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(BOOK ONE)

The Jade Obelisk

This was not the way for a prince to die. Amir Zakee ibn Basheer teetered at the edge of the cliff, his bloody fingers clinging to the hilt of a rusted scimitar as he clutched the precious bundle underneath his arm. His muscles had given up long ago; only hate and anger kept him on his bare feet. His black hair was matted to his forehead by sweat and blood, dungeon filth smeared across his young face and ragged clothes. Behind him the wind hissed through the leaves of the forest canopy carrying the urgent voices of his pursuers to his ears. Below him colorful birds darted through the branches, oblivious to his plight. Three days of flight and pursuit had finally ended. There was no way out.

His hunters emerged warily from the foliage, their cowhide shields protecting their leather clad bodies, their assegais leveled. A grim smile came to the young prince’s face. They were being careful this time, the deaths of their comrades fresh on their minds. He summoned the last dregs of his strength and attacked, knocking the closest warrior’s shield aside with the scimitar then dodging the point of the warrior’s assegai. He stabbed the man’s throat, turned and ran before the others could close the gap. The edge of the cliff rushed closer and closer with each step, but Zakee did not hesitate. He would not be a sacrifice. He closed his eyes, whispered a prayer, and jumped.
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CHAPTER 1
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The Unexpected Guest

Changa Diop stood at the bow of the Sendibada, a broad smile on his rugged brown face. He took a deep breath, raising his massive chest and shoulders in exaggerated ceremony, then let the air out like the monsoon winds pushing him south. For the first time as far back as he could remember, he was at peace. Mombasa and its mix of memories faded with each day sailed. Ahead lay Sofala and the promise of a new beginning. He glanced behind him for a check on the rest of his fleet. Eight dhows sailed in his wake, each of them laden with a wealth of goods. Changa intended to buy his way into the Sofala merchant guild just as his mentor, Belay Sayyid, would have done. A sad shroud descended over him as he thought of the old merchant. He owed his life to Belay, this kind man that saved him from the fighting pits of Mogadishu and made him a free man. He closed his eyes and banished the bad thoughts to the winds. Sofala was a new beginning; the past would stay buried in Mombasa.

The jangling of bracelets brought a smile to Changa’s face. He opened his eyes to see Panya beside him. She stood a head shorter with long beaded braids framing a face whose beauty displayed her royal Yoruba blood. Like Changa, Panya’s origins lay far west of the Swahili Coast. Fate and circumstances brought her to Mombasa; her special skills brought her to Changa’s attention. Their high status in a Swahili society that excluded outsiders was a testimony to their special abilities. In Mombasa, Panya normally wore traditional Muslim garb, but on the sea she dressed practically. The cotton pants and loose shirt she wore looked much more alluring on her than on the men.

“Are you sure this is the right decision?” she asked.

“Of course not,” Changa replied in his deep rumbling voice, “which makes it more exciting.”

Panya folded her arms across her chest. “Mogadishu is a better choice. It’s closer to Hormuz and the trade is well established.”

Changa looked at Panya, his eyebrows raised. “So now you’re a sorceress, a healer and a merchant?”

“Some facts are obvious to anyone with a sharp mind.”

Changa shrugged. “You’re correct, but the winds blow south so south we go. If we waited until the northern monsoons Mombasa would be in civil war. I have no desire to be involved in a war.”

“I’ve seen enough of it myself,” Panya agreed.

“Besides, Sofala is prospering. My friends say the iron and gold trade with Benematapa is strong. We have enough goods to buy dock space and a trade house. The rest will come.”

They were interrupted by a tall, lean man covered from head to toe in blue robes of concealment, his eyes the only visible part of his face. He bowed to Panya then focused intensely on Changa, pointing to the shore.

“You’re right, Tuareg. We need to go ashore for fresh water and food. We’ll take the Kazuri into the harbor. Will you lead the men?”

The Tuareg nodded.

“Good.”

Panya followed the robed man with suspicious eyes as he walked away.

“How do you know what he wants?”

Changa shrugged. “We’ve been together a long time.”

“I don’t see how you trust a man that never speaks.”

“I saved him from the fighting pits and gave him his freedom, just like Belay did for me. Instead of going back to his homeland he chose to follow me. Over the years he has done much to earn my trust. In time you will learn to trust him as well.”

The fleet sailed another hour before reaching their destination, an obscure harbor hidden by a hook of land. Changa used it many times as a destination for replenishing water barrels and food stock. The thought of hunting excited him, and he left Panya to find the Tuareg.

He found his silent friend overseeing the boat loading.

“I’m coming with you,” he said. 

The two went to the bow and climbed down the cargo net to the boats waiting to take them to the Kazuri, Changa’s favorite dhow. It was small, fast and armed with the best cannons he could afford. The Kazuri was the perfect dhow for missions such as gathering fresh water, running blockades or chasing pirates. The crew consisted of Changa’s best mamabaharia, men handpicked for their fighting skills, seamanship, and bravery.

Changa’s fleet anchored as the Kazuri set sail for the harbor. A good wind carried them quickly into the deep, calm waters. As they anchored, Changa appeared on the deck, sword at his waist, a crossbow in his arms, and his leather throwing knife bag on his shoulder. The Tuareg walked beside him, his takouba hanging from his shoulder, a hunting spear in his hand. They boarded the smaller boats with the others and rowed to the shore. They split into two groups; one would hunt while the other gathered water and whatever edible plants were available. Changa’s group went inland with gourds to gather water at a nearby freshwater stream they knew well. The stream was also a watering hole for the abundant bush dear and boars, which they hoped to bag to add to their stores.

Changa led the way, hacking through the thicket with his machete. The plan was to gather water first, of which the dhows were in the most need, then return to hunt for fresh meat. As they descended the slope leading to the stream, Changa could hear the grunts and growls of nearby mambas. The man-eating lizards slid silently into the waters as the men approached.

“Keep an eye out,” he said. “We are here to gather food, not become it.”

A grim laugh rose among the hunters as they reached the banks of the stream. The men filled their water urns as Changa and the Tuareg worked their way further down the bank until they found a shallow spot.

“Let’s cross here,” Changa said. “Maybe we’ll find bull or boar. Either would be a feast.”

No sooner had the words left his mouth when the sound of thrashing branches rushed toward them. They crouched, the Tuareg raising his spear while Changa rushed to load his crossbow. A man burst from the woods clutching a bundle of cloth to his chest with his left arm, his right hand holding a scimitar. He bled from cuts on his head and legs as he ran towards them with eyes full of desperation.

“Help me!” he said in Arabic. “They are after me!”

Changa raised his crossbow, aiming at the man. The Tuareg knocked it down, pointing his spear to the woods. More men appeared, tattooed, bare-chested warriors brandishing short spears and tall broad-leaf shields.

“This is not our fight!” Changa said. The Tuareg looked at him then turned to the attackers. He threw his spear, striking the closest man square in the chest with a force that knocked him back into his brethren. He drew his takouba and charged.

“Damn it!” Changa exclaimed. 

He raised his crossbow and sent a bolt into another man. Two more went down to his fire before he threw the weapon aside, running to join the Tuareg. He twisted to his right, dodging a spear thrust aimed for his chest. Grabbing his attacker’s shield, he twisted again, ripping the shield away and driving his sword into the man’s gut. Changa yanked his sword from the man, kicking him into the warrior behind him. Another assegai flicked at his face; Changa knocked it away with his wrist knife then lowered his shoulder, absorbing the warrior’s shield blow. He reached low, gripping the man between the legs and lifted him over his head. With a grunt he slammed the man on his head. A spear tip pricked his neck; Changa grabbed the spear shaft with his right hand, snatching the weapon from its wielder. He turned it about and rammed it through the shield and the warrior. Stepping back as the warrior crumpled to the ground, Changa’s eyes darted about for more attackers. There were none.

The companions stood over their grim effort for a moment, making sure they were thorough in their task. Changa glared at the Tuareg as they approached the man who began this confrontation.

“You have no idea what you’ve gotten us into,” he said. The Tuareg looked back, his gaze steady and unremorseful.

They halted before the man sprawled on the ground. He struggled to his feet, a grateful smile creasing his dingy face. He was younger than Changa first thought, his smooth face clear of the lines of wisdom. He was Arabic, possibly Yemeni. Despite his condition he seemed in good shape. 

“Praise Allah for you both!” he exclaimed. I am Amir Zakee ibn Basheer, son of Sultan Saheed ibn Mamud Basheer, ruler of Yemen. Allah truly blesses his faithful, for he sent you to my aid.”

“You’re not much of an amir to look at,” Changa replied.

Zakee looked at himself. “I have been held prisoner for weeks, I think.”

“And I am to assume that bundle you hold is of some value.”

The prince clutched the package. “If you seek ransom, I’m sure my father would make my return worth your while.”

Changa’s banter with the prince was interrupted by a jolt on his shoulder. The Tuareg jabbed his finger to the stream. More warriors spilled out to the woods, assegais raised and swords drawn. Changa and the Tuareg pushed Zakee ahead of them and ran. There were too many to fight; if they could make it to the shore, they stood a chance. Branches and vines flailed them as they ran down the narrow trail to the shore. Breaking out to the beach, they came upon the others loading the boats for the trip back to the Kazuri. 

“Arm yourselves!” Changa yelled. “Yusufu, sound the drums!”

The mamabaharia dropped the provisions and scurried to their weapons. Yusufu’s hands blurred across the drum skins; his rapid rhythms were answered by the Kazuri’s drummer. The dhow raised its sails and pivoted, exposing its broadside to the beach, the gunners working furiously to load and aim the cannons.

“Tuareg, get the supplies to the Kazuri!” Changa shouted. “Bowmen, form a line and wait for my signal!”

Changa raised his sword high enough for the gunners on the dhow to see. He waited until all the attackers were out in the open then jerked his arm down. The bowmen fired, their bolts felling the first line of warriors as the Kazuri’s cannons barked in the distance. Changa and his men fired another volley of bolts then switched to their swords as cannon shells whistled overhead and exploded, throwing men and sand into the sky. The Mombasans fell upon the remaining enemy like lions. The unknown warriors were skilled, but against Changa’s best they were no match.

As the last attacker fell, Changa and his crew hurried to the remaining boats. If this attack was like the earlier assault at the river, there were more warriors on the way. No sooner had the thought emerged in his mind when another wave of warriors appeared. The Kazuri fired another volley, ripping apart more sand and men. Changa grabbed Zakee by the arm and dragged him to the nearest boat.

“I hope you’re worth the trouble!” he said as he shoved him into the boat with the Tuareg.

The mamabaharia added their crossbow fire to the Kazuri’s barrage while the others loaded the canoes and rowed away. One empty boat remained; at Changa’s signal the remaining sailors sprinted for it. Changa scanned the beach as his men filled the boat, right hand holding his Damascus sword while the other held his deadly throwing knife. 

Despite the barrage, the determined warriors broke through. Changa sent the closest one spinning to the ground, a throwing knife buried deep in his forehead. He ducked a spear thrust to his head, slicing the next man across the abdomen. Standing, he blocked a sword with his wrist knife and kicked another warrior back into the crowd of attackers.

“Changa, come!” his men shouted. Changa turned and high-stepped into the waves, the bowmen covering him the best they could from the rocking boat. Spears fell about him as he swam, nipping at his legs. He reached the boat and was lifted over the side. The rowers set the pace immediately, climbing the surging waves to open water. The unknown warriors continued to pursue them, diving into the water and swimming furiously until there was no hope of catching the boat. The mamabaharia cheered their escape as they pulled alongside the Kazuri, hoisting up the wounded before climbing into the safety of the armed dhow.

“Let’s get back to the fleet,” Changa ordered. The anchor was lifted and the dhow sailed for open water. Zakee crouched on the deck drinking a cup of water, the bundle clutched under his arm. The Tuareg sat beside him, watching the young man with sympathetic eyes. Changa approached his unexpected guest, folding his arms across his chest as he looked down on him.

“I think it’s time you showed us why our friends on the beach fought so hard to capture you.”

Zakee put down his cup. “Yes, yes. You are correct.”

He placed the bundle gently on the deck and pulled back the cloth, revealing a jade obelisk covered with symbols Changa did not recognize. The object emitted a mysterious glow that casted a faint green light on the prince’s pale face.

Changa rubbed his chin. “Interesting, but it doesn’t seem worth the trouble.”

“That’s what I thought,” Zakee replied, “until I saw the sorceress use it with the others.”

“Other obelisks?”

“No. I saw an elephant tusk, a blue diamond and a jeweled goblet. Together with the jade obelisk, the priestess was able to summon terrible power.”

“We’ll show this to Panya,” Changa decided. “Maybe she will know the story behind this thing.”

The Kazuri met the Sendibada at the mouth of the harbor in full sail. The crew heard the cannons and broke for the harbor to assist. The Tuareg, Changa, and Zakee transferred to the larger dhow, and were greeted on the deck by Panya. Basheer looked at Panya and froze, his face losing color.

“Who is he?” she asked. “And what is wrong with him?”

Prince Zakee dropped to his knees. “If there was ever a reason for women to wear the urka, it is because of the beautiful women of this land. A man would truly go mad among such splendor.”

“He is a flattering amir,” Changa answered. “We found him fleeing a group of warriors I didn’t recognize. He carried this.”

Changa extended the obelisk to Panya. Her eyes went wide as she reluctantly reached out and touched the object.

“By the ancestors!” she said. Her amazed expression caught everyone’s attention; there was very little Panya found interesting. 

“Where did you get this?” she asked Zakee.

“It belongs to our family,” the amir answered. “My great-grandfather Mamud acquired it during the Desert Jihad. He led an army against infidels dwelling at the Kahar oasis. The amir leading them was formidable, but no one can defeat the warrior carrying the shield of Allah. The infidels worshipped the obelisk, so my grandfather took it and brought it to our family mosque, locking it away.”

“You know nothing of its potential?” Panya asked.

“I am a man of faith. I have no need of such things. But there is one who does. Her name is Bahati.” The amir sat hard on the deck, his head falling into his hands.

