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DISCLAIMER

The universe presented in this novel is purely fictional. Any resemblance to real persons, names, or places is purely coincidental. The reflections and viewpoints expressed are solely those of the authors.



Book One Recap

In the kingdom of Lassa, Mariane, a young woman of humble origins, lives a secret love with Douanla, a boy from the village. Their bond, born in the innocence of youth, grew sheltered from the world, like a fragile flame protected from the wind.

But the king’s death struck them like a blow of fate, plunging the kingdom into an abyss of mourning and shaking the very order of power.

Taking advantage of ancestral traditions, Mariane’s father gives his daughter to the Laakam, the sacred sanctuary where queens are initiated.

Torn from her family and from the man she loves, Mariane is forced to endure a harsh, ritualized training. She undergoes it alongside two other young women: Annie, born of a lineage steeped in mysticism, and Sylvie, a princess sent from an allied kingdom.

At the same time, Sidi, the son of the late king, faces his own initiation. Stripped of his status as a young man, he is prepared to assume the royal burden, according to the spiritual and political laws of Lassa.

At the Laakam, Mariane stands out for her independent nature and her instinctive refusal of total submission. This attitude unsettles the queen mother, who perceives in her both a rare strength, and a threat to the established order.

At the end of the initiation, Sidi is proclaimed king, alongside his three wives, who become the queens of Lassa.

That very evening, Mariane discovers that the servant assigned to her is none other than Douanla, her childhood love, now reduced to the rank of a domestic servant in the service of the palace.

Thus ends the first volume: Mariane is queen of a throne she never desired; Douanla serves a power that has torn them apart.

Both are prisoners of a system in which love and duty stand in direct opposition.
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Chapter 1: The Queen and the Servant
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A Gaze in the Half-Light

When Douanla crossed the threshold of Mariane’s dwelling, a shiver of uncertainty ran through him.

The half-light of the sitting room, dimly lit by a flickering oil lamp, revealed a striking disorder. Dirty plates were piled in a corner. Crumpled tablecloths lay scattered across the floor like discarded garments. Empty wine bottles cluttered a rickety table.

The celebration for the departure from the Laakam had been unforgettable, grand. Now, with the guests gone, Mariane, exhausted, swayed, her legs barely supporting her. The smell of roast meat mingled with that of spilled raffia wine.

Mariane’s searching eyes took in Douanla, whom she did not recognize at once. His posture, slightly stooped, betrayed deep fatigue. Yet his piercing gaze seemed to probe the soul of the visitor.

The maid who had accompanied Douanla busied herself, gathering the scattered objects with silent diligence. Then she slipped away, leaving behind a heavy silence.

Douanla, tall and imposing, stood at the center of the room, arms crossed, radiating a raw, almost animal strength. His beige tunic and simple linen trousers contrasted sharply with the aura of power he exuded.

The atmosphere, laden with tension, hung suspended between Mariane’s exhaustion and Douanla’s magnetic presence. Each scrutinized the other in the wavering half-light.

With a hesitant gesture, Mariane indicated a plush armchair, taking a seat in another herself.

“My queen”, Douanla said, pulling over a rough wooden stool, “I cannot sit in an armchair in your presence. That would be a grave fault. Allow me this stool.”

His voice, deep and steady, echoed through the room.

Mariane understood at once the intention. He was laying down the foundations of a hierarchical relationship, marked by respect and distance.

If he wants to play it that way, so be it! she thought, with a mix of irritation and resignation.

She watched him, noting the firmness of his jaw, the untamed gleam in his dark eyes, stripped of emotion. A twinge of disappointment passed through her, but she concealed it behind a tight smile.

“King Sidi sent you as my servant? What is your role, Douanla?” she asked, her voice tinged with curiosity and a hint of wariness.

“My queen”, he replied, “the king ordered me to watch over your well-being. To make sure you lack nothing.”

Mariane frowned, her fingers tightening around her bracelet. She reflected, trying to decipher his words.

“In practical terms, what does that mean?” she pressed.

“I cannot list all my tasks”, he said calmly. “Starting tomorrow, I will clear your fields, as the planting season is near. I must ensure that you have food.”

“And the king? she cut in. A shadow crossed her face. I have nothing to expect from him?”

The question, sharp-edged, seemed to touch Douanla. His expression, however, remained impassive.

“Since the founding of the kingdom, kings have provided their wives with palm oil, plantain, salt, goat meat, and cloths, according to their goodwill. The rest rests with the servants, who act as the king’s intermediaries to the queens.”

Mariane nodded, absorbing his words. Her heart wavered between resignation, and a strange curiosity about this enigmatic man.

Echoes of an Eternal Oath

After months in the service of Queen Mariane, Douanla saw little progress in their relationship. The two of them measured each other like pugilists before a decisive bout, watchful, guarded.

At times, without admitting the reason even to themselves, they caught each other stealing a fleeting glance, wavering between defiance, curiosity, and a silent attraction.

Douanla wondered about the bonds Mariane had forged with Sidi at the Laakam. Had she changed after that time? Had Sidi managed to persuade her, to lower her guard, to open herself to him?

