
  
  
Praise For Afua





“The world-building here is exceptional; the vivid descriptions of Nuafri are a delight throughout, particularly the richly imagined flora and fauna. Afua is a kind, thoughtful and resolute individual,  guiding and supporting the orphans – ophanti – in her care. She also has a strong bond with a heavily pregnant flying insect-like Dooga. The joyful interactions between ophanti and Dooga makes what follows even more affecting.”


Hair Past A Freckle




“The world building was brilliant! I felt connected to Afua, and her determination shone right through. I fully enjoyed my time with her in this vividly detailed setting.”


Sharon Beyond The Books




“Afua is a fabulous sci-fi tale. The reader is treated to a strange new world in dazzling glory, and to a strong-willed and determined main character in Afua.”


MJ Porter




“A highly original and moving novella, set on a unique, jungle planet. Would recommend it to anyone who enjoys an unusual science fiction adventure with memorable characters. (5 stars).”


Hywela Lyn
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The Ninth Day




The ophanti are my restless ones, and on the ninth day we gather to paint the Dooga. 

The day, like most mid-season days, starts with a heavy mist between the trees. The sun turns the mist a cream colour, and the blue spores of pollen that cling to the drops of water are the berries. Berries and cream are the finest way to start any day.

I walk barefoot along the path to the clearing. Barefoot is best, despite what they say in the city. Walking barefoot, I can detect the ripple of ssanju worms in the soil and avoid their spiny tails. I have taught the ophanti this, and since they began leaving their sandals at the forest edge there have been no incidents, no spines to remove. The lighter the foot, the sharper the senses.

“And wings are lightest of all, yes, Akalie?”

I hold up my hand for the fat Dooga and she settles on my palm with a rasping down-draught. Like the ophanti, she belongs to me, but she is not restless. These days, the fatter she grows, the greater her urge to find a broad leaf to curl up inside. She is swollen with baby Dooga – six at last count, when the light caught her belly and I saw the heads through her translucent skin. Dooga, my favourite of all Nuafri fauna, have long abdomens, bobble heads, and right-angle wings. Akalie’s legs are hidden in the folds of her belly, but teeth are all the tools she needs to make a nest before pushing her babies out.

Today I will paint her as I have every ninth day for the past season. But she will leave me soon, and my heart grows heavy as she grows fat.

“Will you miss me, I wonder?”

I choose to speak for her, interpreting the flutter of wings as a yes, and the dip of her head as no. The ripple of her belly in my palm is probably baby gas, but I like to imagine she is laughing.

“Afua! Afua!”

Xanta is the first to spot me, and he has been busy. He holds out his hands to reveal six heavy ovals: litrus nuts, the soft brown fruit, ripe and ready for topping. I check his hands and reward him with a smile.

“Only two blisters this time,” I say. “You’re improving.”

Xanta puts the nuts in the satchel slung across his chest, then mimes the cutting of the litrus nut from the spiny stem on which it grows.

“I curl the leaf around the prickles,” he says, demonstrating with an imaginary leaf in his palm. “Two leaves are best, but only when two grow together. Don’t cut a leaf to steal a nut.”

I still find it strange to hear my words in ophanti mouths. They are shunned by their siblings for selfishness, rejected by schools for their loud behaviour. And yet, here in the woods, they whisper apologies to the roots they crawl over, and take every fourth nut rather than the first they find. All the while they listen for the buzz of the Derago, feel for the wriggle of ssanju worms, and sniff for the Kchak.

“My ophanti,” I say, as the rest of the group gather around Xanta.

I count them all; greet them with soft words, the latest – often complex – handshake they invented eight days earlier, and a soft hum as we sing for the Dooga. Akalie flutters her wings, and we search the mist, pointing at the pockets of blue pollen that burst when a Dooga flies through it.

“But where is Tifundu?” I ask, suddenly aware that I have only five ophanti, not six as I expected.

“Sick,” Uunta says, giggling as a playful Dooga buzzes her hair.

“Grumpy,” says a small boy I think might be Jatta. His twin brother Archa nods in agreement and I see the scar on Archa’s chin and can now tell them apart.

“He’s not grumpy, and he’s not sick.”

Trust Eleena to put them all right. We’ve talked about this, but her manner is softer than it once was, and I have learned to listen to her as she often sees what others don’t.

“Tell me,” I say, as the twins chase the Dooga over roots and around stumps.

“He went for a long walk yesterday,” Eleena says. She is barely nine years old but wears the frown of a village elder. She will make a good one, too, if she is allowed to take the diplomatic training required for Filiates. “I said he shouldn’t go alone, but you know what he’s like.”

Yes, I do. Tifundu is all brawn with just enough brain to get into trouble, but never enough to get out of it again.

“And where did he go?”

Eleena thrusts her arm in front of her body, so fast and straight I think she has been waiting for me to ask, so she can be the one to point the way.

“And for how far?”

“He was gone half the day,” she says. “I didn’t see him come back again.”

“Yesterday?”

“That’s right,” she says. “The day before today.”

I know the path Tifundu took. I often go that way when I want to meditate undisturbed. There are ruins and steep escarpments half a day along the route, and even more wildly rifted earth just beyond. But my thinking never takes me further than the ruins before I must return.

