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To the 92% - 
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Glossary
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Bwana (Swahili)—lord

Mugeni (Swahili)—foreigner, alien

Ụbọchị izu ike (Igbo)—day of rest

Moeder Heelal (Africaans)—Mother Universe

Ejo nla (Yuroba)—giant snake

Iṣẹ́gun àwọn oríṣà (Yuroba)– the highest praise to the goddess

Neem stewig vas (Africaans) – take firm hold

Íyá Àgbà (Yoroba) – grandmother
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Prologue
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Three years ago.

Sisay sits between my legs on the steps below me. We always sit at the back of the temple, facing Joro’s vast mountain range when I work on her hair at the end of each week. After working clay from the riverbed into her hair and scalp, I pick up a pitcher and dip it into a bowl of clean water before rinsing out her hair. Grayish-red water flows down the steps from her hair until it eventually runs clear. 

“Do you ever feel that something is missing?” my teen daughter asks me as I use a wrap to dry her soft curls.

“What do you mean?”

“If the Elders are the gods of the gods, wouldn’t Moeder Heelal be as well?”

Feeling that this wrap has soaked up all the water it is going to, I pick up the second we brought with us and continue drying her hair. “The Elders are the creators of the gods, their parents, so to speak.”

“Like how you’re considered my parent?”

I think fondly of the day I took Sisay in. There was no thought behind it, but something I knew I needed to do. “Yes, only I didn’t give birth to you.” I continue drying her hair. “Remember, the Elders are not like the gods we worship.”

“Because Kemet and Songhai don’t survive on our worship the way the gods do. They and Moeder Heelal just exist.”

“Precisely.”

Sisay is quiet again, but I know it won’t last for long. She’s always been a curious child. Hair day is when she likes to pick my brain about the gods the most. We’ve spent countless hours on these back steps of the temple since she was of nine years, talking about the gods, Moeder Heelal, and the history of the four lands that make up the Ashi realm, our universe.

“I don’t understand why Moeder Heelal felt the need to create the Elders if we are all a part of her, anyway. Have you ever wondered that?”

“I can’t say I have.” I hold my breath, hoping she doesn’t ask why Moeder Heelal created our world to function the way it does because I wouldn’t have an answer for her. Picking up a small jar of oil, I pour some into my hands and rub it through her hair.  

Sisay stays quiet as I massage her scalp. My fingers rub the herb-infused oil into her head in small circles, working from the front to the nape, and back up to the top. When I finish, she stands and stretches.

“Are there other realms out there...like ours?”

“You already know the answer to this, Sisay.”

She sighs. “It makes little sense that we are all that exists out there.”

“It doesn’t have to make sense to us now. We have faith that the Elders and our gods will never steer their children wrong.”

Satisfied or dissatisfied with my answer, Sisay changes the subject. 

“Can I go help Zendaya in her garden?”

Finally, a question I can answer.

“Yes, but help me take all of this back to our quarters. And be back in time for dinner.” We pour out the rest of the water and pick up the pitcher, bowls, oil, and wraps before heading inside the temple.

“Oh, I’ll be back early. I overheard Cairo say we’re having goat curry tonight, and she likes to hoard extra of it.”

“You both love your goat curry,” I chuckle. 

“Will you be in your favorite sanctuary for the rest of the day?” Sisay asks.

“I was, but now I want to go to the palace library.”

“I’ve always wanted to see it.”

“You will one day.” Being my adoptive daughter only gets Sisay privileges in the temple, which is unprecedented, as those of the priesthood don’t have children, or at least, not of their loins. Though she’s considered my daughter, she is not of the priesthood. Only members of the priesthood, those of royal blood, or the highborn, are allowed access to the palace and temple libraries. I’ve read every tablet and scroll in the temple library more times than I can count. Sisay’s questions have me curious if there was something mortals of old days missed or failed to pass down. Is there more to Moeder Heelal than just us?
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Medusa

Nothing brings me peace as much as worshiping the gods, other than healing people and raising my daughter. Unlike my brothers and sisters in the priesthood, I prefer to worship alone. When I’m alone in my favorite of the smaller sanctuaries of the temple I reside in, I can worship the gods of Joro, Jata and Nthanda, without the watchful eyes of others or the jealous eyes of Kunle, the High Priest. However, it is ubọchị izu ike, day of rest, which means the people of Joro are resting today while the priesthood sends up praise for another blessed week past and prayers for a blessed week ahead.

