we conduct the energy of the earth and temper it with the wisdom of Amalaki to create knowledge. In dance, we become the current between the sky and the great depths below. Every fiber of our bodies, every tinkle of our bracelets is a conveyor of information gained and shared.

			But we do not dance in silence. The earth and the sky sing out to us in a voice only those entrusted to keep its secrets can hear. Each of us hears a different tone, a different voice in accordance with our talents, but we all dance as one just as the leaf and the wind move with common purpose. And in that current of knowledge and wisdom comes the power to heal, the power to shape, and the power to transform.

			Each movement conveys a sequence of truth that is known and understood by us alone. It is forbidden for anyone outside the Amasiti to witness our dance. We have always understood that knowledge of the dance without the ability to control the power it summons would only breed confusion and chaos, which is exactly what our world has become.

			It was not always so…

			There is a beauty that rests so deeply within the soul that it can only be witnessed by those who hunger for the same boundless splendor. Elan had such a soul. Elan was such a place. It was my home.

			Though I am sure such people existed, I never encountered anyone who could recall a time when the glittering towers and paved roads of Elan did not shine with a brilliance that could be seen from every corner of Yet. From the last quiver of the 3rd moon to the first rise of the 2nd sun, the city could be seen clear across the wild plain of Simhar to the west and at the most distant regions of Kiveer in the south. Crowning the highest peak of a teardrop-shaped peninsula, ships used Elan’s luminescence as a beacon from which to navigate. Merchants and travelers came to the city for the robust trade, then lingered to experience the wisdom imparted by the Amasiti and the way of being their wisdom inspired. As news of the city’s uncommon convergence of knowledge, food, and culture spread, Elan became known as the Shore of Light, and for a long time, it was.

			Because of its vitality, it is often assumed that we founded the city, but this is not true. The Amasiti did not build the city of Elan, or any other that we inhabited, though I will not deny that our influence shaped everything we touched. The Amasiti came to Elan as healers, teachers, diviners, and sages to ease the burden of mankind and keep the search for life’s meaning awake in the hearts of those who would seek its truth.

			We founded our first temple, The Great Temple of Amalaki, at the center of the city. Everything, from its location and round structure to the temple’s vibrant tapestries, artwork, and carvings, was designed to make it easy for us to become one with the city and the city to become one with us. The Temple functioned as a home for all Mothers, a headquarters for the Amasiti, and a place of knowledge open to all who would come.

			I was born in Elan’s Great Temple, the third daughter of the seventh sorcerer of Elan, though truly, within the Mother’s temple, I was everyone’s child. My mother’s love for me was made more precious by the magnitude of affection that surrounded it. I sat on every lap and proved my knowledge with anyone who would teach me. Thus was our custom, to love each child as one’s own. I counted myself among hundreds of siblings throughout the sisterhood of the Amasiti and relished my childhood for as long as it lasted.

			Whether through the presence of our magic or the work of our hands, we were taught to be a blessing to every community that welcomed us. In our youth, all Amasiti tilled the fields, cooked the food, washed the clothes, and fetched the water so that we understood the lives of those we served.

			But, while we were loved for the fruit of our toil, we were revered for our power. At night, while those around us slept, we gained knowledge from the earth and wisdom from above through our dance, and we shaped that wisdom into a force that would serve the world.
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			The magic of our gifts comes differently to each of us, but one who is well-proved can often see a thread of what a child’s talent will be from the time we learn to make our first words. For me, it began with the soil. Though it has been more than twenty years since I last dug a yam from the ground, I can still remember the tug of earth beneath my fingernails and the sweet smell of minerals that tickled the back of my throat. As a small child, I would sneak the dirt-caked yams into my bed at night to comfort me, driving my Mothers mad each morning.

			From digging the dirt, I learned by smell which vegetables and herbs would flourish best in different fields. By seven, my talent brought me to other towns and villages to help increase their harvests and cultivate the best produce to sell at the great markets at Nehor and Seht. In gratitude, the people in towns without an Amalaki temple began to call me Aferi, which means “of the soil” in the native tongue, and it is the only name I have answered to since.

			My awakening to the deeper meaning of my power came with a dream that shook the foundations of the Temple. I saw myself rising from the vast universe below, cutting through oceans, rocks and the underpinnings of our world like a shooting star. I burned hot and furious as I flew, but I welcomed the heat and the friction that spoke of my coming. I arose from the dream to find my bedsheets soaked with sweat and my clothes burned to ether. Around me the Mothers, my Mothers, stood before me with hands raised in prayer and welcome.

