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CHAPTER ONE — DAUGHTERS OF THE SUN
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Before the ships ever cut their white scars across the western sea, before iron chains and foreign tongues, there was only the smell of rain-soaked earth and the sound of drums.

The Kingdom of N’muje lay like a jewel along the edge of the great forest and the river that emptied into the endless ocean. From the high hill where the royal compound stood, one could see the river coiling like a dark serpent, glittering where the sun touched it, and beyond that, the faint shimmering line where the water met the sky.

It was dawn, and the sky was the color of ripe mango flesh.

In the inner courtyard of the palace, under the shade of baobab trees older than memory, Princess Zalira stood barefoot on the packed red earth, her spear pointed at the center of a straw target about thirty feet away.  She had a quiet, commanding beauty—striking in a way that revealed itself slowly. She stood with graceful, queenly posture, her movements smooth and controlled, giving her an air of quiet power. Her skin was a deep, warm cocoa-brown that seemed to glow whenever light touched it, and her face, heart-shaped with high cheekbones and full lips, held a soft elegance that never dimmed even in the dark.

Her eyes were her most unforgettable feature—amber-brown, expressive, and always honest. They sharpened when she was determined and softened like warm honey whenever she looked at those she cared for. Her hair, long and thick with tight black curls, had often been styled in intricate braids or loose coils, each style reflecting her heritage and pride.

Zalira had carried beauty effortlessly, but it had been her quiet strength, her fire beneath the calm, that made her unforgettable.

Someone watching might have mistaken her for a statue—the steady lines of her body, the hard concentration in her dark eyes, the way she held her breath until even the wind seemed to wait with her.

Then she released.

The spear cut the air in a clean arc and struck dead center, splitting the woven straw and pinning it to the wooden post behind it. The impact made a hollow thump that echoed against the walls.

A burst of applause came from the veranda.

“Well thrown, daughter of the lion,” King Adebayo called, laughter in his voice.

Zalira turned, chest rising and falling. Sweat beaded along her brow, dampening the tight braids that framed her face. Her skin glowed bronze in the growing light, her shoulders muscled from years of training not usually allowed a woman—no, not usually allowed anyone but the king’s warriors.

But Zalira was not like most women. And her father had never treated her as such.

She smiled, unable to help it when she saw his proud expression. He reclined against carved cushions, his robe of indigo cloth pooling around him, the gold torque at his throat catching the light. His beard was shot with silver, but his eyes—those sharp, assessing eyes—missed nothing.

Beside him stood the royal adviser, old Dumo, his face lined like dry riverbeds. He held a staff topped with an ivory lion’s head, and though his body stooped, his mind was quick as fire.

Farther down the veranda, leaning against a carved pillar, was the warrior commander.

Kato.

He was the kind of man whose presence was felt before he was seen—an unspoken force that seemed to thicken the air around him. He stood tall, well over six feet, with a frame built from a lifetime of movement and survival. His shoulders were broad and powerful, tapering into a lean, muscular waist, giving him the unmistakable silhouette of a warrior born from both royal blood and relentless struggle. Every motion he made carried a fluid precision, as if his body was trained by the land itself—by running through dense forests, climbing rock cliffs, wrestling with danger, and battling storms long before his time.

His skin was a deep, rich mahogany, smooth and radiant even under hardship, with a natural sheen that caught firelight like polished wood. Scars map his back and ribs, faint reminders of battles fought and injustices endured, but none of them diminished him. His hair was thick and tightly coiled, and worn in short natural twists, though sometimes Zalira braided sections of it when they spent time together. It framed his face in a way that emphasizes his striking features.

He had high carved cheekbones, a strong square jaw, and full lips that rarely smiled. His nose was broad and noble, a mark of his heritage, and his eyes were deep, dark brown, almost black, and intense enough to seem bottomless. There was a fire behind them, a watchfulness that spoke of danger and survival. When he looked at the world, he studied it like a hunter deciding whether to strike. But when he looked at Zalira, that intensity shifted—softening, melting, revealing a devotion that could move mountains.

He clapped slowly, and it wasn’t mockery. His smile was small but genuine, his eyes warmer than she could bear if she looked at him too long.

“This is why the boys complain,” he called down. “Princess Zalira makes them look weak.”

“I did not know warriors complained,” Zalira replied, wiping her brow with the back of her hand. “Perhaps we must choose stronger ones.”

Laughter scattered among the gathered guards like birds.