Panya’s eyes bulged at hearing the name and she looked at Changa. “We must take the obelisk to Zimbabwe. It is the only place it will be safe. If Bahati is attempting what I suspect, we are all in danger.”

“Wait, who is this Bahati and why...”

They were startled by the clanging of the dhow bells.

“Everyone to their stations!” Changa ordered. He ran to the stern of the ship.

“Dhows approaching behind us,” Mikaili said. The tall, bearded Ethiopian pointed; his piercing eyes focused on the horizon. Changa saw the ships in the distance and raised his spyglass. Five warships approached rapidly, faster than the winds that pushed them. Men scampered about the deck, preparing for boarding. At the bow of the lead ship, he spotted a figure draped in a dark cloak, arms outstretched.

“It’s her,” the amir spat as he came to his feet. His face contorted in anger. “I will give you a thousand dinars for her head!”

“If she and her friends catch up to us, we’ll be the ones losing our heads,” Changa replied. “Were outgunned and out manned.”

Panya came to his side and looked for herself. “She’s raising a wind spell to speed their dhows.”

“Can you stop her?”

“I can raise a counter spell with the obelisk. Amir Zakee?”

The prince handed over the talisman. Panya reached into the medicine pouch tied around her narrow waist, selecting a few choice ingredients and a stone pestle. She dropped the herbs into the mortar and ground them into a fine gray powder.

“Hurry, Panya,” Changa urged. “We’ll be in cannon range soon.”

“Don’t rush me, man!”

The thump of cannon fire crossed the distance to their ears. Moments later a plum of water erupted a hundred yards from the Kazuri.

“They’re calculating range,” Changa said. “Panya?”

“I’m almost done.”

She sprang to her feet with the gray powder in her right fist, the obelisk in her left. She trotted to the stern of the dhow with Changa close behind.

“Will this work?”

Panya glared at the worried merchant captain. “Pray that it does.”

Another cannon boomed and a geyser of water exploded a few feet from the ship. Panya reached out, dropping the powder into the sea. She spread her arms then closed her eyes.

“Oya, your daughter calls you! Great mother of the rivers and seas, mistress of the winds, give me your strength and your favor!”

Panya grasped the obelisk with both hands, pointing the tip towards the waves. A blast of wind shot from the object and she fell backwards onto the deck. The wind struck the waters and the sea swirled. Panya scrambled back to her feet and pointed the obelisk again, this time preparing with a stronger stance. The obelisk blasted again, emitting a powerful stream of wind that churned the waters, pulling it upward into a wide spinning column. The column churned away, increasing in intensity and height as it meandered towards their pursuers. The peak of the watery spiral widened, forming a dark cloud that reached even higher as it darkened the sky. Lightening flashed and the clouds roared in response. The column became a storm, assaulting the enemy fleet with malicious fury. A towering wave rose before it, dwarfing the ships in its path. Panya convulsed and the wave crashed down on the hapless objects, burying them in water and foam. The water spout followed close behind, slashing about like a wounded snake. Storm clouds threw bolts into the maelstrom, the dhows vanishing from the sight of Changa’s terrified crews.

“That’s enough, Panya,” Changa said.

The storms continued to pummel the area where the dhows were last seen.

“Stop it, Panya!” Changa yelled.

“I can’t! I can’t!” she cried.

Changa gripped the obelisk and jerked it from her hands. The storm waned, the clouds dissipating as the column of water collapsed into the sea. The commotion on the ocean surface diminished until the waves resembled those that lapped against the side of the Sendibada. 

“Are you okay?” Changa asked Panya.

“Now you see why that thing must be destroyed,” she answered, her voice coming out between gasps.

Changa extended the object to Zakee but the young man refused it. 

“That thing reeks with the smell of Shaitan. I will have no part of it!”

Changa shrugged then went below to his cabin. In the corner hidden behind his map chest was a small box made of ivory, gold, and iron. Changa unlocked the box and placed the jade obelisk inside. He closed the lid tightly and locked the box with a key that he hung about his neck. Panya entered the cabin as he hid the box.

“There are eleven more talismans just as powerful,” she said. “If Bahati has all of them, her power will be unimaginable. We have to turn back to see if there are any survivors who could lead us to where the other objects are hidden.”

Changa said nothing as he strode back on deck. “Turn us around, Mikaili,” he ordered. “Let’s see what we can find.”

The Sendibada cruised among the wreckage. Broken wood and bodies bounced off the side of the dhow as it cut a wake through the carnage. Sharks searched for food among the dead, their fins slashing the surface.

“There,” the prince said, pointing starboard. “It’s Bahati.”

The Sendibada veered starboard. Bahati lay still on a piece of wood just large enough to hold her. The woman resembled a statue carved of ebonywood draped in a wet emerald dress that clung to her skin. A silk turban covered her hair, a collection of necklaces gathered around her long neck. 

“Come, Changa,” Panya said.

Changa shrugged his shoulders and followed her to the boat. The oarsmen paddled them to Bahati as Panya worked on another concoction, rubbing the leaves together in her hands into a paste. They pulled alongside the plank and hooked it, pulling it close. The Tuareg jumped into the water and swam close to the body. He stopped trance-like as he looked upon her intense, unnatural beauty. The veiled man placed a hand on her neck then extracted a dagger from his robes.

“Tuareg, no!” Panya shouted.

The Tuareg glared at her as he pressed the blade’s edge against Bahati’s neck.

Panya pounded Changa’s arm. “Stop him! We need her to locate the other talismans!”

Changa frowned at Panya then signaled his friend with a slight lift of his head. The Tuareg’s eyes protested but he obeyed. He swam with her to the boat and the others lifted her inside. No sooner had they pulled her aboard did Panya rub the mixture on her lips. Bahati licked instinctively, sighed and was silent.

“I’ll keep her sedated until we reach Zimbabwe. I hope Chipo can discover what we need to know.”

A crescent moon rose over the calm night seas, its frail light barely staining the black waves. Changa paced the deck, his mind too muddled to rest. The intrusion of the amir and his mysterious nemesis worried him. As a merchant he was used to the unanticipated, but this situation involved powers beyond his knowledge.

A sound caught his attention, a painful moan drifting on the slight breeze. He hurried to the bow and saw the prince standing alone, his hands covering his face. Changa wasn’t sure but it seemed the young noble was crying.

“Allah punishes me,” he whispered.

Changa touched Zakee and startled him. The amir wiped his face and nodded his head.

“Forgive my display of weakness,” he said. “It seems I have lost Allah’s favor.”

Changa shrugged. “Gods can be fickle. Tell me of this Bahati. I sense you two have a deeper connection than you’ve revealed.”

“You are very perceptive,” the amir confessed. He leaned against the bulwark then took a deep breath.

“My brothers and I were raised in my father’s harem to protect us from the world and each other. When I became twelve, my father took us into the world. We traveled throughout the sultanate, educated by tutors from as far as Timbuktu and learning the ways of our various subjects. After two years my father selected three of us; Yaseem, Abdul, and myself. Each of us was given a province to rule. It was our chance to show him if we were worthy to be his heirs.

“I was given Aden. I governed the province and its port city for two years with the help of Hakim, my vizier. Under my rule the city prospered mightily. I was sure of my father’s favor and knew my chance of becoming sultan was great indeed.

“One day a strange ship approached the harbor in a shroud of fog. For two days it sat motionless save for the rocking caused by the waves. No one walked its deck; no person climbed its masts to tend to the sails. A number of small crafts tried to approach it but were held at bay by some strange current. Larger dhows attempting to approach were steered away by the winds.

“On the third day a boat was lowered over the side. It crept toward the dock; its occupants obscured by the distance. The harbor guard sent a message to me on the boat’s approach, asking my advice. I decided to meet these mysterious visitors myself.

“I reached the docks the moment the boat arrived. Eight muscular men manned the oars on either side of the boat, their naked chests covered by a strange circular tattoo, their bare heads crowned by a simple gold band. The true surprise waited at the center of the boat. She stood almost my height with skin like the sky on a moonless night. She wore no veil, exposing her lovely face for all to see. Her garments fell about her in a sensuous way, clinging to her wide hips and full breasts with the rhythm of the sea breeze. I spent most of my life in the harem of my father surrounded by the loveliest women of the sultanate, but never had I encountered a woman as exquisite as her.

“Her name was Bahati, and she came to Yemen as an ambassador of her people, the Zanj. She heard tales of the power of our land and was anxious to discuss the possibility of alliance and trade between our kingdoms. I greeted her as an equal, sending for my carriage to take us to my palace. She asked to see our city along the way, and I obliged.” 

A wistful look came to Zakee’s face. “I must admit, by the time our tour ended I was in love. I was determined to make her my wife. She seemed to feel the same, for she suffered my company with extreme grace and attention. For two weeks I courted her with lavish feasts and grand entertainment. She captivated me with exciting tales of her land and her people. A month after her arrival we traveled to my father’s palace in a grand procession, a fine caravan loaded with gold, ivory, and exotic shells from Bahati’s homeland and accompanied by the finest nobles of Aden. My father was taken by Bahati’s beauty and impressed by the gifts she presented in his honor. We met later as father and son, and I expressed my intentions. Though he had reservations because she was an infidel, he understood my feelings for her. Before everyone he announced our engagement and promised a lavish dowry for his future daughter-in-law.

“I remember well the day we stood on the balcony of my father’s palace, looking at the city when she took my hand and looked into my eyes.

“‘Zakee,’ she said, ‘I came to your land seeking friendship and have discovered love instead. I am truly a happy woman.’

“But a melancholy shadow dulled her beauty.

“‘What is wrong, my flower?’ I asked her.

“‘There was one task I hoped to accomplish, but it seems I will fail like the others.’

“‘Tell me.’

“‘Two thousand years ago my people lost an object sacred to us, an artifact we consider essential to our future. Our priests decreed that anyone leaving the borders of our kingdom is obligated to search for this object and if found, return it to its rightful place.’

“‘What is this object?’ I asked.

“‘It is a jade obelisk.”

Zakee smiled as he relived the memory. “My friend, I was a man overcome with joy and sadness. I knew of this obelisk, and I could take her to it. But I also knew that by giving her this object I would be feeding into her pagan beliefs.”

“‘I know of this obelisk,’ I finally said to her.

“Her eyes shone bright against her dark skin and she embraced me.

“‘I will take you to see it tomorrow,’ I said.

“‘No, no, we must go tonight,’ she insisted. ‘You have no idea how important the obelisk is to my people.’

“I took her to our family mosque. The imam led us to the secret room then handed me the plain oak box holding the obelisk. I showed it to her and her eyes glowed with her smile. She looked at me and I knew what I had to do. I closed the box and against the protest of the imam, I took it with us.

“The next day we set off for Aden. I wasted no time making preparations for the journey to her homeland when I arrived at the port city. In two weeks, three dhows were loaded with Bahati’s dowry, supplies for the journey, and the belongings of my retinue.

“A great celebration was given in our honor the day were departed. We paraded to the docks through the decorated and crowded streets, boarded the dhows and headed to the Zanj.

“That night, far out to sea, Bahati came to my cabin.

“‘I know it is your custom not to touch the bride before marriage,’ she told me, ‘but that custom does not apply to mine.’

“She removed her clothes and came to my bed. That night I knew I made the best choice.”

Zakee’s face turned grim. “The next day I awoke in chains. The smell of death surrounded me as I struggled to rise from the floor of the dhow. I heard creaking and caught a glimpse of light. Footsteps came my way, and I raised my head. The door to my prison opened and Bahati entered, a malicious smile ruining her beautiful face.

“‘My husband awakes,’ she said.

“‘What is going on?’ I asked. ‘What kind of game is this?’

“‘This is no game, Zakee. I have what I want, so you are no more use to me. Your people are dead and your dhows burn.’

“‘Why are you doing this?’ I shouted. ‘I love you! We consummated our union!’

“Bahati laughed. ‘That was your mistake, fool. Do you think I would let you soil me? An illusion based on your blind lust. I will keep you until we reach Zanj, then I will decide how you will die.’”

Zakee looked into Changa’s eyes; his pain apparent. 

“That was the last time I saw her until now. They took me ashore not far from where you found me. There was an altar on which I was to be sacrificed before the obelisk, just as those who possessed it had done for centuries before they were destroyed by my fore-fathers. But my ropes were loose and I broke free. I stole the obelisk and fled for my life.”

“And then we found you,” Changa finished. Zakee nodded. Changa walked to the bulwark and gazed into the night.

“An interesting story, but I wouldn’t worry. Panya has knowledge of this Bahati. If anyone can solve this mystery, she will. She is a woman of many talents.”

He reached down and lifted Zakee to his feet. “Get some rest, amir. You’ve had an eventful day.”

Zakee managed a smile. “I will try, Changa. Thank you for listening.”

Zakee went below. No sooner had he disappeared did Panya emerge from the darkness.

“How much did you hear?” he asked.

“Enough,” Panya replied. “This is more serious than both of you realize, Changa.”

Changa shrugged. “It may be, but I’ll think no more about it tonight. It can wait until we reach Zimbabwe.”

Changa left Panya standing alone on the deck. He hoped this all would end soon, but something in Panya’s eyes told him this was just the beginning.
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CHAPTER 2
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Changa Loses A Dhow

The fleet continued to Sofala with its exotic passengers. As the sun climbed over the horizon, Changa sat at his desk in his cabin, revising the ship’s log after the previous day’s events and trying his best to shake an uneasy feeling about the amir and his mysterious wife. He was not the type of man to take chances without a reward. The amir was an easy decision. Once he was returned to his father a ransom would be paid. But the sorceress? This was the situation that unnerved him.

Panya entered the cabin, her face serious. “Changa, believe me when I tell you we must go directly to Zimbabwe.”

Changa put down his quill. “I trust your judgment, Panya, but you’ve got to give me a better reason than a feeling.”

“You saw what the obelisk can do. That should be enough. The priests of Zimbabwe have the knowledge to destroy it and the others.”

“Right now, I don’t know if there are others,” Changa replied. “I do know that if I waste time chasing a hunch, I’ll lose time establishing my merchant house in Sofala. My mamabaharia need to be paid soon or they’ll scatter to the highest bidder.”