			I was fourteen years old and The Mother was alive within me.

			Never before had any awakening or any power of the Amasiti shook the foundations of the earth. News of my power traveled quickly on the tongues of those who witnessed and those who had merely heard the story of the Awakening of Aferi. But as the whispers of rumor and legend returned, they brought a trail of danger right to our doorstep. At least, that is what I tell myself in times when blame and guilt feel more manageable than the truth. In reality, trouble was already underfoot, like fertile soil waiting for a seed to take root and grow strong.

			During their time, the Mothers brought almost as many daughters as sons into the world, but only girl children could enter into the Amasiti. So our brothers were often moved to the outer circles of the Temple or adopted as valued apprentices at the age of thirteen when we began our ordination as Amalaki priests. But even though our paths diverged, we always loved our brothers—some more than others.
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			When I think of my childhood, it is hard to recall a time when Safaro was not at my side. Though he was a year older, we did everything together. Pulling up weeds from the garden that I would feed him until our bellies churned. Carrying pails of water. Competing to see who could pick the most blue greens or pluck the highest sparrow fruit on the tree. In faith, he was, as all the other boys around me, a brother, but in truth, he was much more than that.

			We shared our first kiss at the dawning of our adulthood and caressed our maturing bodies under the sheltering leaves of the soursop tree until we were slick and giddy with excitement. I planned to love him forever, but it was not enough.

			When he asked me to marry him, I laughed. A high, breathless sound that carried no weight at all.

			“What nonsense is this?” I asked, trying to squint past the sun in my eyes. I felt sure he was making fun of me, the way he always did.

			It was only when I did not hear his laughter with mine that I shifted my gaze to see his face. He was not smiling back at me. I had hurt him, though with all my heart I had not meant to. Confused, I reached for him.

			“Safi…what have I done? Tell me.”

			“Is my love a joke? I speak truly, Aferi. I want you to be with me and only me.”

			“I am with you. I will always be with you.” I still did not understand.

			“I have been accepted into the Guild of Welders. I am almost a man, Aferi.”

			My smile felt tentative as it tugged its way across my mouth, but I closed the distance between us. Slowly, I stroked the taut muscles of his abdomen, then rested my hand at the knot that held his pants in place. “I know,” I answered, searching his face for the openness that had always been there.

			His hand came over mine, hard and unmovable.

			“Listen to me, Aferi. I want more than this. I want us to be together. I want someone to bear my children and raise them.”

			“I will have our children and we will raise them together.” Slipping my hand away, I gripped his face between my palms. “You know I want this, too.”

			Not finding what he wanted in my eyes, he turned away.

			“I want a wife, Aferi.”

			A bitter taste spread across my tongue, but my heart refused to focus on anything but trying to unravel the meaning behind the words I could not fathom.

			“The Amasiti do not marry. You know this.”

			Only then did he turn to me, wild and desperate. He grabbed my hands and squeezed hard.

			“Then renounce them and come with me. Be my wife!”

			“Renounce them?” I felt the bile rising, mixing with the taste of fear in my mouth. “I am them. You ask this as if I could step out of my own skin.”

			His expression turned hard as he dropped my hands.

			“You think because you are Amasiti that you are better than me!” he yelled.

			I was not prepared to defend who I was to anyone, least of all him. Still, I tried, struggling for words I’d never had to speak before.

			“I am different than you are, not better. We are meant for different things.”

			“Why? I could learn the dances. I know…” His voice cut off.

			I did not realize that I had stepped away until Safaro extended his hand and I was out of reach.

			“What do you know? Knowledge is not wisdom unless it is proved, Safi. You have not been given this power. You have other gifts.”

			I remember how his eyes, his whole being, seemed suddenly cast in shadows as he stared back at me.

			“If you loved me as I love you, you would do this for me.”

			The pain swirling in my belly froze at his words, anchoring me to where I stood.

			“I would never ask you to be anything other than who you are. I have loved you since I was old enough to know what love was—just as you are. I would never ask you to change. How can you ask this of me?”

			“I want you to belong to me! Only me, as a wife should.”

			The words were like lightning in my ears, burning away something between us forever.

