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Responsibilities


LETHI


Lethi crept out of the bed, quiet as a thief, trying not to wake up Marlé. The empty decanter and drink-drained cut glasses on the dressing room table were a remnant and reminder of the night that had passed.


He ran a hand through his hair and pinched the bridge of his nose. Reckless.


He was a lieutenant now, the youngest in the Palmaine Army. He had responsibilities and drunken nights with Marlé were not one of them.


His trousers and uniform jacket were bunched in a shameful tangle only a few steps from Marlé’s bed. He suppressed a smile, remembering the moment she had told him to undress. How quickly he had ripped his uniform off.


He touched the pendant at his neck. A four-point star suspended on a rope of gold. The closest thing he had to a mother. Inwardly he recited from the Holy Book of Palman. For the Son sees our hearts and brings peace to those who resist evil.


He drew his trousers up to his hips and buttoned his jacket. The soreness from the thick scar across his neck resurfaced as he fastened his gorget patch to the buttons under his chin. Where is my rifle?


‘Did I bring it with me?’ he said, under his breath. I must have.


He scanned the room. It was dark, but he could see the gun’s silhouette. Leaning against the far wall, like an irritated travel companion waiting for him to get ready.


‘Where are you going?’ came a voice from behind him.


He glanced back. Marlé. Her voice was sweet as pine honey. She held the bedcovers up to her neck with one hand, almost as a threat. The smile on her lips said she meant to make good on her implied challenge. Her eyes carried the sure knowledge that she could make him come alive again with a drop of the bedcovers.


‘I said, where are you going?’


A sliver of morning light leaked through her curtains, illuminating her grape-dark skin for the slightest moment and it made Lethi’s heartbeat faster.


‘You know I can’t stay,’ he said, sliding his rifle sling over his shoulder.


‘But I want you to stay,’ she said, lowering the bedcover ever so slightly. An inch from abandoning modesty.


He lifted his chin. ‘I can’t.’


‘Last night, you said I could have anything I wanted.’


‘That was last night.’


Her smile widened. ‘Fine. I know you will always come back to me.’


‘Is that so?’


She gave a soft nod. ‘You are in love with me, Lethi, and I wonder when you will finally say it.’


He strode towards her and crouched low. ‘I might be a reckless soldier and a degenerate gambler, but I’d never take such a ghastly risk as loving you.’


She threw back her head and laughed. The sweetness of the noise filled the room and Lethi found himself leaning towards her. That close, he could smell the powdery musk of her perfume. Every cord of muscle in his body pulsed with the desire to kiss her.


Her laughter cut off sharply and her dark eyes were on him again. She traced a finger over the deep scar across his neck and inclined her head towards his. Then, as he parted his lips to touch hers, she grabbed him by the chin. ‘Be gone then, soldier man, but come back to me.’


Lethi’s breath caught in his chest as she shoved him back. It almost hurt to be diverted from their kiss in that way.


‘Shave before you come back to me,’ she said, massaging the dark stubble on his chin. ‘Like the first time.’


Lethi smiled and bowed as he rose to leave.


She gave him a long look. ‘I know your secret, soldier man.’


Lethi went completely still.


‘I can see it in the thickness of your hair. The bridge of your nose. The smell on your skin when you sweat. The colour of your eyes by candlelight.’


Lethi could only stare, mouth agape.


She leaned forward and whispered in his ear. ‘You can dress like them and style your hair just so, but you can’t fool me. I have seen the dancing truth of you. When you talk in your sleep, you speak Odu.’


Lethi’s breath caught in his gullet and for a moment it was as though he had been punched in the throat. He took a stumbling step, remastering himself as he drew back from her. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he muttered.


Even to his own ears it was unconvincing.


She gave a knowing smile. ‘Of course you don’t.’ She leaned back in her bed and let out her breath. ‘Till we see each other again, my lost soldier.’


‘Till we see each other again.’


Lethi slipped out of the door, down the narrow staircase and through the arched doorway. The sudden glare of the sun made him shield his eyes. How late is it?


His grey saddlehorse was hitched to a lantern post, and he mounted without ceremony, directing the horse towards the northernmost of the six villages they had been working through for the best part of a year. His fire team would be waiting for him.


When he arrived, the air in the village still carried the smell of death and gun smoke. People ran or hid at the sight of his uniform as he rode through. He parted the crowd with all the gentle authority of a ship’s prow parting the ocean face.