“Is that all you care about? Your money? Your time?”

Changa’s expression softened. “I care about you. Your opinion means much to me. But I need more to go on than what you’ve given me.”

Panya turned and stomped away.

“Panya, wait,” Changa called out. He rose from his chair and walked to her. “I didn’t say we won’t go to Zimbabwe.”

“Later is not soon enough,” she said, jerking away from him. She strode away, pushing past the Tuareg and Zakee as they approached. The Tuareg looked at Changa, his eyebrows close.

“Yes, she’s angry,” Changa said.

“Pardon me, but I assume Panya wishes to go directly to this Zimbabwe?” Zakee asked.

Changa nodded.

“Maybe she is right. I don’t know about you, but I have never seen anything with such power. It is an evil object and needs to be destroyed as soon as possible.”

“I agree with you to a point,” Changa replied. “I am a merchant, young amir, and as I told Panya I only take risks if there is a substantial reward. I don’t deal in good and evil, only profit and loss. Let the priests handle such matters.”

“I hope you are correct,” Zakee replied. “If not, the world that allows you to make your profit may cease to exist.”

“Get some rest, amir,” Changa replied in an irritated tone. “In a week we will reach Sofala and discuss the terms of your ransom.”

The remaining day crept by for Changa. He spent a restless night, the words of Panya and Zakee spinning in his head. The talk of spiritual matters dredged up a more personal memory, the recollection of a day that ripped him from a life of privilege; the day Mfumu, his father and ruler of Kongo, was slain. Changa’s life afterwards was cruel and brutal until Belay rescued him from the fighting pits and taught him the ways of the merchant. It was an existence that at times could be just as brutal but always more rewarding. He never had time for spiritual matters and didn’t understand them. Every situation he ever faced could be solved by either a handshake or a sword. In the end, he believed this obelisk problem would be no different.

He woke early the next morning and left his cabin for the deck. A dome of sunlight peeked over the horizon, spreading an orange-red blanket over the waves. Mikaili waited for him at the helm, greeting him with a grunt, his face sporting his perpetual frown.

They walked the deck together, greeting mamabaharia and shouting orders. Changa scanned his fleet and frowned.

“Where is the Kazuri?”

“Panya set out with it hours ago,” Mikaili replied.

“What?!?”

Mikaili stepped away from Changa. “Don’t you remember? You sent the Kazuri ahead to take the obelisk and the sorceress to Zimbabwe.”

Changa stormed off to Panya’s chamber.

“She said she had your approval!” Mikaili shouted.

Changa kicked the door open. Panya was gone. A note sat on her desk; Changa snatched it up.

Changa, I did what I had to do. I will meet you in Sofala. Trust me.

“She steals my dhow and asks me to trust her?” Changa crumpled the note and flung it across the room. He spun and saw the Tuareg and Zakee standing in the doorway.

“Did you two have anything to do with this?”

Both men shook their heads.

“Good. That’s two less people I have to kill.”

Changa stomped back on deck. “Mikaili, get these dhows moving! I have a thief to catch!”

Changa could harangue his men but he could not influence the winds. The monsoon breezes took them south at a brisk pace, but not fast enough to catch Panya. His advantage was she did not know how to get to Zimbabwe. She would have to go to Sofala to find a guide. 

The merchant fleet sailed relentlessly throughout the passing days, squeezing out extra speed from whatever wind they could harness. Changa remained awake, driving his crew to exhaustion as they attempted to narrow the gap between them and the Kazuri. As the sun climbed over the horizon on the fourth day, Changa stood at the bow, looking for signs of the Kazuri. Zakee cleared his throat to get Changa’s attention.

“I am not experienced in sailing,” the amir said. “Can we catch the Kazuri?”

“No,” Changa replied. “She’s too fast and her crew is skilled. She’s my best dhow.”

“Panya chose well,” Zakee replied.

Changa answered him with a glare which Zakee either didn’t notice or ignored.

“She is a fascinating woman. Is this a common quality of Zanj women?”

“All those years in the harem and you learned nothing,” Changa said.

“I learned countless ways to please a woman,” the amir argued.

“But you learned nothing of a woman’s mind,” Changa countered. “If you did, you would know how much women are like men, and how they are so different.”

“Is Panya your woman?” Zakee asked.

Changa laughed for the first time since the Kazuri’s disappearance. “Panya belongs to no man. She is a member of my crew. A senior member, but a member nonetheless.”

“How did she come to deserve such an honor?”

“She saved my life,” Changa replied. “I was an apprentice to Belay Gochi, a merchant in Mombasa. Belay considered me a son, so when he died, he willed his business to me. His sons protested but the law is the law, and they could not contest Belay’s will, nor did any of them have the strength to challenge me. So, they did the next best thing; they tried to poison me. I was having dinner with Kabili from Mogadishu during his visit when a belly dancer appeared claiming to bear gifts from the Sultan of Malindi, an old friend of Belay. An army of female servants marched before us with trays of food, serving us by hand and entertaining us with dancing and magic. All of us were poisoned. Kabili died on the spot, as did the dancers and others. I don’t remember much, but I was told it was the Tuareg who found Panya and persuaded her to help me. After I recovered, I asked her to join my crew. I thought having someone around with her talents could be useful. I didn’t know she would end up stealing my best dhow.”

“Are you sure it is the dhow you’re concerned about?”

“I think it is time you let working men work, young amir,” Changa warned.

Zakee bowed. “I apologize for my curiosity.” He strolled away, losing himself in the flurry of activity around him.

The morning light revealed signs of civilization. Villages peppered the coconut palm lined shore, an adventurous man or woman waving items of trade to attract the attention of the passing fleet. Under other circumstances Changa would send a crew ashore to barter, but his focus was on Sofala and the Kazuri. The water traffic increased; soon the city of Sofala came into view. It was modest compared to Mombasa or Kilwa, but its success was new compared to those older Swahili trading cities. The major trade was ivory and gold, but recently iron had become just as important, for it was in high demand by the merchants of Calicut.

Changa anchored the fleet just outside the harbor. He and the Tuareg boarded a small boat and made their way to the docks. The dock master marched down the boardwalk as they approached, flanked by a duo of serious looking enforcers armed with orinkas.

“What is your business in Sofala?” the dock master asked.

“I am Changa Diop of Mombasa, master of the fleet before you. I seek trade rights from your harbor.”

“The traffic from Mombasa has been heavy of late,” the dock master replied.

“What do you mean?”

“There was another ship from Mombasa two days ago. They came looking for a guide to take them to Zimbabwe.”

“Was the master a woman?”

The dock master smiled. “Yes. She took on a group of Shona seeking a passage home.”

“Listen, I don’t have much time,” Changa said. “I need to land my cargo and set up a merchant house immediately. The woman you met is a thief. That was my dhow.”

“I’m sorry Bwana Diop, but these matters take time,” the dock master replied. “There are procedures that must be followed, taxes that must be paid, and approvals that must be received. The process could take weeks.”

Changa reached his hand back to the Tuareg who gave him a heavy pouch.

“I don’t have weeks. I need this matter resolved today.”

Changa tossed the pouch to the dock master. He opened the pouch and nodded.

“I’ll see what I can do, Bwana Diop.”

The dock master left them in the company of the guards then returned with a companion. The man was as tall as Changa though not as well muscled. His darker skin told he was not Swahili though he dressed in the manner of a resident of Mombasa. He smiled as he came to Changa.

“Mbogo!” he shouted. “It’s been a long time.”

“Mulefu?” Changa’s luck had taken a turn for the better. He hugged his old friend and laughed.

“I thought you were dead,” Changa said. “I heard your dhow went down near Kilwa three years ago.”

“The stories of my demise were false as you can see,” Mulefu replied. “The storm did destroy the entire fleet. I managed to work my dhow close to the shore before we sank. I made it ashore with three other crewmembers.”

“So how did a half-drowned sea rat end up harbor master of Sofala?”

“We salvaged enough goods to buy a place in the market. The rest was Allah’s will.”

Changa was excited seeing his old friend, but the urgency of his situation dampened his joy.

“Mulefu, I need your help.”

“You have it. Come with me.”

Mulefu led them to a large square building opposite the harbor. Its white walls stood three stories high, overlooking the harbor commerce. His office occupied a corner room on the highest level, the window offering a panoramic view of the harbor.

Mulefu sat at his desk and opened a thick, tattered ledger.

“There is a free warehouse where you can store your goods. I can arrange a meeting with its owner to get you started. You have someone to handle your affairs while you are away?”

“Yes.”

“Good. As far as your other problem, your friend has a good head start, but the Zambezi will slow her down. There is a pilot, Kibwe, who can take you up the river. From there I’m sure you will find someone to guide you to Zimbabwe.”

They returned to the docks. Changa’s dhows were moored and unloaded. Crowds gathered as the cargo was counted, recorded and moved to the warehouse. Mulefu sent a man who brought Kibwe to them. He was a small, thin man with hard eyes and an intense smile.

“Kibwe,” Mulefu said. “My friend Changa needs a pilot to navigate the Zambezi.”

“It is my pleasure to help any friend of yours, harbor master. I’m embarrassed to say; however, my price is high.”

“Name it,” Changa replied.

“Twenty dinars and a pound of salt,” Kibwe answered.

“Is Sofala a city of merchants or pirates?” Changa bellowed. “I’ll give you ten dinars and no salt!”

Kibwe bowed. “Bwana, I am a simple man of simple means. My only talent lies in reading the river, which takes me away from my wives and children for many days. How will they survive while I’m gone?”

Changa glared at Mulefu. “This is how you help a friend?” He turned his attention back to Kibwe. “Twelve dinars and a half pound of salt. I’ll pay you half now and the other half when we return.”

Kibwe bowed again. “Bwana is most generous. I will return with my belongings immediately.”

Changa and his crew were transferring supplies to the warehouse when they heard a commotion on the docks. Kibwe walked briskly, babbling to the three women and countless children swarming about him. He laughed, yelled, soothed and kissed his way to the dhow’s walkway. After a boisterous farewell full of lamentations and ululations, Kibwe boarded the Sendibada.

“I am ready,” he announced, ignoring the wailing of his family.

“I see why you were eager to guide us,” Changa said. 

The Sendibada set sail, taking advantage of the strong winds of an approaching rain. They sailed north, back to the mouth of the Zambezi River.

“You must be careful here,” Kibwe warned. “The waters are shallow.”

“Take the helm,” Changa ordered. “That’s what I’m paying you for.”

Kibwe obliged, guiding the dhow into the river. He was an expert steersman, working the large dhow through the narrow stretches of the river with ease. Changa paced the deck, looking ahead for sight of the Kazuri, hoping whatever they found would not be what he feared.

Kibwe looked up into the darkening sky. “We should stop for the night,” he said. “There is a cove ahead with deep water. We will be safe there.”

They sailed a few miles further before Kibwe steered starboard. The inlet opened before them; resting in the center was the Kazuri.

“There she is!” Changa shouted. “Let’s move!”

“Wait, bwana,” Kibwe cautioned. “Your dhow sits in shallow water. I suspect it has run aground.”

“Dammit, Panya!” Changa yelled. He lifted his eyeglass and scanned the deck. “I see no one. They may be below deck or on shore. Kibwe, take us as close as you can. We’ll free the dhow then search the area for Panya and the crew.”

*   *   *
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Deep within the forest, Panya and her crew followed their guides along a narrow road. The deeper they penetrated the woods the more she regretted her decision to take this precarious land route to Zimbabwe. Their guide assured her he could lead them with no problem. The more progress they made the less certain he seemed. The mabaharia continued to obey her orders, although it was obvious they were uncomfortable in the dense forest with the fading light and unfamiliar ground.

Then there was the sorceress. Panya lifted her sedation to allow her to travel on her own. Though shackled by her hands and feet, Panya knew better than to think this woman was not dangerous. As an extra precaution, the sorceress was gagged to prevent her from chanting spells.

“You do a foolish thing, sister.” 

Panya jumped, startled by the venomous voice coming from the bound sorceress.

“How do you speak to me?” Panya demanded.

“I speak mind to mind. Such is the power of the Jade Obelisk.”

“Get out of my head!” Panya said.

“You are in no position to demand, daughter of Oya,” Bahati replied. “The other talismans are in place. The obelisk completes the circle. You cannot stop the Joining now.”

“I might not be able, but Chipo of Zimbabwe can.”

Bahati’s laugh rattled inside Panya’s head. “Even he is not strong enough now.”

The sorceress looked upward. “Your time is ended, daughter of Oya. My children are here!”

The canopy exploded in a cacophony of haunted laughter as large figures scrambled through the branches like monkeys. Panya shifted her staff to a defensive position as the others drew their swords and bows. 

“Give me the obelisk and I’ll spare your life,” Bahati said.

Panya raised her staff as a creature dropped in between her and Bahati. Its mottled body resembled that of a man except for large hyena head perched on its shoulders. Panya stumbled away as the creature cackled then bared its fangs. Though she had heard the stories, she’d never seen a fisinaume. More fisinaume fell from the trees like treacherous fruit among the terrified sailors. Panya gathered her wits quickly enough to dodge the metal covered paw swinging at her head. She struck back with her staff, knocking the beast to the ground with a blow to its hideous head. Still more fisinaume fell around Bahati, breaking her chains with their teeth and tearing away her gag.

“Forget the others,” she commanded, pointing at Panya. “She has the obelisk!”

The beasts stopped their attack on mamabaharia and converged on Panya. She ran to her crewmen, the beasts charging at her. She planted her staff into the ground and jumped over the beasts, landing among the crew. 

“Give them the obelisk!” Bantu, the mabaharia captain urged.

“No!” Panya shouted. “If Bahati gets this obelisk, everyone dies. Now fight!”

The beasts charged. They were steps away when the lead beast crashed to the ground, a familiar Kongo throwing knife buried in its head.

Changa jumped into the path followed by the Tuareg and the crew of the Sendibada. A cheer went up among the Kazuri mamabaharia and they attacked the beasts with renewed vigor. Panya smiled with relief despite the angry glare from Changa.

“I’ll deal with you later,” he said before jumping into the fray.