Kunle, with his thin and tight tawny skin, stands in the middle of the circle the priests and priestesses form, singing the call back to the song of praise the High Priest leads. As we sing, our voices rise higher and higher, filling the large sanctuary until the sound passes the outer columns and floats up to the heavens. In response, from Jata and Nthanda, their glory falls down on us, gently wrapping around our bodies like thick ropes of gold and red. The people have said the temple glows like the sun on ubochi izu ike. I’ve never seen it from the outside.

When we praise together like this, the gods share their glory among us equally. It is when we praise separately that it is noticeable who the gods favor more.

I put that out of my mind and focus on my praise. Though Joro and its gods are not the land and gods I was born into, I love this land and it’s gods all the same. I inhale deeply, preparing to raise my voice higher, but a loud bong from the cymbal just outside the temple distracts everyone and interrupts our song of praise.

In the ten years that I’ve lived in Joro, never have I heard the gong ring. The other priests and priestesses asking if it was the gong informs me they’ve never heard it either. It is only to be used when the attention of the priesthood is needed for emergency situations while we are together in praise and prayer. Other than that, it is forbidden even to touch it.

Two soldiers bearing the rose and dove crest of the princess walk into the temple.

“You’d better have a good reason for this interruption,” Kunle quips.

“The princess requests the immediate presence of priestess Medusa on behalf of the king,” one responds.

Excitement and dread always fill me whenever the crown requests me. Excitement, because having the favor of the crown and the gods means everything to me. Dread because Kunle knows keenly that the crown, the princess, her prince husband, and her father-in-law, all prefer me to him. Everyone knows Kunle fears being ousted as high priest when the new king and queen of Joro take the throne.

“Princess Nia requests on behalf of the king? Since when and for what reason?” Kunle asks.

The soldiers look at each other, and the silent one shrugs his shoulders. “The king’s time is nigh.”

Rising to my feet, I say, “Allow me a minute to gather my things.” They nod their heads, and I take off to my chambers, walking as briskly as I can. In my room, I gather my satchel and stuff it with small jars of herbs and ointments. It is an honor to be requested by the crown, but it comes with complications. Mainly, Kunle and his jealousy. I know I’m going to have to deal with his wrath later.

When I return to the sanctuary, I inform the soldiers that I’m ready to go.

“Cairo,” Kunle calls, “take over leading the prayers and praise. Do not stop until you have completed all the rituals. I don’t know how long it will be until I return.”

Cairo fails at hiding her glee at being the one Kunle chose to take his place in performing this week’s rituals. Her dark brown freckles seem to dance on her cheeks and shine brighter as she smirks. 

Everyone looks around at each other. “The request was only for the priestess, Your Grace,” one guard states.

“King Ahmose appointed me to the position of high priest shortly after he took the throne. While I approve,” he says with a strained tone, “the mugini—”

“Priestess Medusa,” the talkative soldier corrects.

Kunle takes immediate offense, and it shows. “Remember your place,” he snaps.

Silence falls heavy in the temple until he continues.

“While I approve of her performing the rites to pass the king’s spirit, I am the High Priest. My presence is required on such an occasion as this.”

I almost feel sad for Kunle. He wouldn’t have to worry about being removed from his position if he were good at fulfilling his duties.

The soldiers nod and lead the way, with me following behind Kunle. The sound of the remaining priesthood chants grows faint as we leave the temple. This is the one day in the week I never leave the temple. Seeing the vast courtyard between the temple and the palace so empty is strange to me. Typically, the courtyard is full of vendors from Joro and the other three lands in the realm. It’s loud, bustling, and filled with the scent of salted meats, spices, and fresh-baked breads. There are no loud calls for the purchase of fabrics and jewels. The courtyard feels as foreign to me as I must do to Kunle and others who chose to only see me as a mugeni, a foreigner.

I turn back to see the light of the gods’ glory filling the temple. It is a magnificent sight to behold. The golden light streams up to the heavens where Jata and Nthanda live. I wish I could look at it longer, but I have a duty to the crown.

