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            The Threefold Prophecy

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        There shall be enmity between Zayria and the Veli.

      

      

      
        
        There shall arise, in the third Year of the Sun, a Man of Death. Then shall be the beginning of sorrows.

      

      

      
        
        From among the inhabitants of Zayria shall arise a Defender, and death shall bring life.
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        * * *

      

      It’s the third Year of the Sun.

      That’s my waking thought the next morning when an ear-splitting gong jars me from sleep at four forty-five.

      An attack is impending. The rise of the Man of Death is imminent.

      I sweep from my mind the merriments of last night like old cobwebs, and jump out of bed. We got back to the barracks just before midnight and were told to sleep in any bed in any room, but today, we’ll get our allocations.

      I feel like a zombie as a major yells at me and the other girls—we all bagged a room together—to get in the shower.

      As I jump out of bed, Jasper's threats linger like poison in my veins.

      Stay away from the Prince.

      Keep your head down.

      It’s me, or nobody. Those are your options.

      Basically, he wants me to be his prisoner, or he’ll expose me for being a Wilder—someone who taps into the Sciarts without authorization.

      The bastard thinks he owns me.

      “The fun and games are over,” Major Amara shouts at us. “Now, real work begins.”

      She’s a tall, broad-shouldered woman we met last night—or, I should say, early this morning—when she came by to inform us that if any of us have braided hair, we must undo it before we sleep.

      “You have three minutes,” she snaps as we all scuttle into the bathroom.

      I step under a cool current in the communal showers. Casi is a groggy mess beside me, but the cold water wakes her up.

      “Are we expected to have cold showers every morning?” Demila groans.

      I’m not awake enough to respond. It seems nobody is, because she’s met with silence. To me, showers are a luxury, whether hot or cold. Back home, I used a bucket in the shelter in mine and Aunt Lilah’s back yard.

      “Out,” the major bellows before I’m ready.

      I haven’t even used soap yet.

      We all dash out of the bathroom and back into the bedroom, where our pale green uniforms await us. Finally! I’m actually shuddering with cold as I throw it on—something that should be unheard of in the third Year of the Sun.

      “Leave your hair loose,” Major Amara snaps.

      I have a bad feeling about that command.

      “Thirty seconds left,” the major continues. “As women, I want you on top of your game. First to report for duty each morning. First to finish breakfast. Excelling in every task. Don’t give the male soldiers anything to snicker about.”

      I shove my feet into my boots just as she yells, “Time up!”

      I glance at my reflection in the tiny mirror on the wall as we file out of the room. Pride swells in my chest. This is the mental picture I’ve had of myself since I was very young. I imagined myself in this pale green uniform so many times it became my most prevalent daydream. Jasper can threaten me all he wants, but he can't take this away from me. I'm here. I made it. And I'll be damned if I let his blackmail keep me from becoming the soldier I was meant to be.

      In the corridor, a barber is waiting with scissors.

      “No way!” Casi croaks, clutching her blond ponytail as the barber gathers Demila’s thick curls into a bunch, then unceremoniously snips them off. He then proceeds to cut Demila’s hair into a quick boyish style.

      “Why?” asks a girl with gloriously long, thick wavy hair that reaches almost to her waist. “Female soldiers haven’t been required to cut their hair for decades.”

      “You are more than a soldier,” Major Amara snaps. “You are in a special unit that commences special training today. If you don’t like it, leave.”

      The girl shuts her mouth. On her turn, she surrenders to the scissors, a pained look in her eyes.

      One by one, we’re shorn, each left with about three inches of hair. I decide it’s not that bad. It’ll be one less thing to think about. In this year of the Man of Death rising, the last thing I want to be concerned with is my hair. Casi, however, looks miserable.

      I nudge her as Major Amara leads us into a stark white windowless room where Captain Ro is waiting. “I hate you,” I whisper. “You’re still pretty without hair.”

      She cracks a smile.

      Seconds later, the boys arrive. We’ve only marginally beaten them here, but Major Amara looks pleased anyway. The boys all look different, and I realize their heads have been shaved. No more locs, cornrows, or anything else. Just simple cuts that leave them almost bald.

      My stomach lurches at the sight of Jasper. Even with his hair buzzed short, he's still devastatingly handsome—razor-sharp cheekbones more pronounced now, bronze skin gleaming under the harsh lights. When his dark eyes find mine across the room, there's a cold satisfaction in his gaze, a silent reminder of the chains he's wrapped around me. I force myself to look away. I won't give him the gratification of seeing how his presence affects me.