Panya stepped forward but was grabbed by her shoulders then lifted into the air. She swung her staff upward, striking flesh and bone. She fell then crouched as more beasts surrounded her.

“Take it, take it!” Bahati shouted. The sorceress had climbed into the canopy with her companions. Panya swung her staff, clearing the beasts away but there were too many. Bahati landed on her feet before her, a victorious grin on her face.

“Give it to me,” she demanded.

Panya jabbed her staff at the sorceress’s face. Bahati sidestepped and kicked Panya in the stomach. She never saw the second blow; she fell to the ground in darkness. The next sound she heard was the urgent voice of Changa.

“Panya! Panya!”

Consciousness brought blinding pain. She moved her hand to the back of her head and felt blood.

Changa reached down and picked her up.

“Put me down!” she demanded.

“We need to get you to the Sendibada,” Changa replied.

“Put me down I said!”

Changa eased her to the ground.

Panya frantically searched herself and let out a moan.

“She took it! She took the obelisk!”

“Good,” Changa said. “That trinket has caused enough trouble.”

Panya grabbed Changa and spun him about.

“You don’t understand at all. That obelisk is the last piece of a puzzle that will mean the end of us all.”

Changa looked skeptical. “Panya, I’m sure this talisman is powerful. I saw what you did with it on the sea. But are you sure this obelisk is worth the trouble?”

“Do you know of the Mfecana?”

“Of course, I do,” Changa replied. “The war of Gods and Wizards.”

“Remember what you were taught,” Panya said. “The Gods defeated the rebellious wizards. They stripped away the wizards’ power and buried their bodies in the center of the earth. But their essence could not be destroyed. So, the gods divided the power, locking it into twelve amulets which they hid throughout the earth.”

Changa’s face transformed from anger to concern. “What are you saying, Panya?”

Panya’s eyes glistened. “The obelisk is one of those amulets. I don’t know how she did it, but Bahati has them all.”

The silence that fell among the Mombasans came from the implications of Panya’s words. Changa knew what Panya would say; the thought was more terrible to imagine.

“We cannot catch her,” Changa admitted. “We don’t know where she is going.”

“I have an idea, but I must confirm it with Chipo. Bahati will be difficult to defeat with the amulets in her possession. It will be impossible if she combines their power. Our only hope is Zimbabwe.”

“Everyone back to the dhows,” Changa ordered. “We sail to Zimbabwe.”

They gathered the wounded and hurried back. The crew that remained behind managed to free the Kazuri but nightfall delayed their departure from the cove. While the others slept, Panya paced the deck of the Sendibada. Terrible images flashed in her mind, images she wished she could shake away.

“Lady Panya?” Zakee presented himself, bowing slightly. “The night is late, and you still worry.”

“I let her get away,” Panya replied. “You have no idea what I may have unleashed.”

“The burden rests on my shoulders, not yours,” Zakee said. “If not for my lustful heart, Bahati would have never known about the obelisk. May Allah forgive me for my weakness.”

Panya smiled at the naive prince. “Bahati knew you possessed the obelisk; that is why she sought you out. If she had not seduced you, she would have killed you for it. It is because of your lust that you still live.”

Prince Zakee grabbed Panya’s hand and fell to his knees, startling her.

“For such a sin I must make amends,” he announced. “Until we reclaim the obelisk and destroy Bahati, my life and my sword are yours to command.”

“That may or may not be a help,” Changa said. He strode over to Panya and Zakee.

“Both of you need to get some sleep,” he said. “We have a hard day ahead and we all need to be sharp.”

“He’s right,” Panya agreed. “I am grateful for your help, amir. I pray that it is only your sword we make use of.”

Zakee stood, bowing to Panya and Changa before leaving the deck. Changa watched him disappear below.

“That boy follows you like a puppy,” he said.

“Are you jealous, bwana?” Panya asked with a smile.

Changa’s face remained serious. “I can’t be jealous about someone who desires a person that is not mine. Come now, to bed with you.”

Panya followed Changa below deck. Before she entered her cabin, she looked back, gazing into the night sky.

“What is it?” Changa asked.

“Nothing,” she replied. “Nothing at all.” She entered her cabin, keeping the knowledge of the darkening heavens to herself.
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CHAPTER 3
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The Fallen

Bahati and her fisinaume horde made good time through the forest, running at a brisk pace to the coast and the ships awaiting their arrival. She smiled as she recalled surviving Panya’s destruction of her fleet. Amazing still was the fact that the witch took her hostage instead of allowing her to die among the debris. If she had done so, the obelisk would have disappeared into history again. Though Bahati suspected Panya was an intelligent and talented sorceress in her own right she was amused by the mistakes the woman committed. Did she actually think by binding her she would prevent her from summoning her children? Bahati laughed aloud and the fisinaume answered, their wicked noise echoing through the trees.

They emerged from the foliage to the secluded harbor. Her remaining ships rested just beyond the mouth of the bay, their white banners waving defiantly with the wind. The fisinaume recovered their boats and rowed to the ships. Bahati couldn’t help but smile. After ten thousand years the amulets were together, ready for the Joining and the return of the Age of Priests. 

Amra stood on the bow of the lead ship, his arms folded across his wide chest. He stared at her with his coal-black eyes, wrinkles forming on his bald head as he attempted to perform a mind-reading spell. He was another stupid man standing in her way, another fool underestimating her power. He too was a necessary evil in a world where a woman’s strength had to be hidden to avoid fatal consequences. But those days were fast coming to an end. She relaxed, allowing the wizard to enter her mind and see only what she permitted him to see.

“You were successful,” he stated.

“Of course,” she replied.

They climbed aboard the ship and the fleet immediately set sail.

Bahati took the obelisk to her cabin and locked it away in an iron chest beside her bed. Placing her hand on the lid, she whispered a warding spell. She felt Amra’s eyes on her and was annoyed.

“Go back to the deck,” she hissed. “You’re more useful there.”

“The master told me to keep my eyes on you.”

“Then you have already failed him,” Bahati retorted. “Shall I tell him that you let the amir escape with the obelisk and that I had to retrieve it?”

“It was my dhows that pursued the Mombasans!”

“And it was your dhows that did not catch them. Were it not for my fisinaume the obelisk would be lost.”

Amra backed away to the cabin door. 

“Leave me be, Amra, and I will see to it that your death will be swift and merciful.”

Amra slammed the cabin door and ran for the top deck. Bahati settled into her cushion stool, pleased with herself. There was only one more obstacle between her and the lost power of the old wizards, and she would deal with him soon.

*   *   *
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The village of Katura sat so close to the banks of the Zambezi it almost spilled into the black waters. The villagers rushed to their dugouts as the Sendibada and the Kazuri approached. Katurians were a proud people and experienced traders, so they were jaded to the arrival of newcomers. What captivated them was the ocean-going vessels crowding the river currents.

Changa marched about the Sendibada, working his massive arms as much as his mouth.

“Let’s go!” he shouted at the crew. “Get these sails in and clear the deck!”

Panya appeared beside him, her urgent expression annoying him.

“We must hurry,” she insisted. “Time slips through our fingers.”

Changa’s grimace didn’t seem to disturb her. “I must secure the dhows,” he answered. “Who knows how long we will be gone?”

As the crew finished preparing the dhow, the first trade canoes approached the ship. Kibwe stormed the bulwark.

“This is not a trading mission,” he shouted. “Go away!”

“You have the tact of a drunken bull,” Changa said. “These people have to tell us how to reach Zimbabwe. Let them board.”

Kibwe frowned and lowered the cargo net. The villagers scrambled aboard, their goods hanging from their backs and dangling from their necks. His crew responded eagerly, happy that the villagers understood Swahili. Changa mingled among them but could find no one who either knew or was willing to lead them to Zimbabwe.

“This is impossible!” he finally said. 

“I know a man in Katura that can lead you to Zimbabwe, bwana,” Kibwe said.

Changa threw up his hands to keep from striking Kibwe. “Why didn’t you say that before?”

“You didn’t ask, bwana.”

Changa, Panya, the Tuareg, and Zakee climbed down the ropes with Kibwe, boarding a canoe that waited for them on the water. They rowed to the docks of the town and the waiting horde of traders. Changa was pleasantly distracted, wishing he had time to barter. He felt a tug at his arm and turned to see Panya’s serious stare as if she read his mind.

“Come,” Kibwe signaled. “I will take to you to my friend.”

They followed the little man down the narrow streets to a small wood and thatch house on the edge of the village.

“Kamali!” Kibwe shouted. “Come out and greet your brother!”

The door swung open and Kamali emerged. He was the exact reflection of Kibwe but many times larger. He stood at least a head taller than Changa with muscles that seemed chiseled from stone. His long arms swayed as he loped to his smaller sibling, scooping Kibwe off the ground like a child and pressing him against his massive chest.

“My brother!” he rumbled. “You have come home at last!”

“Yes, yes, Kamali. Now put me down before you kill me!”

Kamali placed Kibwe down, giving him a moment to catch his breath.

“How are my nieces and nephews?” Kamali asked.

“Mean and hungry,” Kibwe replied. He turned to Changa.

“Kamali, these are my employers from Mombasa. They need you to lead them to Great Zimbabwe.”

“I will pay you well, but we must leave today,” Changa added.

Kamali’s smile faded. “The road to Zimbabwe is dangerous these days. Only the richest merchants can afford the journey, for mercenaries are expensive.”

“We have our own protection,” Changa replied. “We need only porters and supplies.”

“That can be arranged,” Kamali said. He turned to his little brother. “Are you coming?”

“No, brother,” Kibwe said. “I’ve had enough adventure for one trip.”

“Then come with me, bwana” Kamali said. “You and your friends are welcomed to rest in my home until I return.”

Changa gazed at the sad structure with a frown. “We will wait at our dhows, thank you.”

“You brought dhows down the river?” Kamali looked at his brother with wide eyes. “You said you would do it one day!”

Kibwe’s eyes sparkled. “And I did.”

Changa grabbed the little captain by his shoulders and spun him about. “You told me you sailed dhows down the river before.”

Kibwe smiled and bowed to Changa. “I did not lie to you, bwana, at least not completely. As you know, I am an accomplished nahodha and I have taken ships larger than yours up many rivers. As for sailing the Zambezi, though I had never done it before, I always knew it could be done. I never had the opportunity to attempt the journey until you came along.”

Changa gritted his teeth. “Did Mulefu know this?”

“Of course, bwana.”

Changa tried his best to be angry, but the urgency of the situation wouldn’t allow it.

“I’ll deal with Mulefu when we return to Sofala,” he said. “As for you, Kibwe, stay away from my dhows!”

Changa turned his attention back to Kamali. “You have been to Great Zimbabwe, haven’t you?”

“Yes, bwana, many times. Don’t confuse my brother’s ways for mine. Though I love him dearly, I am not the adventurous type, nor do I play with others’ lives and property.”

“Meet us at the docks when you have our supplies,” Changa said. “Thirty dinars should suffice. I’ll pay you half before the trip and half when we return from Zimbabwe.”

Kamali shook Changa’s calloused hand. “It is a fair deal. Come brother, we can catch up as I gather porters.”

Kamali and Kibwe scampered off while Changa and the others made their way back to the dhows.

“Do you trust them, Changa?” Zakee asked.

“I don’t trust anyone,” Changa replied. “But money has a way in making people honest.”

“Changa offered him twice what his help is worth,” Panya said. “With that amount he’s better off protecting us than killing us. It should also speed our departure.”

The dhows were anchored before the village and swarming with townspeople. It was a boisterous scene; crew members haggled over prices on anything from sea turtle shells to jackal skins while the townsfolk gesticulated in mock frustration with the amounts offered for their goods. 

“Tuareg, stay with Panya,” Changa ordered. The Tuareg nodded and Panya smiled.

“So, you believe me?” she asked Changa.

“You stole my dhow,” he answered. “You wouldn’t have done so unless you really believed in this obelisk.”

Kamali and the porters appeared at the shore hours later. The men pleased Changa; they were well-built professional porters instead of the maltreated slaves used by many Swahili merchants. His disdain for slave porters was as personal as it was practical. He would never put a person through what he had suffered most of his life.

In moments the porters packed the items and were ready to depart. Changa was disappointed when he saw the number of men burdened with the provisions for the trip. He was doubtful they would make it out of the village.

“Are you trying to cheat me, Kamali?” he demanded. “I paid for more porters than this.”

“You said you were in a hurry, did you not, bwana?” Kamali replied. “We will carry half the normal provisions so we can cover more ground per day. The smaller group will allow us to take the smaller trails that will speed our travel.”

Kamali patted one of the porters on the shoulder. “These are good men. They hunt as well as they carry, and they are good fighters just in case we run into bandits along the way. If you ask me, I’ve given you more than your money’s worth.”

“Let’s go then,” Changa said. “We are wasting time.”

They set out for Great Zimbabwe in the early afternoon, the sun high and hot. Kamali and the porters walked briskly despite their huge packs. Changa soon realized if anyone would be the cause of slow travel it would be one of his own. Months at sea had weakened their legs and stolen their wind. It was Changa who called for the first rest, much to the disappointment of Kamali.

“This is not a good place to rest bwana,” he protested. “There is a clearing a few miles ahead that is better.”

“We may not live to see it at this pace,” Changa replied.

Kamali frowned. “Please, bwana, be patient. It is not far.”

It was Changa’s turn to frown. “We’ll continue, but if I die consider the rest of your payment forfeited!”

They reached Kamali’s destination at dusk; a clearing surrounded by large mukwa trees. Changa and his crew collapsed where they stopped.

“Praise to Allah!” Zakee exclaimed. “Another step and my legs would shatter.”

The Tuareg nodded to Zakee, pulling up his pants and rubbing his knees. Changa lay on his back, his chest heaving. 

“We shouldn’t stop,” Panya argued, still on her feet. “We have to keep going.” She disappeared into the forest as the porters built a fire for the night’s meal. The Tuareg struggled to his feet and followed her. They returned a few minutes later with armfuls of plants as the porters finished preparing the meal. Panya dumped the foliage by the fire, unpacked her cutting and cooking stone, and went to work chopping, grinding, and boiling the plants into an aromatic stew. She spooned the concoction into a cup and sipped.