Refocusing on my tasks ahead, I turn to catch up with the soldiers and Kunle, only to nearly run into Kunle’s chest. I stumble to keep from tripping over him and knocking us both onto the courtyard’s sun-bleached pavers. “Is something amiss, Your Grace?”

“Amiss indeed. What private dealings do you have with the crown?”

Not this question again. “As I’ve told you before, Your Grace, I have no private dealings with the crown, or anyone else.”

He stares at me in disbelief, but no matter how many times he asks me this, my answer has not changed.

“From now on, you are to notify me whenever the crown requests your presence and for what reason. Then I can determine if I need to accompany you.”

“And if you aren’t available?”

“Excuse you?”

“When the crown requests me and you are otherwise occupied, preventing me from notifying you. Should I make the crown wait for your approval?”

Kunle’s follies with some priests and priestesses, as well as temple interns, are well known both inside and outside the temple. Just last week, Priestess Cairo came to me for an elixir to cleanse her womb, though she put it as if another Joroan woman asked her to ask me for it. Cairo and Accra always do it that way when the seed of Kunle or another priest takes hold.

“Then inform an intern and have them tell me as soon as I’m available. We wouldn’t want to keep the crown waiting.”

“Your Grace,” the soldier says.

Kunle steps closer to me. “You will not replace me. If I as so much hear about you campaigning your way to my title, I will have you executed for treason.”

We stare at each other; him waiting for me to back down and me waiting for him to back off. I would never say I hate someone, but my feelings for Kunle are close to it.

“Do you understand me?”

“Whatever the gods will, Your Grace. The crown awaits.”

From the way he looks at me, I can tell he wishes to be rid of me. My response didn’t satisfy him, but it wasn’t blasphemous. He’s going to have to find another way to take me down, not that I would ever give him the opportunity.

When he turns and resumes following the soldiers, I’m relieved. Though I’m honored for the crown’s trust in my abilities, I just want to get this over with so I don’t have to be in the same room as Kunle any longer than I have to.

Catching up, I notice there are a few people in the courtyard. Highborns. Today is the only day they can mull about the courtyard and not be forced to interact with the commoners who live across the Tehenu River. They don their fine garments and bow their heads to Kunle and me as we pass. I can’t help but wonder what is going through their heads at seeing us escorted to the palace by the princess’ guards. Do they have any idea how close they are to having a new king and queen?

The four of us walk up the many steps that lead to the palace’s outer vestibule. We pass thick and tall pillars made of limestone. There is a stillness in the air, as if the winds know death is near and they dare not approach. It’s unsettling. I’ve done the death rite many times over as priestess, but never for a high-ranking royal. I realize in this moment that neither has Kunle. The former queen’s execution for treason left her soul lost, and the king’s only brother died when they were kids.

Kunle has no problems letting his jealousy show, but now I know he is raging on the inside. I’m never going to hear the end of it. It will be worse than when Prince Gainde constantly came to me for prayer in the weeks leading up to his nuptials to Princess Nia. Kunle swore I must have been seducing or colluding with the man since he was coming to me and not him for prayer. I whisper a prayer to Jata and Nthanda, asking that Kunle will be too preoccupied with the king’s passing and soon coronation of the new king and queen to repay me for being more favored by the crown than he is.

Just as the highborns in the courtyard, servants and guards stop in their tracks and bow their heads as we pass. We make the journey through tall and long corridors until we reach the doors of the king’s chambers. The guards open the double doors to let us in, and I’m immediately humbled.

The sounds of King Ahmose’s strained breathing and Princess Nia’s soft sobs are the first to greet us. It is a heady song of death and grief. She is only of nine and ten years old, and her entire life is about to change in more ways than one. The princess sits on the bed next to her father, holding his hand, while the royal physician stands close by. Her husband, Prince Gainde, stands off to the side, along with his father, Captain Baraka, leader of Joro’s soldiers. 

“Priestess Medusa,” Baraka greets in a soft tone.

“Prince Gainde. Captain Baraka.” I bow my head to them, each in turn.

“Kunle,” Baraka says dryly.

“Prince. Captain.”