      The last two boys to walk in are Aijan and Flint, and my heart skips a beat. They’re the two that were missing yesterday? Flint is once again armed to the teeth, and his hair has been cut. Aijan’s hasn’t. It’s a tousled mess that only heightens his appeal. He wears a sword sheathed at his side, its golden hilt encrusted with rubies. It looks more decorative than anything.

      “No bowing,” Aijan says as a few people begin to lower themselves to the floor. The sunlight filtering through the windows makes his golden eyes almost luminous.

      I drag my gaze away from him and focus on Captain Ro.

      “Every morning,” she says, “I expect you out on the running tracks by five for an hour-long pre-breakfast workout. Breakfast is twenty minutes in the main cafeteria, after which you will train for a further four hours. You will then attend veli-specific classes until noon, at which point you will break for lunch for thirty minutes. After lunch, you will be released to work on your mission for the day. Dinner will be served at six p.m. If we don’t expect you back before dinner, you will be provided with a food pack. Evenings are for study and further classes. We expect you to be in bed by nine. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, Captain,” the second years respond in unison.

      “I don’t want to see any comms cuffs during training. Leave them in your rooms. I also do not expect to hear reports of anybody sneaking off the barracks, disorderly behavior, or anything of disrepute. Such acts will be punished severely. If I hear reports of drunken revelry, sexual harassment, or anything of that ilk, the soldier in question will find themself on a flight back home or, depending on the severity of the offense, in the evening burnings. Is that clear?”

      This time, the other first years and I respond when the second years do. “Yes, Captain.”

      “Unfortunately, not all of you will survive this training,” she informs us. “It will be rigorous, and we have very high expectations not only for performance but also of your attitude. After my many years of overseeing the training of specialist units, I can safely predict that four of you will be kicked out, three of you will beg to be released, and two of you will fail. I would have said three of you will die, but I expect that number to be higher this year, given the fact that we are expecting more veli attacks than usual.”

      My stomach caves in on itself. Deaths are expected in training? I think of Aunt Lilah, who has been kidnapped by a veli, and my mother, who died at the hands of the foul creatures, and a sense of calm washes over me. I’m not going to die or fall by the wayside for any reason. I’m going to survive and defend Zayria.

      I must.

      "One more thing," Captain Ro adds, her stern gaze sweeping over us all. “First years, you are no longer boys and girls. You are men and women. You will refer to each other as such. The moment you stepped into this unit, your childhood ended. Act accordingly." She nods at Major Amara. “Over to you.”

      Major Amara heads out of the room, and the second years fall into an orderly line and march after her. The rest of us follow suit. As we file out, I make sure to position myself as far away from Jasper as possible, slipping between Casi and one of the other girls.

      “First years,” Major Amara says in clipped tones, “there will be no tour of the facilities. All you need to know is that there is a furnace by the airstrip around the back of the main building.”

      That was a threat. The furnace is no doubt for the evening burnings.

      “The second years will show you the way to the cafeteria. You already know where the bathrooms are, as you used them this morning.”

      Outside, the sun is only just rising, but the air is so scorching hot it might as well be volcanic gas. Major Amara leads us to a sprawling training ground with a huge running circuit.

      “Go!” she barks, and the second years take off. We first years scramble after them.

      I scan the group quickly, noting where Jasper is, then deliberately veer in the opposite direction. Casi follows. When Jasper starts jogging toward our section of the track, I speed up and merge with a cluster of other runners, using them as a shield. Casi sticks close beside me, keeping up.

      “Pace yourselves,” Marc calls, jogging over to Casi and me. “This is a test of endurance, not speed.”

      My heart pounds harder—not from exertion, but from the worry that Jasper will be furious about Marc talking to me. I glance over to where he’s jogging with Cyrus and Kojo. He’s watching me, eyes slightly narrowed, but he doesn’t look particularly annoyed. Maybe he'll let this slide since Marc is talking to both Casi and me. Plus, Marc came to us, not the other way around.

      “Both speed and endurance are important,” Kwame retorts, appearing from behind us. “There’s no point in having endurance but not speed if a veli is after you. They’re fast.”

      I slow down and set what I think is a reasonable pace for myself, and Casi falls into step with me. It seems she’s decided to be my friend. Besides Chidera, I’ve never had a friend, so I’m glad she’s here. Her presence makes everything feel much less daunting. We run side-by-side in silence. Before long, my uniform is damp and sticky with sweat.

      On our second lap, hurdles have been set up all around the running track. I wince at the sight of them. I barely made it around once, and now I have to do it with hurdles too?

      Casi stops and bends over, her hands on her knees. Sweat drips down her face, which is a concerning shade of red. Pale-skinned people have suffered a lot more in the heat.