One particular woman stared at him as though he was a walking, breathing pile of crap. ‘What are you looking at?’ Lethi said, in the Common Tongue.


She spat on the floor in disgust. ‘How do you sleep at night?’


He tapped his rifle casually. ‘With one eye open.’


Her snarl disappeared at the sight of his gun, and she backtracked into the shadow of a mudbrick shack with the rest.


A scream nearby drew Lethi’s attention. He rode towards the sound. Banasco, a burly man with a receding hairline, stood in front of a cluster of shackled captives with black sacks over their heads. Beside him stood Dareem; a thin, bald man with a thick beard and a cattle prod in hand.


‘How many did you find?’ Lethi asked.


The two men turned to him and saluted.


‘Seven, sir,’ said Banasco. ‘Attem is still searching the village, but these seven for sure are from the Black Hammer Clan.’


Lethi studied the captured men. One of them, by his size, looked little more than a child. Lethi removed his hood. It was a boy, not more than fourteen if Lethi guessed right. All the same, the boy’s brown-eyed stare was pure murder. Young or not, he wanted to do Lethi violence.


‘Quite young,’ Lethi said.


Banasco shrugged. ‘What shall we do with them?’


Lethi thumbed his chin. Their orders were to kill all members of the Black Hammer Clan, but their campaign through Guyarica had been a long one and whatever remnant there was of the Black Hammer would be dead before the end of the year. In truth, their work was as close to done as it could possibly get.


‘How many did we catch in that last village?’ he asked.


‘Twelve,’ Banasco said.


Lethi scratched his neck. ‘Leave the boy. Hang the rest somewhere everyone in the village will see.’


Banasco didn’t move. ‘Leave the boy?’


Lethi froze. The man was lurking dangerously close to insubordination and for a young lieutenant that could be the beginning of the end. He drew himself up to his full height and spoke low. ‘If you ever make me repeat myself again, I’ll have you flogged naked in front of the natives.’


For one, eternal moment a tense silence had its way and Banasco just stared. Then he let out a breath and bowed his head. ‘Of course, sir.’ He turned to Dareem. ‘You heard the lieutenant. See that they’re hanged.’


Dareem scowled. ‘I hung the last batch. The Lieutenant said you should hang them.’


‘Chain of command,’ Banasco said, smirking.


‘I’ll just wait for Roadie to get back. He enjoys it,’ Dareem said.


‘Take your squabbling elsewhere,’ Lethi snapped.


The two soldiers saluted and dragged the prisoners away.


Two men appeared in the distance. Attem and Roadie. Attem was a dark Darosan man, with tribal marks on his cheeks and shoulder-length locs. He was the only native on their team, and without him they would have been lost in Guyarica. The man could smell sedition in a sweetshop. As good at hunting the Black Hammer Clan as a veteran cat culling a rat infestation. Within hours of them landing in a village, Attem would find a way to flush the clan out from the deepest, darkest holes. The team would spend hours searching a house, then Attem would arrive and fish out three insurgents from a cupboard as though he had told them to wait for him there.


The other man, Roadie, was of Northern Palmaine vintage – pale as the first sheet of snow. Even in the blistering heat, it was plain he came from a place where the sun never shone. Frighteningly skinny, he had the skeletal hands and stern-faced stare of a man that had seen death and spurned its summons. It was said of Roadie that he had seen more corpses than cooked meals. A good man to have on your side to be sure, but a dangerous one too. Hardly ate, never seemed to sleep, never hesitated to draw his blade.


Attem gave a casual salute. The man always had an easy bearing. Other Lieutenants had said he was too easy for a native, but their loss was Lethi’s gain. Native or no, he was the best tracker Lethi had ever seen.


‘The village is clean, sir,’ said Attem.


On the matter of hiding rebels, Attem’s word was as good as certainty.


‘Good,’ said Lethi.


‘That’s the last of the villages in Guyarica. Sir, we could sweep out east to the river to make sure, but I think we have routed the Black Hammer in this land.’


Lethi thought the same thing, though he had hoped not to hear it so soon. It meant this part of their mission was over, and there had been great pride in doing it so well.


‘I am minded to agree with you, Attem.’


Attem nodded and wet his lips. ‘If I may ask, sir, what is next?’


In truth, Attem certainly could not ask. A man of his rank asking his lieutenant any question was an act of shuddering audacity. But what did rank mean now? What good was there in withholding that information when their early success was largely based on Attem’s tracking skills.