Kato pushed away from the pillar and descended the steps into the courtyard, the leather of his sandals soft against the earth. He moved with the ease of someone who lived inside his own body completely, no hesitation, no wasted motion. He wore no crown, no gold, only a short-sleeved leather jerkin over his chest, a strip of red cloth tied around his arm, and a scar along his jaw that curved like a crescent moon.

Zalira’s pulse quickened as he approached. She told herself it was the aftershock of the throw. The exertion. The heat.

“Again,” Kato said, stopping beside her. His voice was low, steady as a drumbeat. “This time, imagine the target is not still. A spear that can only pierce what stands and waits is not worthy of a queen’s hand.”

“That is fortunate,” a smooth, musical voice chimed from behind him, “because there is no queen here yet.”

Zalira didn’t need to turn to know who it was. The air itself seemed to soften in her presence.

Princess Amara stepped into the courtyard from the shadow of the colonnade, the golden anklets at her feet ringing softly. If Zalira was the blade, Amara was the silken sheath—dangerous in a different way.

She was wrapped in a gown the color of late-afternoon sky, embroidered with tiny shells that glimmered when she moved. Her hair was braided into an intricate crown, threaded with beads of copper and amber. Where Zalira’s beauty was sharp and striking, Amara’s was a slow, entrancing river that pulled the eye and did not let go.

“I see you have started without me, sister,” Amara said, lips curved in a teasing smile. “I had to oversee the dressmakers. Father’s birthday festival will not dress itself.”

Zalira swallowed her annoyance.

“You said you did not wish to throw spears today,” she replied evenly.

“I do not.” Amara wrinkled her nose delicately. “They make the arms thick.”

Kato’s mouth twitched.

“A strong arm is not an enemy of beauty, Princess,” he said.

Amara’s gaze slid to him, bright and assessing, lingering more than momentarily. Zalira felt the small shift in the air, the way Amara’s posture changed when she spoke to him.

“Of course you would say that, Kato,” she replied. “You would put muscles on the moon if you could.”

Kato bowed his head, trying—and failing—to hide the amusement in his eyes. Those same eyes flickered to Zalira, and for a fraction of a moment, she felt them on her like sunlight.

“Again,” he reminded her quietly.

Zalira reached for another spear.

As her fingers closed around the smooth wood, she heard the distant rumble of drums from beyond the palace walls. Not battle drums—festival rhythms. The village below was already waking, preparing for King Adebayo’s fifty-second birthday. Smoke drifted from cooking fires, carrying the smell of roasting yams and spiced goat. Children’s laughter echoed faintly.

The kingdom was alive.

She drew in a breath, feeling how the air tasted different today—charged, expectant. The king’s birthday was more than a feast. It was also the day the Circle of Elders would formally announce his decision:

Which of his daughters would become his heir.

Zalira knew this. So did Amara. So did everyone in the palace and the villages and the far-off fishing settlements along the coast. The knowledge hung over them all like the heavy clouds of the rainy season.

She threw the spear.

Again, it struck true—not at the center, but at the edge, the angle faster, deadlier.

“Better,” Kato said.

Behind them, Amara sighed dramatically.

“Must we stand in the dust all morning?” she asked. “They are stringing flowers along the great road. And I must speak to the griots before they compose Father’s praise song. I will not have them forget certain...details.”

“Such as?” Zalira asked, retrieving her spear, breath steadying.

“Oh...” Amara traced a circle on her own arm with a long finger, her bracelets chiming softly. “That I negotiated peace between us and the River Clans last season. That I secured shipments of salt and iron from the inland traders. That I—”

“You followed Father’s plan,” Zalira said coolly. “You carried his word. That is different from making peace.”

Amara’s eyes cooled a shade.

“We are both his daughters,” she said. “We both serve his will. Do not bite the hand that can lift your crown, sister.”

Silence settled between them, heavy and familiar. The kingdom knew their rivalry; it whispered about it in market stalls and under shaded mango trees. Two daughters, born three harvests apart, each with a claim to the throne.

Zalira, the elder: dutiful, disciplined, the one who rose before dawn to study laws and history with Dumo, who trained with the warriors, who rode out with her father to inspect the far fields, to listen to disputes.

Amara, the younger: charming, clever, with a laughing tongue that could soothe angry chiefs, a presence that drew people like moths to a flame. Where Zalira won respect, Amara won hearts.

The kingdom was divided, quietly, between those who said a queen should be like a spear—straight and unbending—and those who said she should be like water—flowing and irresistible.

Only the king had the right to choose.

“Come,” King Adebayo called from the veranda, breaking the taut silence. “Zalira, Amara. Sit with me. The sun rises quickly; soon the people will gather.”