Mariane seemed so different from the carefree, lively girl he had met by the marsh only a few months earlier. She carried a new maturity now. A calm serenity.

Yet, watching her closely, Douanla discerned in her eyes a deep wound, like the silent echo of a sorrow she kept unspoken.

Does she still love me? he wondered, his heart heavy.

In her presence, he had lost all confidence, his strength seeming to drain away. He had chosen to become her servant, convinced it was the only way to remain close to her. But now, she seemed to ignore him.

What is the point of all this if she does not even see me? he lamented.

His plan had been devised with his friend Siewe. He had believed it foolproof, since it allowed him to live forever beside Mariane, his beloved.

But now, he felt trapped. He had sworn an oath before the king and the people, committing himself to serve the queen and the kingdom with unwavering devotion.

To break that vow would have brought grave consequences. He knew it.

I love you, Mariane! I long for you!

The words circled endlessly in his mind, brushing against obsession.

She no longer even notices my presence, as if I were invisible, he murmured, at a loss.

What happened at the Laakam?

The question gnawed at him, unanswered. The secrets of the Laakam remained sealed, forbidden to be spoken.

Douanla doubted Mariane’s love more and more. He had noticed that she no longer wore the necklace he had given her, the symbol of his eternal love.

Had she thrown it away? Perhaps.

The thought tightened around his heart.

Beneath the Mango Tree of Memories

That day, he had worked in the queen’s field, clearing brush under a blazing sun. Exhausted, he sat down in the shade of a mango tree, searching for a moment’s respite. His bittersweet thoughts carried him back a few months.

Douanla was twenty-five then. Strong, athletic, his build radiated a natural pride. His supple, almost feline stride echoed the totem of his caste, never failing to impress those who crossed his path.

He was a tireless worker, known for his strength and endurance. A few years earlier, he had opened a carpentry and cabinetmaking workshop in the market square.

His broad, steady hands knew how to give life to wood, as if it were a living substance. Every piece that left his workshop bore the mark of his skill. With Siewe, his childhood friend and a building engineer, they had created a company they named CM—Clé en Main.

CM was sought after from everywhere: businessmen, wealthy traders, members of the diaspora. Proud of their budding success, they had not forgotten their roots. Regularly, they were seen at the bi-monthly meetings of the village youth association.

Later, his dreams had carried him elsewhere. Mariane.

He recalled the letter she had sent him from the Laakam. In it, she had promised him eternal love.

Had he dreamed it? No, the letter truly existed.

It was carefully folded in his satchel. That morning, he had reread it for the thousandth time. The words had seemed sincere, vibrant with promises. How could he have been mistaken?

And yet, doubt lingered. His gazelle, as he called her, seemed to be drifting away.

For all time, the secrets of the Laakam had been inaccessible, and Douanla knew he would never be able to ask Mariane about them. As her servant, he had no such right. The days had passed, and the nervousness inside him had grown.

After finishing the clearing of the field, Douanla walked off to check his traps in the bush. Luck was not on his side, but he found an old porcupine caught in one of them. He freed it, slipped it into his game bag, and returned home. There, he bathed, changed his clothes, and looked at himself in a mirror.

The image he saw, clean and composed, stood in stark contrast to that of the man drenched in sweat who had worked in the field.

Summoning his courage, he took up his game bag and set off with a determined step toward Mariane’s hut.

The Meeting Scented with Jasmine

When he arrived, he found her lying on a sofa, in a sitting room bathed in soft light filtered through beige linen curtains.

The room, spacious and warm, smelled of wood and a faint trace of jasmine. Colorful rugs covered the floor, and a low table held a jug of cool water.

Mariane seemed lost in thought. Her hair, loosened, framed her tired yet graceful face. She lifted her eyes, and a flash of surprise crossed her gaze when she saw him.

She straightened slowly, her hesitant posture betraying a rare vulnerability. The medallion of the necklace slipped between her fingers, glinting in the dim light.

“Douanla...” she murmured, her voice soft yet charged with intense emotion. That same voice that had once touched him to his very core.

Douanla stood motionless, his heart racing. That necklace, he had thought it lost, was there, in her hands.

The Necklace

A warm breeze blew through the shutters of the royal hut, carrying the damp scent of the fields. Mariane was returning from the meeting of the committee of women presidents of Lassa’s associations.

Her step was heavy, her mind saturated with thoughts. Once again, the women had laid out a thousand worries before her: cassava and taro cuttings were rotting, macabo fields were infested, and the planting season was drawing dangerously close.

She had promised solutions, but none were taking shape. She had knocked on every door, written to agricultural offices, appealed for assistance. Nothing.

As she removed her ceremonial wrapper, she let out a long sigh. “I’ll say a word to the women of the diaspora,” she murmured. “They, at least, sometimes know how to move mountains.”

Then a thick silence wrapped around her. The hut was empty. Her maid had left after putting everything back on the shelves. She stretched out on her sofa and closed her eyes. A dull weariness washed over her—the kind that comes less from the body than from the heart.

And as always, in moments like these, an image imposed itself on her: Douanla.

For six months now, he had been there, only a few steps away, charged by King Sidi with watching over the queen.
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