‘We wait for instruction from the Crown,’ said Lethi. ‘Then I expect we move on west.’


Attem clicked his tongue. ‘West?’


‘To Basmine.’


Roadie leaned back suddenly and gripped his knife as though the word alone was sure to bring danger.


‘Sir …’ Attem started. ‘Basmine is not like this place. It is far larger, dense as a rock. If the Black Hammer Clan have gone as far as Basmine then—’


‘Attem,’ Lethi said, putting a hand on Attem’s shoulder. ‘We will have our orders.’


Attem swallowed and let out a heavy breath. A sigh heavy with the resigned irritation of a guilty criminal receiving his death sentence.


‘Give me a week to tell my people, see my family,’ Attem said. ‘I am an Odu man.’


It was a fair request. Richly deserved. Lethi nodded. ‘Four days.’


Attem hissed but made no further complaint.


Roadie gestured to the boy prisoner, still kneeling in the dust, and inclined his head. It was his way of asking, ‘Should I kill him?’


Lethi shook his head and waved off Attem and Roadie in dismissal. They saluted and moved in the direction of the rest of the fire team. They would call him a hero for what he had done in Guyarica. A light in the darkness. And what ugly heroes we make.


Lethi turned his attention to the boy. Though silent, his jaw was clenched tight, and a trail of tears had run down his dust-soaked cheeks. Lethi sank to his haunches and pulled six gold coins from his jacket pocket. ‘Take this and start over somewhere.’


The boy made no move to collect the coins.


Lethi shrugged and dropped the coins on the floor. ‘Suit yourself.’


He straightened and walked towards the rest of his team.


‘Omaku,’ said the boy.


Lethi narrowed his eyes. He had heard the curse before, along their campaign. It was an Odu word. It meant something along the lines of ‘I will find joy when you die’.


When Lethi first heard it, it had unnerved him, but the Palmaine Army had been long in Guyarica, and the word had lost its power.


He smiled at the boy. ‘Find joy some other way.’
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Godsblood


RUMI


The young man walked with the slow hesitation of a panther on the prowl. His teeth were clenched tight with the same sort of predatory anticipation. The vaulted theatre was teeming with people and all eyes seemed trained on him.


‘That’s him,’ someone whispered.


He walked with his back straight, uncomfortable with the attention but maintaining his soldier’s bearing. The single black cowrie that served as a pendant for his necklace seemed to grow warm as he moved under the attention of their stares.


‘The Old Dog Never Dies!’ someone shouted.


He raised a hand in salute. It was a gesture of respect, when said in that way. An homage to his mother who had once worn those words.


Another shouted a name. ‘Ajanla Erenteyo.’


He turned at the sound of it. It was not his true name but one he wore as a sort of mask. Ajanla Erenteyo. The one who killed the Priest of Vultures. It was like they were talking about someone else. His true name – that he had only just come to know – carried a story that most would struggle to believe.


A voice sounded from behind him. ‘You’re getting good at this.’


He glanced over his shoulder. A woman with fire-red hair and a high-necked grand-boubou, gave him a teasing smile. Though it felt strange, when he looked at her, he could think only of a sword.


‘Zarcanis,’ he breathed.


She smiled. ‘Hello, Rumi. Keep this up and people might actually believe you are who they say you are.’


Rumi didn’t have to ask what she meant. The Eredo was preparing for war and it meant that the people needed symbols. Stories. Symbols like Zarcanis who had gone toe-to-toe with a godhunter and told others to leave her to it. Symbols like Alangba who had faced down twenty Obair and won. Like Ladan who had lost a hand to save his friend. Renike. Renike, barely fifteen, who had faced a nightmare and stood her ground. People who had fought in the Battle of the Thatcher and won. It was why Rumi walked like he was strong, even when he wanted to be anything but strong.


The truth was, there had been no victory won at the Thatcher. The hundreds who were now in shallow graves were a testimony to the silent truth. When the battle ended there were tears of sorrow, not of joy. They had lost more than they ever could claim to have won. Basmine was still under the control of the Palmaine, and across the protectorate they were still whipping native boys bloody for whistling at night. It was survival, not a triumph.


The fighting, they all knew, was far from over and nothing stirs people to fight like a story. A myth. Something to believe in. To hope for. So they let the stories grow till they had sprouted legs and walked on their own.