“It is good to see you, priestess,” Gainde says. “Albeit, I wish it were under better circumstances.”

I give him a small smile, not sure of what to say in this situation.

“How much time does he have?” Kunle asks.

“Any hour, according to the physician,” Baraka says.

“I’d better get started then. Excuse me.” I give the prince and his father another bow of my head before walking over to the other side of the bed. “Princess.” She doesn’t look up. I call her name two more times before she does. “I’m going to anoint his body and pray for his soul’s safe journey to Muhabura.” 

She nods her head. Her tear-stained face breaks my heart. I’ve not seen anyone look so in despair since the plague of fevers that took my daughter’s birth parents and the rest of her family. Nia has her husband, but my Sisay, she had no one else.

I set my ointments, burners, herbs, and crystals up on the bed table near me. Closing my eyes, I pray.

Gracious Jata and Nthanda. Our great King Ahmose will soon make his way to the place of your birth to be with the elder gods, your parents, Kemet and Songhai. Guide and strengthen me as I prepare the way for him. Bless him so that his journey is successful.

I crumble dried sage leaves, red and white rose and sunflower petals, and lemon peels into a burner bowl before laying small strips of parchment on top and giving it a stir. “By the power of Joro’s great gods, Jata and Nthanda.” Warmth fills my hands, and I do a single clap over the bowl, igniting its contents. I blow on the fire after a few moments because I want this to smoke. “Thank the gods.”

It isn’t long before the room fills with a floral and citrus scent. It mimics the smell of the fields of Muhabura, as passed down from the Elder gods, Kemet and Songhai, and then from mortal generation to generation. 

Taking the oil into my hands, I rub them together and start anointing the King’s feet. As the princess continues to weep next to her father’s dying body, I can feel the eyes of the men in the room watching us. It’s unsettling the way men feel they have to watch, or take witness of what women do, outside of chores and childbirth, of course. Especially highborn men. Except for Prince Gainde, these very men, along with royal males from the other three lands, stood behind a lattice wall and watched as the prince and princess consummated their marriage a mere three full moons ago. Every marriage among the highborns starts that way.

I take a deep breath to start a chant, but Kunle interrupts. “I’ll do the chant.”

“No,” Baraka corrected. “We requested the priestess for this. You are welcome to stay, but she will perform all the rites. She has the favor of the gods. No one has seen their glory fall on you in sometime.”

Baraka’s last sentence was the quiet part no one else dared to say out loud, especially to Kunle’s face. It is true that outside of the group prayer and praise on ubọchị izu ike, no one has seen the golden glow of the gods’ glory fall on Kunle in years. Even he has to be aware of this, and I’m sure it adds to his paranoia. Whether it was the harvest festivals, the wedding of the prince and princess, the crown has continuously requested that I perform the rites only for the duties to be split between Kunle and me. This is the first time they’ve adamantly closed him out.

I refocus my attention on the task at hand.

Bless the king’s journey ahead. Reunite him with the Elders, who created us all. Give his spirit the strength of Kemet and the fierceness of Songhai to get through the trials he will face along his journey. 

Bless the king’s journey ahead. He has been a great king on land. May his spirit be great in Muhabura. Take in your child and count him as one of your blessed, great Elders, Kemet and Songhai.

I repeat this as I anoint his feet and legs with oil, then again while anointing his free hand and arm. When it’s time for me to do his other hand, Princess Nia moves to the end of the bed and kisses her father’s feet. After anointing his body with oil, I go back to the side table with my supplies and add cedarwood to the burning bowl before enclosing it with a matching top, making it a sphere. I hold the sphere over his body, moving it back and forth.

“Return to the elder gods, great King Ahmose. Kemet and Songhai await you with blessings. Your spirit knows the way.” I say. When I repeat it, the men in the room join in with me. We say this seven times together.