The sisters approached, their movements mirror-like and yet so different.

As they took their places on either side of him, the king reached out with each hand, resting a palm on their knees.

“My daughters,” he said.

Zalira felt the weight and warmth of his hand, the calluses from spear and sword not yet completely worn away by age.

“You have both grown into women any kingdom would be proud to claim,” he said. “Today is a day of celebration, not competition. Do not let your envy stain it.”

“Envy?” Amara repeated lightly. “I am not envious, Father.”

She reached across him and took Zalira’s hand, squeezing it with a smile that looked sweet to anyone who did not know her.

“I am happy to sit beside my sister, no matter what you announce.”

Zalira kept her face composed, though a slow, sour heat rose in her chest. She squeezed back just enough to make Amara’s rings dig into her skin.

“We are of the same blood,” she said.

“Blood can boil,” Dumo muttered nearby, just loud enough for them to hear. “Or run cold.”

The king shot him a brief look, half reproving, half amused.

“We will speak no more of boiling,” he said. “The day is bright. The gods have given us clear skies. That is a good sign.”

He looked out over the courtyard, where servants moved like bright birds, carrying baskets of flowers, hanging strip-woven cloth along the walls, beating dust from rugs. Beyond the walls, the sound of drums rose and fell.

Then he turned his gaze to Kato, who stood just below the veranda, eyes lowered respectfully.

“Kato, son of Masika,” the king said. “You have served me since you were a boy the height of my knee. You have led my warriors. You have bled for this kingdom.”

Kato bowed his head deeper.

“I have done what honor demands, my king.”

“Today,” Adebayo continued, “you will stand at my side as captain, not just of my guard, but of my household. Your counsel will be close to my ears.”

A murmur rippled through the servants and guards.

Zalira’s heart gave a strange, hard thump.

Kato lifted his head, startled.

“My king, this is an honor I did not seek.”

“The best honors are not sought,” Adebayo said. “They are earned. Do not refuse me. Or shall I find another warrior more grateful?”

Kato’s lips twitched into the smallest of smiles.

“I would never shame you like that,” he replied. “I accept.”

Amara leaned forward, her bracelets chiming.

“Then you will be in the inner circle,” she said, eyes bright. “Closer than ever.”

Kato’s gaze flickered, just once, to Zalira.

“I will stand where the king commands,” he said.

Zalira forced her face to remain calm, though her mind raced. The king did nothing without reasons, often more than one. To place Kato so close to the royal family, so close to the choice between his two daughters...it meant something.

The drums outside changed rhythm, growing more insistent.

“The people gather,” Dumo said, listening. “They await their king’s speech.”

Adebayo nodded, rising to his feet with the help of his staff. His daughters rose with him, the weight of the moment settling over their shoulders like invisible cloaks.

He looked at them, one by one.

Zalira saw the pride in his eyes. The worry. The love that pulled lines around his mouth.

“Whatever I say today,” he told them softly, “remember: you are both my heart. Do not let the throne turn you into strangers.”

Amara’s lashes fluttered, and for an instant, Zalira saw something raw and childlike in her expression—a flash of the girl who used to sneak into Zalira’s bed during storms.

Then it was gone, replaced by that polished calm.

“We are sisters,” Amara said. “Nothing changes that.”

Zalira nodded slowly.

“Nothing,” she echoed.

She was not sure she believed it.

*********************
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By midday, the great plaza before the palace was a sea of color.

Banners of red, blue, and gold snapped in the breeze. The elders wore their finest robes, embroidered with cowrie shells and narrow strips of leather charms. Warriors stood in neat rows, shields gleaming, spears upright. Women in headwraps of bright kente cloth danced in slow circles, their hips rolling, their voices rising in ululations.

The king’s carved stool had been placed beneath a canopy of palm fronds, and beside it were two smaller stools, lower but equally ornate.

The sisters’ stools.

The air was thick with the smell of roasted meat, palm wine, shea butter, and incense. Smoke curled from carved bowls set before the ancestral shrine at the edge of the square, where the carved faces of past kings watched with wooden eyes.

Zalira stood just inside the palace gate, her heart pounding. Her ceremonial robe of deep crimson weighed heavy on her shoulders; golden chains draped across her chest. Her hair had been braided into long rows, each tipped with small brass bells that tinkled faintly when she moved. Lines of white chalk traced patterns along her arms—symbols of strength, continuity, protection.

Amara appeared at her side, wrapped in a gown of shimmering gold that clung to her like sunlight. Her hair was piled into a tower of braids, woven through with thin golden wire. Her face was dusted with powdered kola nut, giving her skin a soft, burnished glow. She looked every inch the queen she wanted to be.