      “I’m kind of glad they chopped my hair off now,” she pants.

      “Same,” I reply.

      “For some reason, I thought they would use the Sciarts to cool the air for us while we train.”

      “I guess we have to train in the heat just as we’ll be fighting in the heat.”

      “Tiwa and Bakaré, ten push-ups each,” Major Amara shouts.

      “That’s for stopping,” Kwame informs us as he jogs past. He’s already done two laps in the time it took us to do one.

      Casi and I do our ten push-ups, then begin the hurdle circuit. It’s pure, unadulterated torture. What’s worse, anytime we knock one over, Major Amara makes us pick it up and redo it.

      Everyone else is in the outdoor gym by the time we finish. We stagger over and join the beginner’s weightlifting group. Jasper, Demila, and Kojo, despite being first years, are in the intermediate group. Flint is leading the advanced group, which consists of Marc, Kwame, Prince Aijan, and two men whose names I don’t know.

      I’m sure my bones are going to break as I lift barbells, squat with kettlebells, and lunge with dumbbells. After it, my knees are trembling, and I’m glad to hear that it’s time for breakfast.

      “That haircut suits Xia in particular,” comes Aijan’s voice from behind me as we all head for the main building.

      The sound of snickering tells me he’s mocking me. I don’t even bother to respond. I’m not here to impress anyone with my looks. At the moment, I’m not impressing anyone with my military prowess either, but I’ll get there. I’m here to defend my country, find my aunt, and avenge my mother.

      “Xia!” Jasper says, appearing at my side with a smile that is too wide and too bright, and doesn’t reach his eyes. My skin crawls as he slides his arm around my shoulders possessively. Every muscle in my body tenses. “How did you find the workout?” he asks.

      My jaw clenches. He's testing me. In front of everyone. Seeing how far he can push. He leans close, his lips to my ear. “Go ahead," he murmurs quietly enough that only I can hear him. “Shove me away. I dare you." When I don’t, his fingers tighten on my shoulder. “Now, how about a smile? We can’t have everyone thinking something is wrong.”

      For a moment, I consider giving him the punch in the face that he deserves. Then I shove down my anger. It won't be worth the trouble it'll cause. Jasper will make good on his threat to expose me, and I'll lose my spot in this unit—a spot I only got by sheer luck in the first place.

      So I force my lips into what I hope passes for a smile, even as my hands shake with suppressed rage. From the corner of my eye, I catch both Prince Aijan and Flint watching our interaction, their expressions unreadable but intent.

      From the weird look Casi is giving Jasper, she has figured out that something is off. She steps closer and grabs my arm. “Hey, I wanted to tell you about…that thing,” she whispers, although she makes sure she's loud enough for Jasper to hear. “Remember?”

      “Oh yeah,” I say.

      Casi tugs me firmly away, and Jasper has no choice but to let his arm drop from my shoulders. He takes a step to follow us, but Casi's next words stop him cold.

      “So about my period situation—it’s still really heavy. I'm cramping so bad I might actually die.”

      “Oh, Casi!” I exclaim. “They might have extra sanitary products here.” We deliberately fall back, allowing other people to fill the space between us and Jasper. “We should ask Major Amara. You might need to visit the infirmary too for some pain medication.”

      As soon as Jasper is out of earshot, Casi casts me a concerned look. "What the hell was that about?” she asks. “Are you okay?"

      "No," I say quietly. "But I can't talk about it."

      She frowns. “You say he’s your ex?”

      I nod. Then, so that she won’t worry, I force a smile. “It’s nothing I can’t handle. But thanks.”

      “Okay,” Casi says slowly, clearly unconvinced.

      “You’re gonna love breakfast,” Marc calls over all the chatter, and Casi and I dash to catch up with everyone. “We really do feast out here in the barracks.”

      My spirits lift, and I’m not the only first year who eagerly hurries the rest of the way to the cafeteria and rushes to the serving station. When we get there, I’m horrified by the off-white goop that one of the kitchen staff slops into a bowl for me.

      “Celestial Powers above!” Femi curses. “What is this?”

      “Veli teeth ground to a fine powder, mixed with milk, and sweetened with a touch of maple syrup,” a passing second year quips.

      “Actually,” another says, “it’s a high-carb, high-protein, nutrient-dense concoction that they force-feed us every morning. It tastes vile, but it’ll keep you full ’til noon.”

      I glance back to see if Prince Aijan is eating this fare too, and I’m surprised to see that he has joined the line. Flint, however, is nowhere to be seen.

      “Don’t look to your left,” Casi mutters under her breath as we leave the serving station. “Jasper is waving to you. He probably wants you to sit with him.”