The room falls silent again, aside from Princess Nia’s sobs and the gurgling breath of King Ahmose. I continue moving the incense sphere back and forth as I say my own prayers. Joro is going to need them. I pray for a smooth transition of power and for Joro, as King Ahmose has reigned so long that many here do not remember being under the rule of another king. My prayers also include that the kings of other lands don’t take advantage of this time and try to start a war. The last war between the lands, which was decades before I was born, left my home of Ginawa and the land of Himba without royal families. The war also caused Ginawa to be without a priesthood. Himba held trials to select a new king and queen from amongst its highborn society, while Ginawa made the high priestess queen and she selected a husband and king from amongst the people, and dismantled the need for a priesthood. The people of Ginawa were each to develop their own relationship with its gods, Kush and Ife. It’s been that way in my homeland ever since.

I also pray for Kunle. Although there is no love between the two of us, if Kunle is removed from his current station, he will need to find a new purpose. I don’t see him settling to be just another priest of Joro. It’s always been his intent to die as the High Priest of Joro. Whatever happens, I pray, too, for my safety if I am to be the next High Priest.
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Chapter 2
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Prince Gainde

Standing next to my father, I watch Medusa as she performs the rites over King Ahmose, my father-in-law. The gods have cursed me with a burning desire for this woman. My heart quickens as her leg comes through the slit in her dress as she maneuvers onto the bed to anoint the king’s body. There is no one like her in all the land, which is fair, since she’s not Joroan. Her dark skin is richer than the soil that provides food. Her ample hips could bring any man to rise and bear many children. The small softness of her stomach looks like it wants to be squeezed, and her long, thick locs are in need of a powerful hand to twist around.

“Have you heard anything I said?”

Blinking my eyes, I turn my head towards my father, but I keep my eyes on Medusa. In a hushed tone, I respond. “My mind was somewhere else. There’s a lot of change coming.”

“Change that I’ve been preparing you for since you were of two and ten years.”

“I’m aware, Babba.”

“You need to think about the transition of the priesthood.”

This catches my attention, and I turn my full body towards him. “What do you mean?”

“Joro needs a high priest who can bring about change. That can bring the blessings of the gods.”

“Joro is the most blessed and richest land in the Ashi Realm.”

“Haven’t I told you that there is always more to want and strive for?”

“Babba, what are you proposing?” I’m losing my patience with this conversation, but now is not the time to show it.

“Medusa needs to be placed in the high priest position. The sooner after your coronation, the better.”

“Medusa?”

“Yes. She is the most favored of the priesthood. More favored than any priest or priestess I’ve seen. There’s not a prayer of hers that goes unanswered.”

I am aware of this. That is why I went to Medusa for prayer so much during the weeks leading up to my nuptials with the princess. My mind goes back to one of those times.

I kneel before the inner temple statue of Jata. There is no way out of this marriage for me, short of murder. I’m not willing to do that anymore than I’m willing to be killed. The sound of soft footsteps comes to me, and then her perfume. Peonies only grow in Ginawa, so perfumes made from them are highly valuable when vendors come here with them. What is unique about Medusa’s scent is that she makes her own and pairs it with earthy tones like teakwood instead of citrus like the perfumers do. I stand to greet her.

“Priestess. Young lady.” Her ward is with her.

“Lord Gainde,” they both say with a bow of their heads.

Medusa looks ravishing in her black dress, always with a high slit in the front, and layered gold necklaces and bangles. Does she truly have no idea what she does to me; the torture I feel whenever I’m in her presence?

“I came looking for you, priestess. Do you have a moment?”

She nods and sends her ward off to their living quarters.

“Does something trouble my future king?” Medusa asks me.

Oh, how I long to hear her call me her king while bonding with her!

I released a frustrated sigh. “King Ahmose has set a date for the wedding. I am to marry the princess in two fortnights.”

“Do you not want to marry?”

“Yes, but...” I look around to see if anyone was listening. If word got back to King Ahmose that I don’t want to marry Princess Nia, it would be considered treason for me and my family.

“You do not wish to marry the princess,” Medusa answers quietly.

“I want the throne. My father’s raised me for it ever since I was a child. Nia doesn’t... she’s not...”

“Do you love someone else?”

“I don’t know if it is love or not. In our world of advantageous marriages, can that sort of love ever exist?” 

Medusa stays quiet. 

“But there is someone else I would like to be my wife.”

“The law allows a man to have more than one wife,” Medusa reminds me.

“Yes, but King Ahmose never took a second wife, not even after his first wife soiled their marriage bed. I want to be a righteous king like him.” The last line is one I’ve never verbalized before, but it’s the most completely honest thing I’ve said to anyone in my life.