It occurred to Rumi that stories had a way of shape-shifting as they travelled. In the Eredo they called him Ajanla Erenteyo, but the Priest of Vultures had called him the Son of Despair. His mother had called him Voltaine and now he was meant to understand that his true name was Omo-Xango – a descendant of a god; Xango the agbara of thunder. It was a lot for anyone to hold together all at once.


In the aftermath of the battle, a good number of capable Seedlings were made Sulis. More at one time than ever before. The Eredo needed shadowwielders if it was to succeed in its unimaginable task, so they were quickening the process of making them. Every day, new recruits were given the Bloods and being taught to wield the shadow.


Rumi had not called his own shadow since the battle. Had not returned to sparring. He wasn’t ready. He had not fortified his mind enough to even attempt to call it again. To call the shadow was to confront the deepest truths of the mind. To face the deepest gripes of the unconscious. There were truths lurking at the back of Rumi’s mind that he dared not confront. Truths too clear and sharp to acknowledge.


They reached the meeting room and a tall, bearded man gave an affirming nod. The muscles on his arms would look obscene on any statue and yet here he stood, a full picture of brawn. He had the look in his eyes of a man who had to fight to the death to earn his morning bread. Alive and intense.


‘Ajanla Erenteyo,’ he said.


Rumi smiled. ‘Strogus the doorkeeper.’


Strogus held the door open. ‘Take a deep breath. Your crowd awaits.’


Rumi breathed in as he stepped into the meeting room. The huge chamber could have been a theatre of its own. Rock lanterns had been carved into the stalactite canopy and the large roundtable at the centre of the room dominated the space. Every man or woman one would expect at a war council meeting was in attendance. Lord Mandla, the leader of the Eredo; his six chiefs who served as trusted advisers; the Captain Shadowwielders who trained everyone in the Shadow Order; the First, Second and Third Rangers of the Chainbreakers – the Eredo’s expeditionary force. All sat with grave, contemplative faces.


Rumi searched high and low, but there was no sign of Nataré. No sign of any of the sentries, for that matter. They were still at their posts, no doubt – guarding the broken walls.


He took a seat away from the round table, in one of the more inconspicuous parts of the room. He thought of his father, still recovering in the botanical ward from his injuries at the Thatcher. At the battle, his father, Griff, had released an explosion of shadow that Rumi could scarcely believe. They had their name back now and what a name it was: Xango.


Rumi scratched his neck. What does it mean to be the descendant of a god? It certainly didn’t give him any godly power. It was said that when Xango called thunder by its name, the thunder would answer; when Rumi called a dog by its name, he was usually ignored. Though he had moments of great strength in the shadow, Rumi was not one of the best shadowwielders. Neither was he a great conjurer, nor did he have the ingenuity of someone like Sameer. In short summation – aside from as a musician, he had seldom shown any true skill in anything. All in all, he was pretty sheggin’ pathetic for a godling. And yet, here he stood – in a room full of heroes, with a name that stood as high as all the others. He felt like an impostor and thief.


A strong tower of a man stepped up to the roundtable – it was Telemi, Lord Mandla’s bodyguard. He raised his hand, cleared his throat and all the talking stopped. Lord Mandla, the beating heart and thinking mind of the Eredo, rose to his feet in the silence. He wore the woven raffia headdress of an aminague, which made him look more ominous and final than he already was.


‘Welcome,’ Mandla said. He cast a quick glance over the room like a shepherd silently counting his flock. ‘We are all here in the context of terror. Thirteen days ago, our gates were broken and we fought an enemy most believed only existed in scare stories. Our grave sites are full, our martyrs have made their stand, and the nights of mourning have not ended. But the truth remains: we are in the teeth of terrible jeopardy. The nation that they call Basmine, and all its precious people, remain in the hands of an oppressive foreign power. With the battle at the Thatcher, forces beyond our imagination have now been made aware of our existence, of our strength. They have broken our wards and left us completely exposed. As a people – as a reality – we face extinction. But I did not call this meeting to dress the wounds of our defeats. We will dress them until we die. I called this meeting to tell you that the future imagined in the dreams of generations past is in our reach.’


Rumi sat up as though suddenly called to attention.


‘Our story is not at its end,’ Mandla said. ‘It is at its beginning. The Palmaine king has covenanted with Palman and the godhunters may break down our door, but we have something they never will: the evidence of the Skyfather’s hand.’


Rumi glanced at the door.