“Excellent,” she whispered. “Everyone! Gather around!”

Changa sauntered over to her, a bowl of steaming stew in his hand.

“What have you cooked up now?”

“Drink this,” she said as she shoved the cup to his mouth and poured the liquid down his throat. Changa shoved the cup away, choking on the hot brew when a wave of energy swept his entire body. He placed his bowl of stew on the ground and took the cup from Panya, finishing the elixir with one swig. The soreness disappeared from his muscles replaced by a strange, rested sensation, as if he had been carried the entire journey. His eyes saw his surroundings in crisp detail.

“What is this?”

Panya smirked. “It will keep us fresh during our journey, but we will pay a price later.”

Panya and the Tuareg handed a cup of the elixir to everyone. Zakee held his cup suspiciously. 

“Allah does not approve of such witchcraft.”

The Tuareg placed a hand on Zakee’s shoulder, sharing a look of concern with the young prince before drinking the brew.

The prince looked at the Tuareg doubtfully. “I don’t know what caused you to take a vow of silence my friend, but I suspect you are a man of deep faith. I believe you would not commit an act without being sure of the consequences.”

With that Zakee whispered a prayer and drank. He jerked, his eyes rolling back, and he fell backwards to the ground.

Changa looked down at the amir. “I think you killed him, Panya.”

Panya knelt beside the sprawled prince, putting her ear close to his nose.

“He’s still breathing. He’ll be fine. The dose was probably too strong for him. He will recover soon enough.”

The prince sat up suddenly as if raised by her voice. “I am ready to journey. In fact, I feel as if I could walk to the end of the earth!”

“Good,” Changa replied. He made his way to Kamali and the porters who sat by the fire eating their meal.

“We are ready to leave when you are,” he said.

“That is good, bwana,” Kamali replied. “We have lost precious time.”

“How much father to Zimbabwe?” Changa asked.

“If we set a good pace, we can reach the kingdom in four days.”

“And what of the bandits following us?”

“Bandits?”

“You need to be more observant, my friend. They’ve trailed us since we left Katura.”

“We must break camp now,” Kamali urged. “The trees are too close.”

“No, we are safe, for now,” Changa replied. “They won’t strike until nightfall. Keep your weapons close and be diligent on sentry duty.”

“We will, bwana.”

Two of the porters took up sentry positions, scurrying into the low branches of the surrounding trees. The goods and supplies were moved to form a perimeter around them.

Changa made his way back to the others. 

“Panya, go to the center with the porters.” He turned to the young prince. “How good is your sword arm?”

“I was taught by the finest swordsmen of Aden,” the amir answered proudly. “I also tutored under the great Andalusian sword master Al-Jafar.”

“If you are alive in the morning I’ll be impressed,” Changa replied.

The travelers bedded down under the eyes of the sentries, but Changa did not sleep. He lay on his cot listening to the night, separating the sound of the camp from the sounds of the forest. As he expected, the sentries fell asleep soon afterwards, one falling from his perch and striking the ground with a muffled thud. The sounds of the interlopers emerged as soon as the sentries slumbered. Changa closed his eyes, concentrating on the sounds of the individuals creeping into their camp. It was a large group, at least ten to fifteen men. Their urgent whispers spoke of a swift and deadly intent. Then he heard it, a low human-like laugh, rumbling from the throat of something he knew was not quite human yet not truly an animal.

Changa sprang to his feet, hurling a throwing knife at the laughing creature loping toward him. The fisinaume sidestepped the weapon and lunged. Changa braced himself but the beast was suddenly diverted by a sharp blow from Panya’s iron staff.

Changa shoved Panya away from the fisinaume and the Tuareg caught her. Zakee leapt to his feet just in time to block the down stroke of a determined bandit. Before he could parry, the man’s shrouded head flew from his body, dispatched by a stroke from the Tuareg’s takouba. Panya, Zakee, and the Tuareg stood back-to-back, their arms, feet, and blades striking out at the bandits swarming around them. Changa went after the fisinaume alone. The beast had righted itself from Panya’s blow and crouched, its thick legs curled under it. It leaped toward Panya and Changa threw his second knife. The whirling blade struck its mark this time, hitting the creature with enough force to bend it from its path. It landed in a heap among the bandits crowding around his desperate friends.

“Kamali!” Changa yelled. No help would come from the porters. A group of bandits held them at bay despite the hammering of Kamali’s orinka and shield.

Changa knocked a bandit aside with a throwing knife as he sliced another with his Damascus. A bandit before him raised his iron sword to block Changa’s down stroke. The man’s expression changed from smirking to horror as Changa’s blade shattered his weapon and cleaved his skull. Changa kicked the man off his sword. He saw his companions – Panya holding off her attackers with wide swings of her staff, the Tuareg’s tandem swords a lethal blur, and the young prince struggling desperately, his life frequently spared by the timely intrusion of the Tuareg’s skillful swordplay.

Changa stepped forward and was hit in the midsection and knocked onto his back, sword and throwing knife flying from his hands. The fisinaume straddled him, holding him down with one massive arm as the other raised a dagger above him. Changa threw up his left arm, taking the knife in the flesh of his forearm. He clinched his fist; the muscles of his arm tightening around the blade, and with a painful yell yanked his arm away, snatching the knife from the fisinaume’s grip. Changa slammed his right hand into the creature’s throat and the left hand followed. The fisinaume reached for Changa’s throat but stopped, its eyes widening as it began to lose its breath. It clawed at Changa’s hands, and then pummeled his wounded arm, attempting to break his grip. Changa’s strength held as he dug deep into the depths of endurance developed from years of pit-fighting. The creature’s flailing weakened then stopped. With its last breath it emitted a piercing shriek that cut through Changa’s ears. The death wail took the fight out of its companions; the remaining bandits broke away and disappeared into the darkness.

Changa threw the dead hyena-man aside and struggled to his feet. The Tuareg set about the grim task of finishing off the wounded and dying bandits. Panya looked at the carnage around her then leaned heavily on her staff, wincing. Changa saw blood running down her calf and rushed to her side.

“Help me sit,” she said.

Changa eased her to the ground beside Zakee who looked at the Tuareg with disbelieving eyes.

“It was like fighting beside a sirocco!” he gasped.

Changa smirked as he tore away the fabric of Panya’s pant leg, revealing a deep wound on her thigh. She grabbed his hand before he could inspect the wound.

“You have death on your hands,” she said. “You’ll infect it. Bring me my bag.”

He found her bag close by and handed it to her.

“What about your arm?” she asked.

“I’ll tend to it later,” Changa replied. “I need to check on Kamali and the porters.”

Kamali and his companions had not fared well. Of the eight only three survived. Kamali knelt beside one man who lay on his back, holding his abdomen and moaning. Kamali looked up at Changa, his eyes glistening.

“Can the priestess help him?” he asked.

Changa knelt and moved the man’s hand aside. “She can ease his pain,” he replied. Kamali whispered to his friend in their native tongue.

“He would be grateful,” Kamali said.

The other porter leaned against a tree, staring at Kamali and his dying friend.  Changa returned to Panya’s side. The Tuareg had completed his chore and stood by, his arms folded across his chest. His eyes met Changa’s and Changa nodded in agreement.

“If we want to make Great Zimbabwe we must leave tonight while the bandits gather their wits. I believe they followed the fisinaume. With it dead it may take them a while to revive their courage and attack again.”

“I don’t think we are strong enough,” Panya said.

“We are closer to Zimbabwe than the village,” Kamali said. “We should go on.”

Changa smiled at the man, impressed by his resolve despite the loss of his friends. 

“I can make potions to heal us,” Panya said. She smiled and went to work. 

Changa finally sat down and tended to his arm. Only the Tuareg and Zakee went unscathed, but by the look in the Tuareg’s eyes it was obvious he had second thoughts on saving the amir’s life. The young noble followed the silent swordsman every step, talking constantly on the battle and the blessing of life the Tuareg bestowed on him.

“The potions are ready,” Panya announced. They all drank and felt the effect, though not as intensely as the first round. They buried the dead porters and set out for Zimbabwe under the dim moonlight.

Four days later the dense forest loosened its grip, exposing the hilly rock-strewn kingdom Benematapa, the home of Great Zimbabwe. Changa walked beside Panya, the sorceress leaning on his shoulder as she limped on her wounded leg. She refused to be carried though everyone insisted, and she kept the pace in defiance of her obvious pain. Zakee was quiet, resting his mouth after babbling throughout the night, much to the Tuareg’s apparent relief. Kamali and the still unnamed porter kept their own company, their faces heavy with the death of their comrades.

Though the reason for this journey weighed on his thoughts, Changa could not suppress his ever-calculating merchant mind. He memorized every twist and turn of the road, the small hills and tall trees, landmarks stored for a later date. Once he established himself in Sofala he would return to trade in this land, without the cost of someone like Kamali. Not only was Benematapa the homeland of Great Zimbabwe, it was also the home of the secret mines that held the gold dust, iron, and gemstones that spurred the growth of Sofala.

A long hill rose over the horizon before them, a rock-vested vanguard peering down on the road snaking through its shadow. As they came closer, they realized the granite boulders were connected by walls. Changa spotted movement on the ramparts.

“It is the first of many,” Kamali said. “They are stone citadels, and they guard the road to Great Zimbabwe.”

“The welcoming committee approaches,” Changa said.

A group of men scurried down the hill, their assegais extended high over their heads, covering the distance with amazing speed. They stopped a few paces away, leveling their spears to chest height. The tallest of the warriors stepped forward, one hand resting on his sword hilt, a jeweled orinka in his right hand signifying his rank.

“You have entered the Shonadom of Benematapa,” the man said. “You shall go no further.”

“We have urgent business in Zimbabwe,” Changa replied. “I am Changa Diop, Grand Merchant of Mombasa...”

“Your title means nothing to me,” the man interjected. “I am Siluwe, commander of this outpost. This orinka gives me authority and I say only the subjects of the Bene are allowed beyond this point.” The man held up a warclub, its stem decorated with small white and red beads arranging in an intriguing pattern. The head of the club was covered with various precious gems, emeralds and rubies the most prominent.

Changa looked at Kamali for help.

“It is true,” the guide replied. “The trading parties always stop here.”

Panya came forward, her hand digging into her bag.

“We come on urgent business with the Shona,” Panya declared as she stepped forward. “We demand safe passage to Great Zimbabwe under your protection.”

Panya extracted a small ceremonial sword, its crescent blade plated gold, the hilt wrapped with silk and studded with diamonds, emeralds, and rubies.

“Where did you get that?” Siluwe demanded.

“Is this not the symbol of the Bene?”

The commander was confused and angry. “Yes, it is, but how...”

“Then I demand safe passage to Great Zimbabwe for me and my companions.”

Siluwe frowned. “I hope that sword was acquired honestly. If not, your visit to Great Zimbabwe will not be pleasant. The Bene is not a man to be toyed with.”

“You’re wasting our time,” Panya said. “Our business is urgent.”

The warrior spun and signaled his men. “Come with us.”

The party followed the warriors to the outpost. Changa moved closer to Panya, a smirk on his face.

“I’m in no mood to be killed,” he whispered. “Where did you get that?” 

“I have been here before,” Panya revealed, “though not from this direction.”

“You must have made quite an impression on the Bene to leave with a passage totem.”

Panya looked up at Changa, grinning. “He wished to make me his wife, but I refused.”

“And he just let you walk away?”

“Yes, he did, though I’m sure he had a change of heart once the sleeping potion I gave him wore off.”

The outpost was a modest camp consisting of several small cylindrical houses for the warriors and a large rectangular wooden storehouse. Beyond the walls cattle grazed while young boys tended plots of millet and yams. They were given a small but filling meal of sorghum and yams before setting out for the city. Kamali and his companion remained behind at the outpost. Changa shook the man’s hand then handed him one of his throwing knives.

“Go to the Sendibada and ask for Mikaili,” he said. “Show him this knife and he will pay you the balance I owe.”

“Thank you, bwana. I hope your journey to Great Zimbabwe is swift and safe.”

Kamali’s wish was not to be. Gloomy clouds appeared the morning they departed, their bulbous shapes hanging low over the landscape. By noon the clouds released their burden, turning the road before the travelers into a mess of mud and waterholes.

“This is Bahati’s work,” Panya said. “She has summoned the clouds to slow us down.”

“The rainy season begins,” Siluwe replied. “Nothing more.”

The rain increased, falling so heavy they could not see ahead. Everyone held their shields over their heads as they sloshed forward. The sky became so dark it was hard to tell whether night would be soon upon them.

“There is a cave not far from here,” the warrior shouted to Changa. “We should seek shelter until the rain ends.”

Changa agreed. They made their way to another rock-strewn hill. Siluwe led them through a narrow gap between two huge boulders into a massive cave. Water trickled into the roof of the cave through a small opening, a natural outlet for campfire smoke. 

“I feel I’ve been wet all my life,” Zakee exclaimed. “Praise Allah for this cave!”

The warriors started a fire with wood stored away for travelers. Zakee stretched out on the cave floor before the fire. Panya sat beside him, dropping her bag and massaging her exposed calves.

“Pardon me Panya, but may I ask if this is your homeland?”

Yes, you may ask, Zakee,” she replied, “and no, this is not my homeland.”

Zakee sat up. “I thought it was because you possess the object for safe passage.”

“I was here many years ago, more than I choose to remember. The Bene wished to marry me, but I refused.”

“I would think a proposal of marriage from a sultan would be an honor to one of your station.”

Panya glared at the prince. “You know nothing of my station, boy. Besides, an unwanted proposal from any man, sultan, Bene or beggar is no honor at all.”

She stalked away, finding an area isolated by large rocks to rest.

“You have insulted her, Zakee,” Changa said as he approached.

“It wasn’t my intention,” Zakee replied. “I assumed since she was a sorceress she was born of the caste.”

Changa went to Panya and Zakee followed. He sat beside her, taking a throwing knife from his satchel and inspecting the blades.