“That does not mean you can’t have a second or even a third wife,” Medusa says with a bit of hope in her voice. “You can be your own man, your own king. The number of wives you have does not determine the king you will be. If you wish to take a second wife, you can do so.”

“So, there’s a chance?” I intentionally leave out who I want my wife to be.

“Someday you will be king. Probably sooner than you think, given King Ahmose’s age and health. You’ll write and rewrite laws as you see fit. With the gods on your side, there’s nothing you wouldn’t be able to do.”

For the first time since my father arranged this marriage with the king when Nia was two years old and I ten and two years, I feel my life as king would not be so bleak. I could pray my way to the wife I desired and deserved. “Priestess, you have the ear of the gods more than even the high priest. Pray for me. Beseech the gods on my behalf that I will make my life so as king with the wife and prosperity I desire.”

“As you wish.” Medusa directs me to kneel in front of the seated statues of Jata and Nthanda. Standing behind me, she places her hands on my shoulders and prays for my peace, strength, and happiness not only with life, but with the woman set to be my wife and the woman I desired to be my wife.

The priestess doesn’t know the wife I’m praying for is her.

“No. I have other plans for the priestess,” I say, bringing my mind back to the present moment. “None of which includes the priesthood.”

“Don’t let your loins damn us all. Joro needs the favor she has with the gods.”

“The problem is...”

Medusa says something that catches my attention. “He is gone.”

“Are you sure?” Kunle asks.

The room is dead silent. Everyone watches King Ahmose’s body closely.

“Babba,” Nia says as she shakes his shoulders. She does it two more times, and nothing.

King Ahmose is dead.

Nia wails. For the second time since the date of our wedding announcement, I feel sorry for her. The only parent, the only family she’s ever known, is now gone. It wasn’t long before she found out that what she had been told about her mother dying in childbirth was a lie. 

“Fetch the royal physician,” Kunle orders.

The lone guard inside the door gives the word to the guards outside the chamber door. It isn’t long before the physician is in the room and checking the king’s vitals with his gold-inscribed onyx bead bracelet.

With a shake of his head, he confirmed what we already knew. Only now, it is official.

“Long live King Gainde and Queen Nia,” Kunle says. With the exception of Nia, everyone looks at him with disgust. Nia most likely didn’t hear him over her crying. I’m sure Kunle wanted to be the first to say it as an attempt to gain favor. He doesn’t realize that it is my father who wants him out, not me. I couldn’t care less about who the high priest is, as long as it is not Medusa. Given my father’s disgust for women in leadership roles, I’m surprised he is being so adamant about her taking the title. But of course, it’s because he sees something in it for himself.

“Have the royal embalmers come prepare his body for its final viewing and rest,” Baraka orders. Because he didn’t say a name, no one moved. Other than Medusa, no one else in the room recognized themselves as someone my father could order around, but she had to finish the ritual of guiding Ahmose’s spirit into the next world. “Kunle!” he snaps.

“Oh, you want me to do that?”

“Do you have any other purpose at this point? The priestess is more than capable of finishing here.”

Kunle looks at me as if I’m supposed to correct my father. Little does he know, I’m not paying attention to the conversation. My eyes and mind are on the prize I know is mine, but have yet to claim. Realizing I’m not changing my father’s order, Kunle tilts his head in a half attempt at a bow. “As you wish.”

“While you are at it, send in Nassir. Also, prepare for the coronation of our new king and queen to take place one week after King Ahmose’s burial. Since you are still the high priest, you will work directly with me in planning the festivities.”

“Of course,” Kunle says in a tone that did little to hide his disdain for being ordered around.

Kunle leaves quietly. My eyes continue to roam the curves of Medusa’s voluptuous body. The thought of bonding with her and making her my wife... even my second wife... it’s the only thing keeping me planted in this room. I have to figure out how and when to approach her.

The king’s secretary and the father of my best friend, Nassir, enters and bows to everyone. “It’s true,” he whispers.

“It is,” my father states. “I will need you to stay on duty for some time after the coronation to ensure your son is ready for his new posting as King Gainde’s secretary.”