			“I do not belong to anyone. Even in the Amasiti, we choose to be Mothers. Our first duty is always to be in possession of ourselves. It is the one thing we can never give away.”

			God was in me and I was my own center. Safaro walked away from me that night full of anger and hurt, and though I cried where I stood, I did not reach out and I did not waver.

			He left the next morning. I did not see him again for many years, but I always knew that I would.
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			After Safaro left, we continued to understand our gifts and share our wisdom with those we served. Within the villages, there was no need for jealousy. All we had was shared. Because of our reputation as healers, we were rarely— if ever— feared. But for some, the events of my awakening became a herald of the Amasiti’s growing power and how that power could be used in the hands of those who coveted it.

			The first attack I’d ever heard of came from a village in the southern province of Kiveer. I was well into my powers by then, a woman of twenty-three years. It was said that a man, a stranger from a northern village by his garb, had touched a Mother without her permission in the market square. At first, I hardly believed it. None of us did.

			The ruffian was dragged away by the crowd, but when it came time for him to be brought to the Elders for judgment, he was nowhere to be found. Rumor spread that the assailant had been an Aet, an evil spirit that vanished into thin air. But the Mothers knew that this was not so. For evil is born of the earth, the actions and consequences of man pushed out like a spitting cauldron. In our own way, we are all creators of light and darkness. A true spirit’s only power is to create light and illuminate what is misunderstood. Sometimes the truth can kill, but that was not what happened in the marketplace. The trespasser only meant to take what was not his, seeking to steal the amulet worn by each Mother as a symbol of the earth’s willingness to bind its power with hers. At the time, it did not occur to us that someone might have helped the criminal escape.

			The Mothers pondered and prayed for clarity about what this infraction could mean. In our deliberations, our dance began to take on more rigid lines of protection and defense. More and more, we danced with our eyes open to the new possibility of prying gazes. The notion of needing to not just keep—but defend—our secrets was born.

			But defense was not a concept that came naturally to the Amasiti. We were created to give to the world. Our training, our knowledge rituals were all done in service to the power we were given, and it was our duty to see that it was put to the best use. We served those around us with love and openness. In return, they gave us their trust, heeded our counsel, and respected our ways.

			I do not know when or how word of our power—of my power—reached the Hir, but by the time I learned that it had, there was no uncertainty about who brought our secrets to him. There were rumors that men had stolen our dance rituals to create a new kind of power—a poison created through metal and fire—that could control or command our will.

			Things began happening that had never happened before—harassment, threats, rape…murder. Mothers were rarely the victims of these attacks, but they were always the targets. By then, the Hir knew our true weakness: the people we loved and the communities we served.

			And as the Hir’s cruelty spread from the south, without mercy or reason, the order of the world was lost. Horror seeped into our lives until we were surrounded.

			When the Hir rode into the first of the villages at the northern tip of Kiveer demanding submission of the Mothers, the Amasiti refused until we understood the price that those around us would pay for our defiance. He started with the youngest child in the village. It was as expedient as it was cruel. To protect those whom they had always served, the Mothers accepted the bondage of the poison chains that allowed the Hir and his emissaries to use the Mothers’ power as their own.

			Children stopped reaching for the safety of their parents’ arms because they knew that their mothers and fathers could no longer protect them. Instead, we were forced to send them away, scattering our future to the wind and breaking the will of our people.

			As the news of the Hir’s coming spread, the villages became unsafe for the Mothers to inhabit. Those willing to break faith with the Amasiti traded their decency for the baser needs of food, shelter, and the hope of protection. Those who resisted were killed, enslaved, or tortured to madness, their lives left in ruins.

			By the time the Mothers thought to use their power to fight, it was far too late. In truth, we had never organized our power into a force of destruction before. We were created by Amalaki to bring and create life. Becoming a vessel of war was unthinkable. So when the Hir began taking the Amasiti, many of the powers he sought to corrupt could not be used to his advantage, but they kept searching. Many Mothers chose to ascend from this life, which was their right as keepers of The Way, rather than see their power exploited. I could not.

			I knew deep within me that the Mother had made me different for a reason. So when Safaro came for me, I was not afraid. The truth can sometimes kill and I knew that I would find a way, even if it cost me my life.

			I called on each of my sisters within the Temples to send me the youngest of our awakened, all those with talents in water, earth, or anything related to animals. They were to be stripped of the blue silk gowns that would identify them as Amasiti and come to Elan alone with only a trusted male to carry them, who would pose as their father.