“Panya is a princess, a runaway bride from an arranged marriage,” Changa said. “She is more than qualified to be a wife of a sultan.”

Zakee bowed deeply to cover the shame on his face. “I apologize for any insult I may have bestowed upon you.”

Panya waved her hand. “You didn’t know. Besides, that was long ago and far away. I am as you see me.”

“Your noble blood explains your beauty,” the prince continued. “You would be well-received in Aden.”

“Leave it alone, Zakee,” Changa said. “Stop letting your loins speaks through your mouth.”

The others laughed as the prince sulked away to another part of the cave.

Everyone settled into their corner to rest except Panya. She sat by the cave entrance, staring into the clouds.

“The rain has stopped,” she announced. “We should be on our way.”

“It will be dark soon,” Siluwe replied. “We will wait until morning.”

Panya stormed up to the man. “Do you realize how important this mission is? We mustn’t delay!”

Siluwe stood and Changa stood as well, his throwing knife in his good hand.

“Your sword gives you safe passage,” he replied, his eyes on Changa. “It does not give you authority over me. Leave if you wish, but I and my men will remain here until the morning.”

The warrior glanced at Changa then lay on his cot to sleep. Panya loomed over him, her shoulders rising and falling in anger, her small hands tightly fisted. Changa place his heavy hand on her shoulder.

“Let it go,” he advised. “We are at their mercy for now.”

“If only we came from the west,” she hissed. “I would know the way myself.” She marched away and sat before the dying fire, hugging her knees to her chest like an angry child, the waning flames dancing in her eyes.

“Get some rest,” Changa said. “We can encourage our guides to leave at first light.” With that he laid himself down and fell immediately to sleep.

It was instinct that woke Changa. He slowly opened his eyes to the darkness of the cave. The rain had subsided from downpour to drizzle, the fire embers casting a faint light which outlined his slumbering companions. Panya slept where she sat, her arms folded around her legs, her head resting on her knees. The others were scattered about the fire. He searched the cave with wary eyes, thankful for the heightened effect Panya’s potion had on his senses. Something moved above, working its way among the stalactites hanging from cave ceiling. He slipped his hand into his knife bag and eased his fingers around the grip of a throwing knife, concentrating his senses on the canopy. He could smell it, a damp, musky odor not much different from the cave except for the organic scent of an unwashed creature. 

Debris fell into the embers and Changa sprang to his knees, locking his eyes on the dark space overhead. He followed the shadow creature as it scrambled across the ceiling towards him. Changa moved away from the others, leading the creature deeper into the cave towards an uncluttered space. His heel struck an object and he tumbled backwards, sprawling onto his back and dropping his knife. The creature plummeted from the cave ceiling, its features coming into view moments before landing on him.

It resembled the mountain apes Changa had seen in the markets of Kilwa, though instead of black its hair and skin were ashen like cave stone. Its red eyes were small and useless, its nose and ears much larger than its forest cousins. Changa lost his breath as the beast smashed against him, sinking its teeth into his shoulder. Changa bit back a yell, cupped his hands and struck the beast over its ears. It opened its mouth in a silent scream, releasing Changa’s shoulder and falling away into the recesses of the cave. 

Changa followed, yanking the leather straps from his wrist knives and snatching another throwing knife from his waist. He threw the knife at the silhouette of the creature and was rewarded with the sound of contact. Changa rushed forward to finish the beast and a shaggy gray arm bashed his shoulder, the force propelling him into the cave wall. He careened off the stone and fell hard on his back. The cave ape straddled him; the knife embedded in its chest. It lifted its massive hands over its head then brought them down. Changa rolled and the paws struck stone. He kicked out and smiled as the beast’s knee snapped. 

Changa sprang to his feet as the cave ape fell upon its back. He yanked the knife from the cave ape’s chest and sank it into its throat. It flailed its arms, knocking Changa aside as its mouth gaped. Its chest heaved then the creature fell still. Changa kicked it to make sure it was dead then allowed the pain of his struggle to overwhelm him. As he fell to his knees, Panya called out to him.

“Changa, where are you? What’s happening?”

He turned his head as she approached holding a small torch in her hand.

“You shouldn’t be back here,” she scolded him. “Bahati could be...Changa, you’re hurt!”

Panya ran to him then saw the body of the cave ape.

“Oya protect us!” she exclaimed. Her shout woke the others. Siluwe was the first to appear, recognizing the beast on the ground and stumbling back.

“A koloshe! You killed this by yourself?” he asked, wide-eyed.

“I would have loved the help,” Changa replied.

The other warriors appeared and were just as shocked. The Tuareg came upon the scene, looked at the creature and Changa, nodded his head in approval and went back to sleep. Zakee joined the Zimbabweans in wonderment.

“Great is the warrior that slays the demons of Shaitan!” he said. “You truly deserve the respect of your followers.”

“You can show your respect by dragging this thing outside before it starts to stink,” Changa said. “Panya, can you do something about this?”

Panya fell to her knees and went to work on his shoulder. “You could have found an easier way out of this journey without taunting monsters.”

“If I hadn’t awakened this trip would have been over for all of us,” he replied. “Just hurry up so I can get some sleep!” 

He awoke the next morning with Panya asleep beside him. Though still bandaged, his shoulder was painless, renewing his respect for Panya’s healing abilities. The sun fought the receding clouds and made its way into the cave, a faint beam of light penetrating the gloom at the back of the cave. Changa grasped Panya’s shoulder, shaking her gently.

“Come, it is time to go.”

Panya was up immediately, gathering her items. The others moved about laconically, gathering their energy for the day.

“We should reach Zimbabwe today,” Siluwe said. “Then we will see if the Bene will let you live.”
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Kintu

The party made slow progress, the warriors apparently in no hurry to reach Zimbabwe. Villages grew numerous along the road, the hillside herders tending cattle as women and children worked the terraced fields. The farmers appeared noticeably different from the warriors; short and stocky with broad features and dark smooth skin. They turned their eyes away from the warriors out of respect, but Changa noticed the disdain as well. It was a look he’d held before, a gesture any ex-slave was more than familiar with.

The road climbed toward a large fortress resting upon a boulder strewn hill. Like the other forts along the highway, the granite slate walls joined natural boulders jutting from the earth, but these walls rose higher and grew wider. Large soapstone birds perched on pedestals atop the walls, staring down with lifeless eyes. The scattered villages gradually meshed into a continuous vibrant city, a metropolis that despite its varied people and structures, reminded Changa of the Swahili trade cities.

The road was crowded with people making their way to the central market. Though the travelers respected the authority of Siluwe and made way, their progress was nevertheless slowed. They covered the distance from their first glimpse of the hilltop citadel to the structure itself in the same time it took them to reach Zimbabwe from the cave. They halted at the base of the hill.

“Muchese, go to the fort and ask them to send a runner to the Bene,” Siluwe commanded. 

A youthful warrior with a crooked smile and wide eyes sprinted up the causeway to the castle. Moments later he emerged, followed by two medicine-priests. They approached the travelers, pushing past Siluwe to stand before Panya. Both priests were bare-chested, medallions of gold hung about their necks, beaded head rings encircled their shaved heads. Long red kilts covered their hips, extending down to just above their sandaled feet. The older of the two bowed slightly and smiled.

“Panya, it has been a long time,” he said.

Panya smiled and returned the bow. “Lusungu, it is good to see you.”

Siluwe’s face crinkled with disappointment. Panya smirked.

“Zimbabwe has suffered long without your presence, but it was foolish for you to return. The Bene hasn’t forgiven you for leaving. He will not be happy to discover you have returned.”

“The news I bring is worth the Bene’s wrath,” she replied. “The talismans of the Old Ones have been discovered.”

Lusungu’s mouth hung open. “You lie!”

“I possessed the Jade Obelisk myself. I tried to bring it here for your protection, but we were attacked and it was taken.”

“We will take you to Chipo. Come.”

They began to follow but Siluwe stopped them.

“You and the Swahili can go. The Yemeni and the covered one must stay with us.”

“They are my companions,” Panya insisted. “What is your problem?”

“It is our law, Panya,” Lusungu replied. “I assure you they will be safe.”

They passed through the gates and entered Zimbabwe. The road descended into a shallow valley of grass and trees. Stone homes with thatch roofs were scattered about the sloping hillside populated by medicine-priests and soothsayers serving the Bene. The road ended before the Great Enclosure, the palace of the Bene. The wall surrounding the compound stood the height of five warriors and was nearly as thick. It was elliptical, following the contours of the earth as it encircled sacred ground. Inside the secrets of the blacksmiths were hidden away, magic known only to the molders of iron and gold. The Bene was a member of their brotherhood, as were all Benes. Changa took his hand from his sword hilt long enough to remove the leather bands covering the blades of his wrist knives. If this Bene decided his personal feelings were more important than the fate of the world, Changa would make sure he and Panya would at least live beyond the day.

The council hall stood before the Enclosure, an expansive structure built of woven grass, the floor glittering brightly with gold-flecked granite squares. The dome building rose as high as the enclosure walls, the woven geometric patterns painted with contrasting reds, yellows, blues, and greens. The Royal entourage held council at the center of the dome, the Bene resting upon his royal stool, his slim muscular build a perfect representation of his people. A leopard skin cape draped his shoulders, cascading down to the floor. A matching crown with diamond studded gold bands rested upon his head. A gold bar hung from his neck, the pictograph in the center an exact replica of the image imprinted on Panya’s sword. The Bene’s orinka mirrored the opulence of his wardrobe. The ebony wood shaft sported bands of gold that spiraled down the ivory handle. The head of the club was a sphere of polished iron crusted with large diamonds. 

On either side of the Bene were his personal guards, each man naked to the waist with a gold band wrapped around his right bicep. Each wore a leopard-painted wrap around his waist. Their swords rested in finely carved wooden scabbards. The protectors held tall spears crowned with large broadleaf spear heads and narrow leaf shaped shields of rhinoceros hide. The Bene’s interpreter stood beside him covered in a simple tunic that hung low to his knees. Beside him stood Chipo, the grand priest of Benematapa. Like the griot, Chipo dressed simply, a white tunic covering his narrow build. He leaned against his staff, his gray eyebrows rising as he smiled at Panya. A pointed gray beard covered his sharp chin, joining the thin gray moustache that spilled around the corners of his reddish lips.

The elders and visitors seated before the Bene made way for the approaching strangers. As Changa and Panya stepped into the hall, the Bene turned his back to them. The two of them followed the lead of their escort, dropping to their knees and touching their foreheads to the volcanic stone.

“Rise and be recognized,” the interpreter said. “Bene Showe Maputo, father of the Shona and Bull of Zimbabwe, welcomes isiPanya back to his kingdom. He understands you bring a message of grave consequence and he will not delay your meeting with Chipo.”

“Great is the wisdom of the Bene and deep is the well of his kindness,” Panya replied.

“Who is the man who comes in our presence with our adopted sister?” the interpreter asked.

“He is Changa Diop of Mombasa, a merchant whom I serve as a healer. He has pledged himself and the lives of his men to aid us against this threat.”

The interpreter tilted his head towards Maputo before speaking again.

“He wears the clothes of a Swahili, but his name and face are Bakongo. It is a face well known by our warriors to the west.”

Changa looked up, his hand moving to his sword hilt. Panya grabbed his wrist before it reached the ivory handle.

“You grace us with your wisdom,” she replied. “Changa is Bakongo by blood, but he is Swahili by tradition. He was taken from his homeland as a slave when just a boy and has since lived his life among the Swahili.”

The interpreter stood silent for a moment. “A friend of Panya is a brother to us all. Go and have your time with Chipo. May the ancestors aid us in this quest.” 

Maputo stood and his bodyguard gathered about him. They blocked the view of the monarch, but not before Maputo turned, his eyes meeting Panya’s. He smiled and then turned away as the warriors concealed his departure into the Great Enclosure.

Changa grasped Panya’s hand. “It seems the Bene still carries feelings for his adopted sister.”

“Be quiet, Changa!” Panya warned. “Chipo will hear you.”

“He only states what is obvious to us all,” Chipo said as he approached. “My daughter has finally returned.”

They embraced, Panya burying her face in his beard.

“It is so good to see you, uncle,” she said. “I only wish it was under better circumstances.”

“Come, child,” Chipo said. “We will talk as we walk.”

Changa and Panya followed the priest up a narrow road that meandered over a small rise to his home. The building resembled the Great Enclosure but more modest in size, the stone walls lower and half as thick. They sat before a fire outside the compound, the body of a young goat roasting slowly over the open flame tended by Chipo’s servants. Panya shared the story of their adventure before coming to Zimbabwe. Her words seem to add weight onto the old man’s shoulders. He slumped on his stool, his free left hand massaging his wrinkled forehead.

“It is as I feared,” Chipo said. “For years I have seen the signs, but I denied them. I convinced myself no one could know where all the totems lay hidden. Not even I have such knowledge.”

“Can you stop her?” Changa asked, his voice hopeful.

Chipo’s brow wrinkled. “If she has all the talismans, she is too powerful for me to confront.”

Panya’s head sagged; Changa’s heart raced on hearing Chipo’s words. He had assumed all along this priest would be able to finish this business. Now he feared the nightmare was just beginning.

So, Bahati will come to destroy us,” he concluded.

“We still have a chance,” Chipo replied. “I cannot defeat her, but there is one who can.”

Panya came to her feet. “You would do this? You would summon him?”

Chipo looked at Panya with sadness. “We have no choice.”

“He is as dangerous as she. He betrayed the gods!”

“If you know a better way, Panya, please tell me.”

Panya opened her mouth as if to answer, then dropped her head.

“It is settled then,” Chipo said. He grasped Panya’s hand, his eyes on Changa. “We must summon Kintu.”

Chipo stood. “Come. There is much to do.”

*   *   *
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The Bene enlisted the aid of the entire city to help Chipo and Panya prepare their summons. Talismans, amulets, and all types of gris-gris were gathered into carts. The day was spent in ceremony which included the sacrificing of bulls and goats and the preparation of the feast to come afterwards. 