“Of course. Would you like me to send the royal messengers out to inform the people now?”

“Yes, Joro needs to begin mourning their great king.”

Nassir bows his head and leaves to dispatch the messengers. 

“Are you always going to be this distracted whenever she’s in the room?”

“Until I make her my wife, probably so. Maybe still after then,” I say.

“She is the future and first high priestess of Joro.” 

“As I’ve said, that is not her destiny. Find yourself another high priest or keep the one we already have. Leave her out of it. I’ve made sure the gods are in alignment with my will.”

My father’s eyes widen at me. “What is this you speak of?”

“Babba,” I whisper, and look at the ladies to make sure they aren’t listening. When I’m satisfied that they aren’t, I continue. “I’ve done everything you’ve asked of me. Because the princess was not of her father’s loins, he couldn’t marry her to a royal son from another land, so you offered me. I didn’t ask to marry her or to be king, but I did, and I am. You wanted this. I will do what is necessary of me as Nia’s husband and as king of Joro, but I will have Medusa. She is the only thing I want.”

This is the first time I’ve ever stood up to my father, and it feels damn good. He stares at me, and I hold my ground. He must know I’m not budging or changing my mind about my intentions with Medusa.

“If you are going to be a husband to the wife you currently have, comfort her in her time of sorrow.”

I hate the fact that he is right. Nia has been crying nonstop since we entered this room hours ago. She has received nothing from me because my eyes and mind have been consumed with nothing but Medusa. Sighing, I make my way over to Nia, but my father stops me by placing a hand on my arm.

“Be careful what you wish for, son,” Baraka warns. “Pretty doesn’t always make a good wife. Think of the story of your mother-in-law for reference.”

“I couldn’t care less about what Nia does or with whom, but that one,” I say with a nod of my head towards the priestess, “she will be mine.”

“You need to care about what Nia does. She is the only one who can give you a rightful heir to the throne. We don’t want a repeat of the previous queen.”

“I’ve been king for less than two blinks, and you are already thinking of my heir.”

“I’m thinking of our legacy. You are the start of a new dynasty for Joro. I will not see it cut short. You will have an heir, a male heir, with the queen, so help me, Jata.”

I haven’t visited Nia’s chambers since our wedding, nor do I intend to anytime soon. Still, she has continued to send one of her maids down to my chambers to make her requests known every other night. My father is right again. Any child, even a girl child, with Nia would be preferred to sit on the throne than a child I had with any other wife.

I nod my head and go to my wife. Picking her up, I carry her to her chambers. As her bedroom doors close behind us, Nia whispers to me.

“Please, I don’t want to be alone.”

“I’m here.”

I’m here, and at this moment, I hate my life.
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Jata

I stare at the back of my wife’s head with disgust. I never thought I could dislike her more, although she is who I asked the Elders for after fighting valiantly in the Great War, Nthanda. Considered to be the most beautiful of the goddesses, is selfish, vain, lazy, and miserable to be around. The daughter of Joro’s original gods, Kinshasa and Malabo, marrying her secured my place as a ruling god after the war. What I saw as a fiery spirit turned out to be an unattractive disposition. Oh, how I would love to be rid of her!

“Jata, the king is dead,” Nthanda says. “That should please you.”

“Why would such a thing please me? He was an excellent king. The best our mortals have had. I’ve not inhabited his body in hours, or years, in their time. From what I can tell with Gainde, it would be better for all the land if Ahmose lived forever.”

“That new one has never prayed to me.”

I don’t respond. Nthanda refuses to get to know the mortals we serve outside of the royal female she inhabits. Also, her comment shows she doesn’t care about how I feel about the king’s death. As usual, she’s talking for the sake of hearing herself talk.

“There’s nothing in her head. Nothing!” Nthanda continues, this time about the new, but not yet crowned, Queen Nia. “In all the time of possessing queens and future queens of Joro, never have I seen a more empty mind. I don’t know if she is dimwitted or just intentionally closed off.” She takes another swig of marca, the wine of the gods. “The problem is, they raised her to be a doting wife instead of a powerful queen, despite her many pleas to be allowed to rule alone. Mortals kill me with that.”