      I keep my gaze straight ahead and follow Casi through the hall. We find a table for two by a window through which our only view is the back of another barracks building. It blocks out any sunlight from pouring in, which is just perfect. A feeble fan stands nearby, churning warm air at us.

      The porridge is bland and doesn’t taste much like anything, but after that workout, I’m starving. I down it and even go for seconds.

      After breakfast, we return to the outdoor gym, where a fighting ring has been set up. Major Amara pulls Demila’s and Femi’s names out of a hat, and they both climb into the ring.

      Everyone gathers ‘round to watch. In my peripheral vision, I notice Jasper trying to maneuver closer. Disgusted, I deliberately weave through the crowd, allowing more bodies to form a barrier between us. In all my daydreams about being in the military, I never envisioned having to navigate petty romantic complications. It’s frustrating. I’m here to train, not play hide and seek with my ex-boyfriend.

      “Go easy on her,” someone calls to Femi, and I turn my attention to the fighting ring. I snort under my breath. None of them know that Demila has been training for this since age seven. Unless Femi has also had formal training, he doesn’t stand a chance.

      Major Amara blows a whistle, and Femi lunges at Demila. She dodges his blow, bending backward so far that her body is almost a perfect ninety-degree angle. Then with the swiftness of an adder, she straightens and slams a kick against his chest. Femi falls with a heavy thud.

      All the girls whoop and cheer, and Demila curtseys, holding the sides of her pants’ legs in lieu of a skirt. Boys begin to volunteer to fight her, and I watch in gleeful awe as she floors them all. Especially when she demolishes Jasper's cocky confidence by sending him sprawling across the ring with a particularly brutal takedown.

      Demila’s reflexes are lightning fast, and she appears to have a killer instinct that tells her exactly where to hit someone to make them fall and not get up for at least a few seconds. She beats all the first-year boys, then second years start to step up. She’s beaten her third second-year boy when Major Amara blows her whistle, silencing all the boys clamoring to fight her, and says, “Let one of the women fight. They’re just standing around gossiping.”

      Demila smirks. “I’ll fight Xia.”

      A tight knot forms in my throat, and I hope that Major Amara will choose someone else, but she simply nods. “Tiwa—into the ring.”

      Casi pats my back. “You’ve got this,” she whispers, although her eyes say ‘better you than me’.

      Marc claps loudly as I climb into the ring. “Go, Xia!” he shouts.

      I wish he wouldn’t. People encouraging me is only going to make Demila even more vicious with me.

      Once in the ring, I mirror her easy stance: feet slightly apart, arms loose. Demila’s dark eyes glitter dangerously. She’s going to rip me to pieces. I can tell. From watching all her fights so far, I know she likes her opponent to attack first. That makes me hesitate, and we circle each other a few times, neither making a move.

      “Come on, ladies,” a boy calls. “Get down to business.”

      I feint a punch. Demila doesn’t fall for it. She makes no move to defend herself.

      “Your eyes told me you weren’t really going to hit me,” she says.

      While she’s still speaking, I slam my foot against her thigh. Casi whoops supportively. “Get her, Xia!”

      Her excitement is short-lived because Demila twists her leg at an odd angle that tugs my ankle behind her thigh. And now I’m balancing on one leg like a damned fool. She swipes my other leg out from under me. I grab the ropes before I fall, so that I won’t be disqualified just yet.

      There’s a smattering of clapping as I steady myself.

      “Great move,” someone says. Whoever he is, he clearly isn’t talking about me.

      “Where did she learn to fight like this?” someone else asks.

      “I think her martial art is haraké, or maybe ojozo.” That’s Marc’s voice.

      Demila leaps toward me, and the only thing I can think to do is run. I turn to do just that, and her foot slams against my spine. I smack against the ropes and almost throw up my breakfast.

      I quickly turn around so she can’t do it again. Big mistake. I’ve given her free access to my chest. She punches me so hard it feels like my ribs will shatter.

      The world goes black before I even hit the foam.
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        * * *

      

      When I awake, gray walls box me in, and my nose is bleeding profusely.

      A woman in a nurse’s uniform is sitting in a chair beside the narrow cot I’m propped up in. She’s holding a cotton pad under my nose.

      “Thank goodness you’re awake,” she says. “They wanted to use the Sciarts to revive you, but there’s no point wasting Sciarts on something that’ll happen naturally by itself.”

      “How long have I been out of it?” I croak.

      “An hour.”

      I grimace, although I’m in no hurry to get back to training.

      “Think you can hold the pad yourself?” the nurse asks.

      “Sure.”

      “And pinch the bridge of your nose. You’re not leaving until the bleeding stops.”