By dusk everything was assembled before Chipo’s compound. Torch lamps surrounded the structure, the light dancing on the painted patterns on the shields of the Bene’s bodyguards. Drummers surrounded the granite base of the compound, their faces hidden by spirit masks carved from ebony wood. The compound had been evacuated of everyone except for Chipo, his acolytes, and the Bene’s entourage. Changa, Panya, the Tuareg, and Zakee sat with the priest.

The drummers’ pace increased as dancers leapt into the center of the torch circle, summoning the presence of the gods and the ancestors with their reverent movements to the furious rhythm. The tempo eased and the drummers hummed, their deep voices resonating in Changa’s bones. Though there were no words to their song, the intent was obvious. Changa felt a change in the air, a sensation that seemed to increase with each moment.

“We shouldn’t be here,” Zakee whispered to Changa. “This is evil. If I had known the obelisk would lead to this, I would have destroyed it.”

“But you didn’t, young prince. I don’t believe in many things; my life has been too harsh to allow much space for faith. But I do believe in fate. We were all meant to be here at this moment for some purpose. So, the choice was never yours, Zakee. Let fate take its course.”

The Tuareg placed his hand on Zakee’s shoulder and squeezed. He reached into his shirt and extracted a silver diamond shaped cross etched with geometric patterns; each corner tipped with gold beads. He touched it to his face veil then placed it back into his shirt.

“I understand, my brother. My faith is strong. I shall not be swayed by the events of this night.”

Chipo strode into the center of the circle as the dancers disappeared into the darkness. Draped in a leopard skinned cape and a tall antelope mask, he walked with a power beyond his small frame. The humming faded and the drummers switched to a simple heartbeat rhythm. The attendants swayed to the primal pace, the timing of life within themselves.

Chipo threw his hands up, the cape falling from his shoulders. He wore only a loincloth, every inch of his body covered with intricate tattooed glyphs, the story of the battle between the gods and the rebellious wizards told on his skin. He stood motionless, staring into the night sky.

“Ancestors! I stand below you, humbled by your infinite wisdom. A storm comes, a maelstrom created by the greed of man. It has festered and spread beyond our feeble talents. We come to you, hoping you will grant us favor and save us from ourselves once again.

“We understand our summons demands payment. We know there is a price for your help. I offer myself to you, a humble servant, and a man whose spirit, while nothing in your sight, towers above the others before him like the giraffe over the bush mouse. Accept my gift so that my people may be spared.”

Panya entered the circle, her upper body naked like Chipo’s, a leopard skirt wrapped around her waist held in place by golden cords. A string of cowries encircled her slender neck, her hair braided Zimbabwe style. Braced between her hands was a jeweled calabash, the contents escaping in a dense, gray smoke. Changa watched her as she approached Chipo, her eyes glistening with reluctant tears. Chipo took the calabash, whispered to Panya and she stepped away. She halted at the edge of the circle and sat, folding her legs beneath her thighs and placing her hands in her lap.

Chipo removed his mask and drank from the calabash. No sooner did he take the container from his lips did he drop it, spilling the remaining contents. He collapsed onto his hands and knees, coughing as his body shook. Panya began to rise but Chipo extended his open hand to her.

“No,” he ordered, “stay where you are.”

He convulsed and the skin of his back split open, a spray of blood flung into the air over him. The slit coursed down his spine, divided at his buttocks and sprinted down his thighs to his heels. He jerked again and the slit made its way up his back and across his neck.

Chipo’s hands gave way and he fell to his elbows, his body shaking violently.

“He is coming!” he managed to shout. “He is coming!”

He collapsed onto the blood-stained stone. Bare muscles emerged from his still body, a strange metamorphosis emerging from a human cocoon. The figure rose, possessing a body that expanded beyond the size of Chipo. As it grew, Chipo’s shell was absorbed into it, disappearing like spilled liquid wicking into dry cloth. The figure stood as tall as the old elephants of the forest, its massive limbs tight with hard muscles. Features formed on the face, a countenance that expressed the strength of the gods and perfection impossible among ordinary men.

“Kintu,” Panya whispered. 

“Who speaks for you?” he asked. The sound of his voice reverberated inside Changa’s head – not in Swahili, but in his native Bakongo.

Panya rose to her feet and walked timidly to him. Before she could speak, the warrior smiled.

“Priestess, I have use of you. Make the potion I give to you.”

Panya bowed and strode away, though Changa saw nothing pass between them. She signaled the acolytes to follow, and they did so, staring back at the demi-god.

The man turned towards Maputo. The Bene prostrated himself before him.

“What do you wish, Great Kintu?” Maputo asked.

“One hundred of your best warriors.”

“I can summon a thousand times more.”

“One hundred is all I need,” the massive man replied.

Maputo scampered backwards and faded into the darkness, shouting orders along the way. The warrior strode to the center of the courtyard, his body still wet with Chipo’s blood.

“Hear me! Your world is in danger. The ancestors have answered your pleas, but you must continue to pray for their strength. The wheel that spins this fate has turned long and is almost spent. Pray that it keeps spinning until I return.”

The warrior strode to the Great Enclosure. The doors swung wide as he approached, the mysterious blacksmiths face down along the granite path leading to their secret workshops.

“Come with me, brothers,” he said to them. “We have work to do.”

The night roared with the sounds of day as the Zimbabweans prepared for a different kind of war. The acolytes continued drumming, pushing the dancers with their tireless rhythms. The strange sounds emanating from the Great Compound were ever present, kindling curiosity about the motives and skills of this celestial warrior. 

Panya sweated over a large iron cooking pot set up hastily before Chipo’s compound, concocting the potion given to her by the warrior. Changa helped, dumping the various ingredients into the boiling brew, sweating from the intense heat.

“Is this the same potion you made for us in the forest?”

Panya paused, placing her hands on her hips and dropping her head in exhaustion. Grief was clear on her face although she had mentioned nothing of Chipo’s sacrifice.

“Yes, it is.”

Changa stirred the brew. “I don’t see how this is going to help us fight a sorceress.”

“We have to trust him,” Panya replied as she wiped sweat from her forehead. “He has done this before.”

“Is he a god?”

“No, but he is as close as we’ll ever be to a spirit while we live. He is Kintu, The Betrayer.”

Changa laughed despite his weariness. “We place our hope in a betrayer?”

Panya did not smile. “Kintu fought for the ancestors against the old priests,” Panya explained. “He was their greatest champion, defeating any challenge the priests set against him. But the spirits are like men, and like men even the strongest has its weakness. The priests discovered Kintu’s.”

“What was this flaw that brought him down?” Changa asked as he stirred.

“Companionship,” Panya said. “Kintu was created for war,” Panya continued. “There was no other like him. The ancestors saw him as weapon, but the priest remembered he was once a man. The priests knew that love and hate can sometimes be the same emotion, so they created someone to stand against him.”

Changa stopped stirring. “Bahati?”

Panya took the paddle from Changa and continued to stir.

“Yes. She was the most beautiful woman in the world and the fiercest warrior. The priests granted her the power to control the beasts, and she went beyond their gift by learning to create her own beasts, such as the fisinaume. When Kintu met Bahati in battle, it was as if a thousand storms raged. Through war, hate became respect, then respect evolved into love.   One day, as their minions lay dead and dying around them, Bahati gave Kintu a proposal. Join with her as an ally and a lover and together they would defeat the priests and the ancestors. They would rule their world together. And thus the war began that forced the priests and ancestors to join forces to destroy what they had created. 

Panya tasted her brew then frowned. She stirred more.

“Kintu and Bahati were eventually defeated. The priests chose Bahati’s fate. They destroyed her, scattering her essence throughout the world. She would never be seen again, or so they thought.”

“And Kintu?” Changa asked.

“The ancestors still loved him,” Bahati replied. “They banished him to the Zamani to stay unless he was summoned to serve their purposes. Only when he has proven his loyalty to them will he be allowed to leave and move on to the spirit world.”

Panya stopped stirring then stuck her finger into the brewing mix. She tasted it and nodded her head.

“It is done.”

The gates of the enclosure swung wide, and the massive warrior emerged. He was no longer naked. Kintu wore cloth breeches covered by iron studded leather strips. His chest was still bare, his head covered by a metal cap studded with spikes. Metal bands gripped his biceps with the familiar wrist knives protecting his thick wrists. His left hand held the largest broadleaf shield Changa had ever seen. It was all metal, covered with the cow skin leather pattern of Maputo’s herd. Kintu carried a massive orinka in his right hand, a studded war club of solid iron. A bow and wooden quiver rested on his back, the quiver holding one arrow. A tall assegai with a wide blade separated the bow from the quiver.

Kintu strode to the boiling pot and gazed at its contents.

“Is it done, priestess?” he asked.

Panya nodded, extending a gourd of the brew. The warrior drank and nodded his head in approval.

“You are skilled, daughter of Oya,” he said. Kintu placed his weapons down and picked up the paddle. Bending over the cauldron, he spit into the elixir and stirred. Taking the calabash, he dipped into the elixir and tasted again.

“Give this to all the warriors,” Kintu ordered. “As soon as they finish, we leave for Madagar.”

Kintu picked up his weapons and secured them. The Bene arrived moments later with his hand-picked warriors, one hundred as Kintu had requested. They were hard bodied men with serious faces and the scars of battle visible on their bodies.

“We are here to serve you,” Maputo said as he lay on the ground before the warrior.

“Take your place with the others and drink the potion,” Kintu ordered. “It will give you strength for the battle to come. You will not be immortal, but you will have a chance to see the end of this adventure.”

Changa was the first in line, the Tuareg and Prince Zakee behind him. He was raising his calabash to drink when Kintu approached him, placing his massive hand on Changa’s shoulder.

“You will stay with me, Bakongo, as will the priestess. Your strength will be useful. Once you drink, lead the warriors to the Great Enclosure. My brothers have prepared your weapons.”

“Who will we fight?” Changa asked.

Kintu smiled. “I don’t know. Bahati will not disappoint us, however.”

Changa drank, hoping to drown the dread Kintu placed in his heart. The sensation of the potion was similar to what he’d consumed earlier, but the effect seemed more pervasive. The earlier potion masked his fatigue; this concoction eliminated it altogether. Pains from his years as a pit fighter dissipated. He looked in amazement as old scars on his body disappeared. The calabash in his hand became so light that as he passed it to the Tuareg he almost threw it.

“I feel reborn,” he whispered.

“You are,” Kintu replied. 

The others filed by the cooking pot to receive their dose of the elixir. Changa gathered them as they finished and led them to the Enclosure where the blacksmiths stood before a pile of newly forged weapons as fine as those in the marketplaces of Mombasa. He chose a metal spiked shield and assegai but preferred to use his own Damascus sword. He was pleased to see a stack of throwing knives molded into the Bakongo style, duplicates of the ones he carried on his waist.

“For you, bwana Changa,” one of the blacksmiths said.

Changa hefted the weapon and was pleased. “Your work rivals the best Bakongo blacksmiths.”

Changa went to Kintu. The celestial warrior stood before the gates of the enclosure as the other warriors gathered. They formed an armored ring, each man radiating the mystical energy of the potion. Kintu looked among them and nodded. Changa felt a brush on his shoulder and saw Panya at his side, dressed in armor and carrying a metal staff similar to Kintu’s spear.

“This is no place for you,” he said. 

“That’s not your decision,” Panya replied. “Kintu says I must come.”

Changa was not happy. “This is foolish. How can so few men stop a goddess?”

“We may not be able to,” Kintu answered.  “Long before your grandfather’s grandfather walked this land the gods and priests fought for control. Now you must fight for the gods, not to control the world, but for its very existence. Your ancestors and your families depend on you to honor them with your bravery in battle.”

Kintu crouched then sprang over them, landing on the road with a crash that shook the ground. Changa broke the circle and followed, joined by the other warriors. Together they ran up the hill leading to the gate. The doors swung aside, and the army passed through Great Zimbabwe in an instant, spurred by the elixir in their veins.

Changa ran full speed throughout the night with his cohorts, his breath coming as easy as if he was sitting under a shade tree. His legs pumped at a speed beyond his natural capacity, alien to the quick fatigue running at such a pace was bound to bring.

The warriors entered Katura as the sun broke over the horizon. The villagers, emerging from their homes to go about the day’s chores, fled back inside upon the sight of them. Kintu led them through the winding streets as if born to the town. They arrived at the docks, the sails of the Sendibada and Kazuri still secured to the masts. The crew shuffled about on the deck until Mikhali spotted the warriors headed for the dock. 

“It’s an attack!” he shouted.

The crew sprang into action, clamoring up the masts to release the sails, scrambling to load the cannons. Crossbowmen lined the deck as Mikhali took his place behind them.

Changa ran ahead of the group, raising his hands.

“Mikhali! Hold your fire!”

Mikaili blocked the sun from his eyes as he squinted.

“Changa?”

“Yes, it’s us!”

The crossbowmen lowered their weapons as the others came to the deck to watch the advancing warriors, amazed at the giant that led them. The dock rumbled with the drumming of scores of sandaled feet. Everyone stared at Kintu as he halted at the edge of the docks. The boarding planks were extended, and the warriors boarded the Sendibada.

“We should take the Kazuri,” Changa suggested. “It is fast and better armored.”

“Our battle won’t be fought on the sea,” Kintu replied. “As far as speed, don’t worry. The ancestors will supply all the speed we need.”

Kintu’s words stirred the breeze, the sails billowing as they unfurled.

“Panya,” he said. “We could use the help of your orisha.”

Panya nodded and ran to the bow of the Sendibada, raising her hands to embrace the light winds.

“Here me, Oya! Once again, your daughter begs for your help. You know our task and you know what the cost may be. Give us your strength and your blessing!”

Panya was answered by a surge of wind that stirred the swirling river. Both ships strained at their anchors, anxious for freedom.

Changa worked his way through the dhow, reassuring his nervous crew. They made room for the additional bodies and loaded extra provisions. After a final inspection he gave Mikaili the signal to weigh anchor. The ships pounced into the spirit driven wind and current. Changa, Kintu, and Panya stood at the bow gazing down the Zambezi in the direction of their destination.