“Nothing but another god can kill you, Nthanda,” I retort, as I lie on a chaise made of clouds listening to prayers from the mortals that appear before me as gold feathers. The feathers appear in front of my wife, too, but she ignores them. I no longer have the patience for her dramatics. Many times, I’ve thought of killing her, but the Elders would kill me and give my beloved terrestrial land to a younger god and goddess couple. A couple so young that they wouldn’t have fought in the war against the demigods nearly a millennium ago. I fought too hard to earn my place as Joro’s god after the prophesying demigod, Asmara, betrayed Kinshasa and Malabo. I can lose my wife, but Joro, I cannot. 

“Too bad the former queen didn’t have a son before she died,” Nthanda continues, as if her husband had said nothing. “That way, he would be the one set to rule and marry a mortal woman with more of a brain and better looks. I avoid anything reflective when indwelling Nia because she is so plain.”

I’m exhausted by Nthanda’s selective memory. “If the queen hadn’t been involved in an ongoing affair with one of the king’s gentlemen while indwelled by you, which produced said plain-looking child, you wouldn’t feel the need to avoid her reflection. Since you often seem to forget, the king caught his wife in the said affair, an affair you only engaged in to make me jealous. If you hadn’t set your eyes on using her in such a way, the queen might’ve birthed another child. Instead, they buried her head and bones in different parts of Joro.”

“If you had only paid me some attention—”

“And I still don’t, so what good did that affair do?” I look into her eyes for the first time during this conversation, pupil-less gold eyes to pupil-less gold eyes. We’re both well past the point of sparing the other’s feelings. “I wonder, wife, would you be able to handle it emotionally and mentally if I were to use the body of the one to be crowned king to bed a mortal, just as you used the former queen?” I rise from my seat and start walking to my private quarters while Nthanda screams at my stardust back. 

In my chambers, I use my quartz looking sphere to see into Joro. I love looking in on the mortals I have the power of life and death over. Before the war, the serving gods interacted with their mortals directly. I, however, was created during the war to fight the demigods. Being with mortals, interacting with them, is an experience I’ve never known. This is another point of contention between me and Nthanda. She could once interact with them, but she is indifferent towards them. I have to be satisfied with indwelling in the existing male ruler, or the next king, as had been the case recently. Answering prayers will have to do, though some of the mortals’ prayers are nothing short of ridiculous.

There is one person whose prayers I always listen to intently and answer abundantly. One person who brings me the greatest joy with her praise. To me, her praise is perfect, especially when she dances for me. Granted, the praises aren’t only for me. She always includes Nthanda, the Elders, Kemet and Songhai, and Moeder Heelal, but I love to let myself think they are just for me. I look forward to answering Priestess Medusa’s prayers because of the praise she will give later. The thought of her makes the stardust of my body shine brighter.

I release a contented sigh. There she is in the palace, praying over the dead king’s soul while his daughter lies crying next to him. Even among the goddesses, no one is as beautiful as Medusa is to me. I watch her as she purifies his body with scented smoke and prays for his passage to Muhabura, the birthplace of the gods and home to the souls of worthy mortals. Though others are praying to Nthanda and me for the same as word spreads throughout the palace, it is Medusa’s whispered prayer I actively listen to. Her soft, husky tone excites me in ways I hadn’t felt for an eternity. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever wanted Nthanda the way I want Medusa.

Like the young new king I indwell, I want to make her mine. However, it isn’t as easy for me as it could be for him. All he has to do is bond with her to make her his wife.

The only way she can become my wife is through my turning her into a demigod, which is forbidden unless another god is attacking the said human. The latter’s forbidden as well. Though the Great War was why Kemet and Songhai created me, I hated what came because of it. Gods had no rules before the war, as I understand it. The restrictions result from a failed coup to overthrow the mother and father of the gods by a few demigods. The demigod Asmara leveraged her gift of prophecy to gain an audience with the Elders, Kemet and Songhai, as mortals and demigods are not permitted in Muhabura. If I had been there, she wouldn’t have been able to lead other demigods into my birthplace to start the war; Joro’s original gods, Kinshasa and Malabo, wouldn’t have become her martyrs. Then again, I wouldn’t be a ruling god of Joro if she hadn’t done what she had done.
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