“Your hands are shaking,” Amara murmured without looking at her.

Zalira realized they were.

“From anticipation,” she replied.

“And if Father chooses me?” Amara asked, her tone light.

Zalira turned her head slowly.

“Then I will serve the kingdom in whatever way I can,” she said.

Amara’s lips curved, but there was a flicker in her eyes.

“Good,” she said. “I would hate for you to become my enemy.”

Before Zalira could respond, the palace drums sounded, deep and resonant.

“Make way for your king!” the announcer’s voice bellowed over the plaza.

The sisters stepped out together.

The crowd parted like water before them, heads bowing, hands lifting in reverence.

Zalira walked with her chin high, each step measured. She was aware of every eye on her, of the murmur that followed where she passed.

“That is Zalira, the lion’s daughter. She fights like ten men.”

“And that is Amara, who can make chiefs do as she wishes with one smile.”

“The king must choose today.”

“Which will it be?”

She caught glimpses of familiar faces—children she had given sweets to in the market, soldiers she had trained with, women whose disputes she had helped settle. Some looked at her with fierce hope. Others looked at Amara, their expressions softer, enchanted.

Kato walked ahead of the king, his new position placing him at the front, his posture tall, his spear gleaming in the light. He did not look back, but Zalira could feel the memory of his gaze on her skin from earlier.

They reached the raised platform.

Zalira and Amara moved to stand at their stools, not yet sitting.

King Adebayo stepped forward.

The square fell silent.

Only the wind and the distant sound of the river could be heard.

“My people,” the king’s voice rang out, strong despite his years. “You have come to celebrate another year of my life. The gods have allowed me to see fifty-two harvests. For this, I pour thanks like water at their feet.”

A murmur of approval rolled through the crowd.

“But,” Adebayo continued, “no river flows forever. We must always look beyond this season to the next. The baobab stands tall, not only for the fruit it bears today, but for the shelter it gives tomorrow.”

He lifted his hands, palms open.

“I have two daughters. Both strong. Both gifted. Both beloved of my heart.”

Amara straightened subtly, her smile calm.

Zalira’s breath caught.

He turned toward them, his voice softer now, though it still carried.

“Zalira—who knows our laws, our customs, our battles. Who walks among our warriors and speaks truth even when it burns.”

He met her eyes.

Her chest ached.

“Amara—whose tongue is honey in times of anger, whose presence can ease a gathering like cool rain. Who brings chiefs and traders to the same table with a laugh.”

He looked between them.

“The gods rarely give us such wealth in one house,” he said. “I have asked them, the ancestors, and my own heart: who shall wear the crown after me?”

The crowd leaned forward as one.

King Adebayo drew in a breath.

“I have chosen.”

For a heartbeat, time stopped.

Zalira felt the beat of her own pulse in her throat, in her ears, in the soles of her feet. She could hear her mother’s voice somewhere behind her, whispering prayers. She could smell the dust, the sweat, the faint sweetness of crushed jasmine.

The king turned.

His hand lifted.

And settled on Amara’s shoulder.

“Amara,” he said. “Daughter of my late beloved Adaeze. You will be queen after me.”

The plaza exploded into sound.

Some voices cheered wildly. Others were muted, uncertain. A few remained silent.

Amara’s face blossomed into radiant delight as she dropped to her knees before her father, touching her forehead to the earth.

“I receive your word like rain, Father,” she said, her voice only just trembling. “I pray the gods will make me worthy.”

Zalira stood very still.

The sunlight seemed suddenly too bright. The sounds of the crowd blurred into a muffled roar, as if she were underwater.

She had known—somewhere deep in the part of herself that had learned to expect the worst—that this could happen. That despite her training, her discipline, her constant striving, her father might choose the daughter whose smile could sway a hostile crowd in ways a spear never would.

She had prepared, in theory.

But nothing could have prepared her for the way it felt.

Like a spear in her own chest, but thrown without malice, just...necessity.

King Adebayo looked at her.

“Zalira,” he said softly. “You are not cast aside. You will be the shield at your sister’s back, the voice she needs when her heart grows clouded. The kingdom needs your strength as much as ever.”

The words were kind.

They burned anyway.

Zalira bowed her head.

“I will serve the kingdom,” she said. Her voice came out steady, though each word scraped her throat. “And the queen.”

She heard Amara exhale, a quick, relieved breath.

When Zalira straightened, their eyes met.

Amara’s gaze shimmered with triumph, but also something like guilt. Or was that pity?
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