“Afua,” Xanta says. He lifts the flap of his satchel, then drops it quickly as a Dooga flies in for a closer look.

“Yes,” I reply.

Tifundu will have to wait. It is time to paint the Dooga.

“Fly high, Akalie,” I say, lifting my palm and bouncing her into the air.

The ophanti gather around me, and I make fists, shushing the young Nuafri with my eyes. I press my fingers tight, feeling for my pulse, counting ten beats before clapping my hands. It is an old trick, one of the first I learned when I was old enough to receive my subcutaneous palm pads. The pads charge with the beat of my heart and ten beats give enough energy to disperse and disorientate a cloud of Dooga when I clap. Fifteen beats will knock them out, and even kill a Derago, the smaller, deadlier cousin of the Dooga. But I have yet to meet anyone my age who can wait for fifteen steady beats when a Derago settles on their nose.

“Afua!”

I am distracted today. It must be Tifundu and the ruins stealing my thoughts. Xanta jogs me back into the moment with a litrus nut in one hand and a knife in the other, but he won’t slice it before I say so.

I nod for him to cut, and then ask, “Who has the spores?”

“Red,” says Uunta. She removes a wooden cup from the pocket of her long shirt. The lid slides to one side, revealing a generous collection of crimson pollen.

“I have yellow.”

Yellow is my favourite, and Archa knows it. He always collects yellow.

“Green,” says Eleena.

“I found kirant,” Jatta says.

“Kirant?” I am surprised and step closer to see what Jatta has in his wooden cup. Kirant is the deepest of woodland shades, almost as dark as our skin, but streaked with a brilliant light. “You know what you get if you mix that, Jatta?”

“Mix it with yellow,” he says, “and you have to slit your eyes like this.”

Eleena laughs, and Jatta chases her until he realises that he is spilling his precious pollen.

Xanta cuts the tops of the litrus nuts. They are fruits, really, and the translucent slick inside mixes into a coloured paste with the spores my ophanti have collected. Of course, the smell is ridiculous, but after many ninth days in a row, we no longer care.

I used to be the one to help them mix the paint, but now it is Xanta. It is quite remarkable how he has changed since we met on the first ninth day. He and Tifundu were the brawniest and dumbest of the group – the most restless. But here he is, sharing out the juice of the litrus nut, pouring a generous glob into each of the ophanti’s left hands.

Right hands are for dusting. Eleena starts with green, the colour of the woods, our base colour. Today, everyone is eager for a dusting of Jatta’s kirant. We might have experimented with more subtle blends, but the vibrant shock of kirant, when mixed with greens, yellows, and reds, makes fire in our palms.

Mine burn yellow after mixing it with the children’s spoils, and I hope Akalie is as excited as I am.

“Remember to cup your palm,” I say. “Don’t grab when the Dooga lands.”

“We know,” they say, and they do. They are proficient at this now.

Xanta hurries to mix his paint as the others hold their cupped palms high. The Dooga have recovered from the mild shock of my clap, and they buzz the ophanti, settling on one palm, before taking off to splash onto another.

I remind the ophanti of the chemical tickle the Dooga experience when coating their abdomens with litrus paint. I tell them the old word nectar, and explain its many meanings, not least that of ecstasy. Yes, that word is the best way to describe the reactions of the Dooga when they take painted flight.

Akalie is slower to visit my palm, and I wonder if she is thinking of her babies? But then she lands, rolls, and dips her bobble head with its single compound eye.

“Are you going to get fat?” Uunta asks me.

“Oh, yes. I want to be so fat I will have six.”

“Six what?” she asks, and the others tilt their heads to listen.

They know the answer already, but I tell them again, because I love the giggles and snickers that erupt when I say, “Six ophanti! Just like you.”

“And will you look after them?” Archa asks, as he removes globs of paint from the wings of a greedy Dooga. “Will you be there for them when they need you?”

“No,” I say, because it is expected. “Not at all. Only every nine days.”

“And what will they do for the other eight?”

Eleena is serious, and I must be careful. Luckily, Akalie is ready to take flight, and I can slip my arm around Eleena’s bony shoulders.

“They will run in the woods, chasing Dooga and eating ssanju worms.”

“They can’t,” she says.

“They can. Just like you.”

Xanta butts in, excited now, and covered in litrus juice. “Do it,” he says. “We are all ready.”

I wipe my hands on the front of my patterned tunic, shaking my head at the mess. It is dull as there is no heat. Litrus paint is best warm, better when heated, and when I charge my palm pads – three beats, three claps, recharge and repeat – the Dooga run hot, like tiny torsion drives. Their litrus-painted bodies flash through the haze. It’s what we look forward to every ninth day – even me. It never grows old.

But today, with Jatta’s kirant spores mixed in our litrus paints, the Dooga streak faster than rockets. We squint at them, pointing and shrieking as the Dooga buzz our hands for more nectar.

Akalie buzzes with them, and I am glad she is not quite ready to leave me. I will miss her, and am determined to enjoy every last moment together.

I only wish Tifundu were here to see it, too.

He is one of my ophanti, and his absence makes me restless.
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