			As I helped each of them from the carriages where they’d hidden on their long journeys, I looked into their young, guileless eyes. I had said nothing to them; yet somehow, they knew. Like me, the Mother had made them different. They arrived frightened, but determined, with just enough time to hide them before Safaro slipped past Elan’s defenses disguised as the prodigal son returned.

			When I finally saw him walking towards me again, I knew that almost no trace of the boy I loved had survived. His face was sunken and pock-marked from what I guessed was too much of the Hir’s rich food and not enough of the grains and vegetables that keep the Amasiti strong and youthful long into our lives. He knew better but had chosen to trade what was proven for a soulless power that answered to neither knowledge nor wisdom.

			I knelt before Safaro, as I swore I would never do when we were children, and accepted his chain, then watched as his pride swelled, eclipsing any possibility that he would discover my plan. Blind purpose and certain victory propelled him forward without the slightest concern for why a woman who had defied him every day of her life would have surrendered so easily. I bowed my head and followed him, prepared to betray everything I knew to preserve the hope of what we could become.

			Like a slave, he brought me dutifully to his master. We snuck past the gates of Elan to the Hir who sat outside the battlefield on a tall, white horambus that was draped in blood-red velvet. The Hir spared only a second to regard me with contempt before sending me with Safaro to the center of the battle where our right to exist would be decided.

			All around me, from every corner of our world, the people of Yet fought against the tyranny of the Hir. Closing my eyes, I could smell their desire to live, to protect their loved ones, and see them survive past this day as if the earth itself was calling out to me. Once again I looked to Safaro for any sign of the boy I loved, but he was nowhere to be found. He knew, as I did, that while their resolve was as hard as iron, the people of Yet were not warriors. Worse, we’d only had months to prepare. From the power-crazed look in his eyes as he surveyed the battle, I knew that the Hir had been planning the expansion of his Kingdom his entire life.

			The final battle came to our doorstep just outside the city of Elan where our defenses had held as fiercely as they could, but it was only a matter of time. The people of Elan, the peoples of Yet, had given no ground easily with mounting casualties on both sides, but the Hir had too much of everything we lacked: weapons, men, strategy, and now the most powerful Amasiti at his beck and call.

			With me at their side, they pressed forward. The poison chain connected my will to Safaro’s, so that the power between us acted as one, except only I understood the true meaning behind the Hir’s command to create an earthquake that would swallow his enemies. Safaro could wield my power, but only I could give it the purpose that would call it into being.

			I knew what the Hir’s soul was meant to be. His greatest enemies were not in front of him; he was surrounded by them, masking the truth of his insanity behind greed and false adulation.

			And so, when I spread my hands wide and bellowed across the sky “I am the Sorcerer of Elan, now and always,” I did what I was meant to do: create.

			The boats of Elan were just out of range, harboring the men, women, and children who were unable to fight. Only the strongest were allowed to keep the front. It would be difficult for them to escape, but they had a better chance than anyone who was not privy to my plan.

			I felt the fissure crack open far beneath me, then bubble up and break with a diagonal energy just 100 feet from where I stood. The fissure would only hold for a few minutes, announcing itself as a warning of things to come so that my people would have some time to retreat before the fault folded back on itself and consumed everything standing.

			Safaro watched with satisfaction as the people of Yet began to run. He did not understand until he watched them forego the high ground of Elan and run into the sea. He rushed forward just as the fissure we created together broke open into a chasm that pulled the dirt right out from under the Hir’s army.

			The people of Yet scattered as the depths swallowed the Hir’s front line. As soon as the last of my people were safe, I took it all. The land that held Elan to the shore of Yet fell away, allowing the water to rise up, pounding out new territory as it ripped through the battlefield. But it was not enough.

			It was only then that I understood that creation and destruction are often the same thing. As the sea claimed its prize, I opened up the foundation of Elan itself—breaking it from the bottom like an egg.

			The power of the sea did the rest, opening her arms to the island in an eternal embrace that left only the tip of the land visible, with the children I had left there clinging to ancient trees.

			Fear, terror, and isolation had burned through their innocence, but in exchange I had given them something else—a chance to survive and create something new, to evolve into sorcerers who were also warriors.