“Your wait is over, Bahati,” Kintu said. “I am coming for you at last.”
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CHAPTER 5
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Lovers Embrace

Bahati’s impatience for power grew with every day at sea. As her dhows came into sight of Madagar she shook in expectation. The other talismans waited in the bowels of the heavily fortified city of Rabenja, deep in the forest interior. The time of deception was over. The talisman’s power surged through her, a pleasure unmatched even by the embrace of Kintu. The thought of her former lover broadened her wide smile. She’d been created to defeat him, to destroy the greatest warrior of the gods. Instead, they became companions. The two of them were uncontrollable together, a tangle of unquenchable lust and unstoppable power. Their union did what no one thought possible, bring the priests and ancestors again to defeat them. Their wrath was swift and omnipotent, yet Bahati was spared, for both the priests and the ancestors could not resist her beauty. On a barren landscape one speck of life survived, a small patch of grass which contained the mercy of the gods and the spirit of Bahati.

The dhows ran aground on the sandbars of the shallow harbor. Fisinaume leaped over the sides, splashing into the water and wading ashore, shields and spears held high. Bahati waited for a boat to be prepared, her human bodyguards forming about her. Though the hyena-men were useful for mass battles, Bahati preferred human slaves close to her. They were easier to control and more loyal, whereas the fisinaume tended to succumb to their animal hungers. Her boat was lowered into the surf, and she returned to Madagar with her new army.

The fisinaume waited on the beach, pacing about and fighting in anticipation. Bahati stepped out of her boat on the backs of her men. As she placed her foot on the sand, her handlers gathered about her.

“Get the beasts in order,” she commanded. “We should reach the city by nightfall. If you fail me, you will die. Serve me well and your pleasures will be endless.”

The men fanned out among the beasts, shouting and striking them with bullwhips as they formed them into ranks. Bahati’s litter arrived and she climbed inside. With a wave of her hand the army advanced, running down the narrow road leading to the city and her final steps to power.

Fisinaume swarmed the landscape, killing all in their path. No one and nothing escaped their ruthlessness. The carnage was unnecessary, but it was what the creatures were created to do, and Bahati had no desire to restrain them. They drove entire villages before them as word of the slaughter spread, the people fleeing for the safety of the city walls.

Bahati’s horde reached Rabenja at daybreak. The capital of Madagar was a collection of stone buildings speckling the island’s only mountain. A defensive clearing ringed the city, a recent expanse littered with fresh tree stumps and hidden treachery. Formidable walls hid most of the city but Bahati’s destination towered over the thick barrier. She smirked as she gazed at Aran’s citadel. At least he was intelligent to know she would betray him. He had prepared well, but not well enough.

A wail rose from within upon the sight of the creatures, the warriors scrambling to the ramparts with crossbows and spears. The fisinaume swarmed out of the forest and charged across the clearing, ignoring the moats filled with thorn bushes and spikes, running headlong through the myriad of traps that would have thwarted a human army. The mass rammed the stone walls with a force that staggered its defenders, the beasts in the vanguard of the unruly charge crushed by the horde behind them. The city panicked as the distorted laughter of the hyena men poured over the walls. They leaped at the men above them, digging their claws into the mud as they attempted to climb the smooth surface. The warriors responded in desperate fury, shooting into the mass with lethal effect, dropping stones on them and pouring hot oil. The fisinaume came still, each one using the dead creature before it as a foothold. The defenders could not see the bodies of the slain piling higher and higher, slowly forming a ramp of flesh to the top of the walls. The creatures finally spilled onto the ramparts and the warriors fell back, the battle to defend the walls degenerating into a fight for their own lives. 

Bahati and her entourage crossed the morbid killing ground to the city gateway. The huge gates were torn from their hinges, sprawled on the ground to either side of the arch. Blood stained the soil, but no bodies lay before them, each slain warrior resurrected as a fisinaume that charged toward the palace with its new brethren.

They arrived as the fisinaume assaulted the palace. Some beat their swords and spears against the granite walls while the newly converted clawed with bloody hands and crashed their bodies against the hardened volcanic stone. Bahati’s bearers eased her litter down and she emerged before her objective.

“Drive the beasts back,” she said. The handlers waded into the horde, pushing and striking the fisinaume into ranks then leading them away from the palace. Bahati strode to the palace door flanked by her warriors and acolytes. She gripped the obelisk with both hands and raised it high.

“Open,” she whispered.

The gilded door exploded inward, crushing the palace guard waiting behind it. Bahati’s warriors rushed into the citadel and a fierce battle ensued. Bahati ambled into its midst surrounded by her priests, ignoring the violence around her. She made her way to a stone stairwell twisting down into the underground level of the palace. An acolyte passed a torch to Bahati, and she led the group into the chamber. Her footsteps echoed off the damp walls as the passage leveled and expanded, the darkness swallowing the feeble torchlight. She could barely see as they reached the base of the stairs. The passage took a sharp turn, and they were greeted by a gauntlet of torches perched along the chamber walls in golden sconces. The flame light danced across the ebony marble floor, illuminating the piles of riches stacked against the far chamber wall. Wooden chests filled with gold coins lined the base with heaps of the finest fabrics resting upon them. Huge ivory bowls rimmed with gold overflowed with jewels of all kinds. An intricately carved mahogany table stood in the center of this collection of wealth, its polished surface adorned with the other talismans, the symbolic brothers of the jade obelisk. The collective power of the old wizards was only a few steps away.

The shadows moved. Bahati raised her torch as bronze armored warriors emerged from the recess of the treasure room; their brown faces hidden by grotesque warrior masks. Behind them was Aran, master of the castle, a smile on his handsome face.

“Did you think me a fool, Bahati?” he said. “You overestimate the effect of your beauty.”

“You are the fool if you think you can stand between me and the talismans,” Bahati replied. “Step away and your death will be swift.”

“You think you are the only one aware of the power of the talismans?” Aran said.

Bahati’s eyes narrowed. “What have you done, Aran?”

Aran laughed. “Don’t worry, sweet one. I offer you the same mercy you offered me.”

Aran put his palms together, fingers pressed against each other. He lowered his head and closed his eyes, his lips moving silently. The talismans glowed weakly then gradually intensified with a light that shrouded the efforts of the torches. The acolytes backed away, seeking the safety of the passageway. Bahati remained, the smile still on her face.

Aran looked up, opened his hands then thrust his arms towards Bahati. A ball of flame formed before his hands then surged towards Bahati, but she did not move. She raised the jade obelisk before her and the flame ball exploded, the force smashing Aran and his warriors into the treasures behind them. The acolytes that fled suffered the same fate; their bodies crushed against the stone walls. Only Bahati and those acolytes brave enough to remain at her side survive the explosion, their bodies unscathed.

Bahati stepped through the debris to the body of Aran, his arms and legs twisted like mangled sticks.

“I wonder who told you the power of the talismans were yours to command.” She knelt beside him; her lips close to his lacerated face.

“They neglected to tell you, or maybe they didn’t know that though each talisman contains its share of power, that power can only be fully used when it is joined with the others. That can only be performed by the one who possesses the jade obelisk.”

Bahati stood and spit on him. “If only you had known, you would have lived a little longer.”

She turned to her acolytes. “Gather the talismans and bring them to the upper level,” she ordered. The surviving priests stepped over the bodies of Aran’s warriors and gathered the objects into their robes. Bahati led the way with her torch held high. The upper chamber was like its lower counterpart, the floor littered with dead men and fisinaume.

“Clear this place,” she commanded. “The time of the ritual is now. Tonight, we will summon the strength of the old wizards. Tomorrow, the gods will die.”

*   *   *
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The Kazuri and the Sendibada skimmed the ocean at an incredible speed, carried by the grace of Oya. Changa stood on the Sendibada deck with Panya by his side, buffeted by the forceful wind. Kintu manned the helm, his large hands swallowing the wheel of the ship. Mikaili watched him, his face contorted by a mixture of awe and anger. 

Changa and Panya stumbled as the ship crashed into a large wave, grabbing each other for support.

“I don’t know how long the dhows can take this beating,” Changa warned.

“It won’t be much longer,” Panya replied. “Look.”

Madagar appeared before them over the choppy horizon. Panya closed her eyes as she gestured with her hands. The wind diminished and the dhows slowed.

“Prepare for landing,” Kintu ordered. 

The crew brought the landing boats to the deck and loaded them on the hoists as the dhows neared the shore. Thick clouds lumbered across the sky, emanating from beyond the horizon of the island. Changa’s skin became cold, not from the sea spray, but from the falling temperature around him. He stood beside Kintu who leaned against the bulwark, his keen eyes locked on something too far away for Changa to see.

“We must hurry,” Kintu said. “Time is running out.”

The dhows surged into the same harbor used by Bahati. Her ships bobbed on the waves, completely abandoned. Changa, Kintu, and the others boarded the boats and were lowered into the surf. They paddled furiously to the beaches. They stopped short of land and Kintu leaped into the surf. The others followed, a cheer of confidence rising from their throats. Changa felt the rush as well as he high stepped through the brine to the rocky shore.

Bahati’s creatures wasted no time attacking them. A band of fisinaume charged from the palm trees and fell upon Kintu. With one stroke of his huge shield, he swept them aside, their bodies landing in a lifeless heap a distance down the shore. His human companions hesitated, stunned by the casual display of his enormous power.

“Come,” Kintu commanded, breaking their trance. He led the warriors through the surf and onto the rock and sand as another group of fisinaume charged them from the trees. They killed the creatures quickly, but lost sight of Kintu in the process.

“This way!” Panya said. 

They followed the priestess to the woods’ edge where a broad path appeared, the brush pushed aside by Kintu’s bulk. Running as fast as they could, they made up the distance between them and their celestial leader. Kintu came into view, knocking the hyena-men away with his shield and orinka. Though the warriors behind him handled the stray creatures, they were slowed by the attacks and had to make an extra effort to catch up to Kintu. Their quick advance ended when they entered the village.

Fisinaume spilled from every house, climbing the compound walls, running through the narrow alleyways and roads. Kintu halted and the warriors ran to his side. The beasts slammed into their raised shields and the slaughter commenced. Changa swung his sword as fast as he could, slashing at the reckless attackers. The fisinaume fought with little skill but with frightening ferocity. Changa thanked the spirits for the elixir they drank as he battled with ceaseless energy and strength.

Warriors fell despite their magical advantage. Those separated from the protective circle succumbed to the swarm, beaten down by the creatures. The creatures piled on each other, climbing the bodies of the dead and leaping down onto the warriors.

“We have no time for this!” Kintu shouted. The celestial warrior lowered his shield and surged forward, crushing the fisinaume in his path. Changa rushed to his side.

“Close the ring! Close the ring!” he commanded.

The warriors drew together and locked shields, striking down the beasts that managed to survive Kintu’s punishing advance. Their pace increased as they reached the outskirts of the village. The path before them cleared and they ran again down the broad highway leading to the city.

Bands of fisinaume attacked them along the road but the warriors simply out ran them. Changa struggled to keep up with Kintu despite his perpetual energetic state. The others suffered as well – the Tuareg running no faster than Changa, and Zakee straining to keep pace with them both. Changa pulled Panya along as she stumbled.

“Slow down, Changa!” she pleaded.

Kintu turned his head at the sound of her voice and slowed his pace.

“Sorceress, come,” he gestured.

Panya ran to the warrior. He swept her into his arms and smiled.

“You must make it,” he said. “You have an important role to play.”

Kintu picked up his pace again, leaving the others behind. They ran for another hour, the attacks of the hyena-men subsiding. The forest thinned, the diminishing trees giving way to shrubs and tall grasses. Kintu stopped, holding up his shield to call the others to halt.

Changa came to Kintu’s side, stunned at what he saw before him. The road angled downward into a barren valley. In the center a citadel loomed, surrounded by thousands of fisinaume. The ground seemed to move as the creatures paced about, their morbid laughter rising from the valley.

Kintu pointed his spear at the palace. “Our destination,” he said.

Changa looked at the swarming fisinaume and shook his head.

“We won’t make it,” he said. “There are too many of them.”

Kintu looked at Changa and smiled. “Your faith is weak, Bakongo. In times like these we must look to higher powers.”

Kintu looked up into the thick clouds gathering overhead. He grabbed the massive bow on his back and took the arrow in his quiver.

“Priestess, bring the offering,” he said.

Panya came forward with a small pouch. Kintu nocked the bow with the arrow. Panya tied the pouch to the arrowhead as Changa looked on.

“One arrow cannot stop an army,” he said.

Kintu ignored him, raising his bow to the darkening clouds. The arrow sprang from the bow, streaking straight into the clouds. Lightening flashed where the arrow penetrated the ominous ceiling, punctuated by a tremendous thunderclap that startled the hyena-men, their misshapen heads jerking up to the black sky.

Kintu’s arrow fell from the cloud, striking the ground before a puzzled hyena-man. Lightening erupted again and the subsequent thunder opened the clouds suddenly to a torrential downpour. Arrows streaked down from the heavens, impaling the beasts by the hundreds. They ran about frantically, seeking cover from the lethal deluge but none was to be found. Many fled for the safety of the forest only to be cut down before they could reach the trees. The few that made it were dispatched by the hidden warriors.

The arrow shower subsided then ceased. Changa looked at the slaughter in amazement.

“Be careful where you step, Bakongo,” Kintu warned. He picked up Panya and strode out into the clearing. Changa and the others followed, avoiding the arrow riddled bodies of the fisinaume. The careful walk became a run again as Kintu increased the pace. The warriors rushed across the clearing and up the hill to the broken citadel gate. No sentries stood on the wall and no armies charged out to meet them.

Kintu turned his head. “The ceremony has begun. We must hurry!”

He raced into the building. Changa and the others followed, running over the dead and dying strewn across the marble floor. The door to the hallway was open and they charged in, their footsteps echoing off the mask-covered mahogany walls. At the end of the passageway was another wide room; unlike the entrance this one was not empty.

Bahati’s warriors attacked. These were not the half-man beasts depending on primal ferocity to overwhelm their enemies; these were skilled fighters and proved it immediately. Kintu stopped, protecting Panya while swinging his orinka to drive them back.
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