      Unfortunately, the bleeding stops ten minutes later. I don't feel recovered enough to return to training yet, but I have to go back. On my way out of the infirmary, I catch sight of my reflection in a gold wall plaque boasting that the infirmary has stood on this very site for over a hundred years. I curse under my breath. My haphazardly cut curls are pointing in every direction, and a nasty bruise discolors my left cheekbone.

      I’m still a little dazed as I make my way back to the training center for more torture. When I get there, everyone has moved to the open field beyond the running track. It’s still a shock for me to see green fields. Outside the capital, the only green fields are those growing crops. The rest, unprotected by the Sciarts, are brown and scorched. Beyond the training field, jagged cliffs of gray rock loom over the barracks like giant, unmoving sentinels.

      Casi waves as I approach. “You’re just in time.”

      People cast me amused looks as I make a beeline for her, and my insides roil with embarrassment.

      “Just in time for what?” I ask.

      “A Sciarts class.”

      My heart leaps in my chest. If we're learning the Sciarts officially, that means I won't be a Wilder anymore. I'll be authorized to tap in. Best of all, Jasper will no longer have grounds to blackmail me. I can’t be executed for unlicensed practice if we’re officially being taught how to use them. The relief I feel is so overwhelming I almost laugh out loud. For the first time since last night, I feel like I can breathe freely.

      “Oh, wow,” Casi says, drawing me from my thoughts. She’s looking at my bruised cheek and wincing. “The way you fell face-down, I knew that was going to bruise.”

      Demila is a short distance away from us, a bunch of boys orbiting her just like back home. Unfortunately, Jasper isn’t one of them. He and Cyrus are talking to some second-years near the fence. Just yesterday morning, I was miserable at the idea of him choosing Demila over me. Now, I wish he would.

      “Did anyone beat her?” I ask Casi.

      “Only Flint,” she replies.

      “So she beat Prince Aijan?”

      “No, Prince Aijan was the last person to fight, so he had to face Flint. Flint beat him.”

      I lift my brows. “Flint didn’t let him win? Good to know we’re allowed to hit the Crown Prince.”

      “It seems we are.”

      “Attention!” Major Amara roars.

      We all pipe down and stand at attention, backs straight, chins up, chests out.

      “This is Premiere Sciartist Lotanna Okotie,” she says, indicating the small, withered man in red robes standing beside her.

      There are three levels of Sciartism. Premiere is the highest, and there are only a handful of them throughout Zayria. Next is Principal, and they’re almost as rare as Premieres. Most Sciartists are Pupil level, which is the bottom rung and encompasses everyone from beginners to professionals. All the Sciartists back home in Isaleh are Pupils.

      “Over to you, Premiere Okotie,” says Major Amara.

      Premiere Okotie lifts a hand, the wide sleeve of his robe spilling from his wrist regally. Tingles crawl over my skin as he conjures a ball of crackling white energy from thin air. It hovers an inch above his outstretched, upturned palm.

      Everyone gapes—except Aijan and Flint, who immediately replicate the energy ball. Aijan’s is white like the Premiere’s, but Flint’s is a luminescent silver. The show-off.

      A ripple of excitement courses through me. We really are learning the Sciarts! I can’t help seeking out Jasper's face in the small crowd, a surge of triumph rushing through me. As though sensing my gaze, his head snaps in my direction, and I see exactly what I'd hoped to see—a dark scowl twisting his features. He has no power over me anymore.

      I’m about to give him the small, satisfied smile my lips are itching to form, but then I remember that Jasper has a very vindictive side. He doesn’t take defeat gracefully. Two years ago, when Philip Onwe, a millet farmer’s son, beat Jasper in the village's archery competition, Jasper never got over it. When a second Year of the Sun was announced last year, and everyone’s farms became village property in order for better resource management and coordinated crop protection under the village Sciartists, Jasper convinced his father to reassign Philip’s family to the worst farming plot in Isaleh—the sun-scorched eastern fields that barely produce anything. Philip’s family nearly starved that harmattan, all because Jasper couldn't stand losing to a ‘nobody’. The memory sobers me, and, keeping my expression neutral—completely devoid of any gloating—I turn my attention to Premiere Okotie.

      “The Sciarts are both science and art,” Premiere Okotie informs us. “To wield them and become proficient, you must have a knack for both pragmatism and creativity. A firmly held belief in logic and magic. Both an analytical mind and a mind unencumbered by a need for facts and explanations.”

      With each sentence he utters, his voice starts off strong but wanes by the final word, only to pick up and wane again on the next statement. It’s odd, but also strangely lulling.
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