			As Safaro twisted the poison chain around my neck, I imagined I could see the eyes of all those Amasiti children and hoped only for their forgiveness.

			And in the burning light of my death, I ascended to the withering screams of the Hir, Safaro, and all his murderous men and was at peace.

		


    By the eve of the 400th Anniversary of the Elan Peace Accords, the daughters of Amalaki had been hunted to the brink of extinction. Those who survived did so by hiding in plain sight while nurturing their powers in secret until the hope of Aferi could be renewed.
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			Ameenah stepped off of her front porch and into the pale light of the first sun, finally ready to face the journey ahead. She had been looking forward to her trip to the market in Djobi for two months. Tradesmen throughout the five provinces of Yet fought over the privilege of selling her work, and she was happy to let them do so, for the right price. But the biggest market was in the city of Djobi on the northern coast of the province of Mir. Ameenah always saved the best of her wares for Djobi and carried them there herself.

			The time it took to weave the coveted baskets and leather goods for which she was known was considerable, which made it impossible to manage more than two or three trips a year. But the long months in between trips were good for her. It allowed Ameenah time to gather the courage to leave her farm on the edge of the Forbidden Forest and venture out into the world.

			The day of her trip, she rose before dawn and worked all morning, oiling her leathers, tightening her basket knots, and inspecting each item until she was sure it was worthy of the most discerning customer. After, Ameenah changed out of her simple brown dress into her more sturdy traveling clothes: a pair of rough cotton pants, a long-sleeved tunic, and a frayed strip of mud-cloth to hold back her hair.

			Then, she loaded her wagon. The heavier baskets made of stained soursop leaves went in first, stacked on top of one another in three perfect rows that lined the frame of the wagon. Inside the top baskets, she tucked and folded her leather goods—satchels, pouches, containers, belts, pants, vests, and tunics—all as hard as wood or as supple as silk depending on what would suit their purpose best.

			The cost of just one of her creations would cover a year’s worth of one farmhand’s wages. Anywhere else in Yet, people would have scoffed at her prices, but in Djobi, the vendors and artisans catered to wealthy traders, emissaries of royalty and high-rolling thieves who traveled to Yet’s northern shores from around the world. These customers did not travel to Yet for a bargain. They came for the exceptional and offered nothing but praise for her extraordinary craftsmanship when they paid her, which was part of the reason she made the trip.

			By the time Ameenah finished hoisting all her supplies and the colorful silks she would wear once she reached Djobi into the narrow aisle between her baskets, the second sun was just beginning to bath the sky in saffron light, signaling across the lush green of her home that midday was almost here. Ameenah stretched her arms to the heavens and sighed, twisting her body to coax the tension from muscles that had been lifting and bending all morning.

			“The trip to Djobi will do me well.” Ameenah smiled as her stomach fluttered in anticipation. The chance to earn almost half a year’s income in just one day was not her only reason for making the trip. A part of her that was larger than she cared to admit hungered for the sights and sounds of the marketplace, the people she would meet, and the stories they would tell her.

			Yes, I’m ready to go, she thought.

			But the loud rumble in her stomach said otherwise.

			When last did I eat, she wondered.

			A soft chuckle in a familiar cadence rang out behind her.

			With the exception of her farm manager, Opa Maru, there was no one around for miles to help her, which was exactly how Ameenah wanted it. She always left for trips on her workers’ day off to avoid prying eyes. And after years of refusing his help, Opa finally stopped offering his assistance.

			“You’re all packed, I see,” Opa said, coming to stand beside her with a sly grin. Ameenah’s begrudging smile at his teasing quickly faded as the scent of injera and her favorite lentils wafted up towards her from the steaming bowl in Opa’s hands.

			The laugh he gave at her wide eyes, delighted her though she would never tell him so.

			“I thought you might be hungry.”

			Ameenah rushed over to the trough of fresh water she kept just outside her front gate and cleaned her hands.

			“Thank you!” she said while reaching for the bowl. Her hands were still dripping with water when she folded the first delicious bite into her mouth.

			“Hmmm,” Opa replied, inspecting her wagon. “You’ve done well. Of course, with another pair of hands to help, you could have been halfway to Djobi by now.”

			Ameenah lowered her eyes.

			“I know,” she began, hesitating over her food. “But I’ve told you before, I’ll be traveling alone. You won’t be there if I need help. I need to make sure I can manage everything on my own.”

			The older man answered her with eyes that were sad and silent. He knew Ameenah well enough to know she’d meant no harm, but her words still stung. They had worked together for five years with an ease between them that, on most days, felt more like family than friends. Yet, their bond had never been strong enough to break through Ameenah’s instinct to hold herself at a distance from those closest to her.

			“I could come with you,” Opa offered gently. “The roads are not safe.”

			Ameenah smiled as she moved closer, allowing herself a moment to enjoy the way his arm came up to squeeze her shoulder. A part of her welcomed his company. His presence on the long road to Djobi and back would have been warm and familiar, like all the comforts she’d trained herself to do without.

			Ameenah had been on her own since she was twelve years old, longer if you counted from the day her family was murdered. Life since then had not been easy, but at twenty-two, Ameenah took solace in knowing that the experience of having lost the people she loved most in the world had forced her to become a woman who could fend for herself. Though she knew Opa meant well, Ameenah couldn’t afford to depend on him more than she already did.

			“Thank you, Opa, truly, but I need you here to take care of things while I’m away.”

			Knowing there was nothing more he could do to change her mind, Opa nodded silently and said no more. When she had cleaned her bowl, Opa took it from her and bid Ameenah the Mother’s blessings on her travels.

			After securing the wagon, Ameenah checked the house one last time before leaving. Opa would see that the chickens were fed and the land was cared for during her three-day journey to Djobi and back, but Ameenah was nothing if not meticulous. Almost everything she cared about was in the small cottage, the fields, and the earth that she called home. Leaving it filled her with a slow, burning dread that would linger until she returned.

			“Opa will watch over the place,” Ameenah whispered to the deep brown and white speckled horse beside her. Shifting her eyes to the forest’s edge, Ameenah sighed. “And the wolf, too.” She could not explain how she knew, but Ameenah was sure that somewhere within the woods, her strange tawny friend was watching.
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			It began the second night after construction had finished on her farm. Everyone who had come to help was gone, leaving Ameenah in her brand-new home on her brand-new farm alone. The heavy scent of fresh-cut bamboo and acacia was sweet in the air, and Ameenah wandered the fields that night with a restless excitement. The newly-planted seedlings had barely broken through the tender soil, and Ameenah was careful of her footing as she stepped between the rows of crops with her skirt knotted high above her bare feet and ankles.

			She found the wolf at the edge of where the Forbidden Forest met her field. His pale tan fur was half covered by a strange mist. His eyes were golden and clear. And though Ameenah stood transfixed by its beauty, she did not fear the animal. The wolf stood still as well, neither retreating nor moving forward until it suddenly let out a low howl, then sprinted away.

			She’d seen him many times since then, always watching from the edges of her farm. Though there was no rhyme or reason to his visits, Ameenah was always glad to see him when he came.

			Wolves were considered a bad omen by many in Yet; maligned as tricksters with vicious cunning and ill intent. But at the edge of the Forbidden Forest, where everything was feared, Ameenah could only see the wolf as an auspicious sign that what had been lost or cast away in other parts of the world could flourish here.

			[image: ]

			“Are you ready, Ifa?”

			Ifa rustled her mane and took a step forward, testing the weight of her load before moving ahead at a pace her companion could match. Beside her, Ameenah pulled the mud-cloth from her hair, releasing the tinkling, tapping sound of metallic bells and cowry shells into the air. Then, she adjusted the belt around her waist to make sure her ivory bone dagger was within reach—just in case.

		

OEBPS/Images/acknow.jpg
AP

Acknowledgments





OEBPS/Images/ProvincedYET_map_8x5_final-01.png
70

& Pkovmcss OFYET

40

I""
L2 2
a2ty

25

yxAn

Mo B

4y
? A

—






OEBPS/Images/scene-break-wheats_1.jpg
o Wz o Wz





OEBPS/Images/prologue.jpg
i

“The Call of Flan

PROLOGUE





OEBPS/Images/halftitle.jpg
Z

“The Wolf Queen

BOOK I

“The Hope of Aferi





OEBPS/Images/scene-break-wheats.jpg
o Wz o Wz





OEBPS/Images/Image7761.jpg





OEBPS/Images/dedi.jpg
Dedication





OEBPS/Images/ch01.jpg
aha 2

CHAPTER 1

A Quiet Jjfe





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
WoLr

‘OUEEN

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