Mandla locked eyes with Rumi, his stare seeming to hold him in place. Rumi was certain that Mandla was going to name him as the evidence of the Skyfather’s hand. Make him some symbol of salvation. His heart kettle-drummed his ribs. Mandla shifted his stare to the tall doors at the far end of the room.


‘We know the truth. We know the mission of their missionaries. We know the silent violence of their loud lies. We know their civilisation is not civilised and we see through the disguise. This year we break the mask. This year we show them that there is a nation. This year we show them that Dara lives. The old blood is back.’


The doors creaked slowly open as Chainbreakers spilled into the room. They moved with perfect synchronicity, forming an honour guard.


A woman strode imperiously forward. She wore a beaded crown that covered her face and a golden iborun shawl of glimmering damask. Her fly-whisk was made with the stark-white hairs of Shinala tail. One by one, the crowd bowed in total salute.


Mandla cleared his throat. ‘Old blood has returned. The circle of time spins anew. All hail the Golden Eagle; all hail the Golden Eagle! Queen Falina Almarak, daughter of King Olu Almarak, blood of the ancestors and rightful ruler of our nation. Ka-Biyesi O!’


Rumi pressed his face to the floor in the highest possible salute. Even to one not born in the Eredo, it was a compelling spectacle.


It was death to look a monarch in the face when they wore the crown. Yet Rumi’s gaze lifted to peek up at her. He stole a quick glance up as the woman took her seat at the centre of the roundtable. A queen. No less than King Olu’s daughter. Now that is a story.


A voice boomed behind Rumi as he came to his feet. ‘Long may she reign.’


He glanced over his shoulder. A small-boned Kuba stood with arms folded across his chest.


Rumi smiled. ‘Sameer.’


Sameer grinned. ‘Ajanla Erenteyo. I hear you killed two hundred Obair with one hand tied behind your back. I hear you blink twice for a good night’s rest. I hear your shadow is like a rolling ocean wave and a mighty east wind.’


Rumi touched his chin. ‘Funny that. I hear you are so clever you tricked Ilesha out of his only good pair of sandals. I hear you read two books every hour and recite them all from memory before you go to sleep. I hear you never use a clock because you count time in your head.’


A third figure appeared; an albino man, big as a bricklifter, with scarred knuckles and golden eyebrows. He grinned. ‘I hear you …’


They waited for a moment, but Ahwazi just gave a confused look.


‘You ruined it, Ahwazi,’ Rumi said with a laugh.


Ahwazi scratched his chin. ‘I had something but it just slipped my mind. What was it?’


Sameer turned to Rumi as they sat down. ‘Is it true you haven’t touched your shadow since it happened?’


Rumi nodded. ‘That one’s true.’


Sameer let out a breath and nodded his understanding. ‘It all got a bit much in that battle.’


Rumi frowned. ‘It did.’


A small silence ensued before Ahwazi snapped his fingers in realisation. ‘That was it. I heard you … Shege, that wasn’t it either.’


Rumi laughed and turned to Sameer. ‘I was told only Suli could attend this meeting.’


He smiled. ‘That’s why I am here.’


Rumi gave him an appraising look. ‘They raised you to Suli?’


Sameer nodded. ‘We just found out this morning.’


Rumi blinked. ‘Ahwazi, you too?’


Ahwazi nodded. ‘Honour in battle. A good many Seedlings were raised today.’


‘I am glad to hear it,’ Rumi said.


Sameer took a moment to wipe his thick spectacles. ‘Everything has changed now. Our gates were knocked down. Our wards were broken. We can no longer pretend that there isn’t a world out there that is desperate for our participation.’


Ahwazi rolled his shoulders. ‘And what a participation it will be.’


‘What do you think happens next?’ Rumi asked.


Now Sameer rolled his shoulders. ‘I can’t say for sure’ – he gestured to the now-seated queen – ‘but she stands at the centre of it.’


Rumi lowered his gaze. ‘Long may she reign.’


‘Long may she reign,’ Sameer added.


Ahwazi raised his chin, his voice suddenly serious. ‘I remember now, and I actually did hear this one.’


Rumi smiled. ‘We are listening.’


Ahwazi put a hand on each of their shoulders and spoke. ‘I heard your father shouted the name of a god to call his shadow. I heard the blood of a god runs through your veins.’


The laughter stopped.
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The Golden Eagle


FALINA


Falina could barely see anything beyond the crown’s beaded veil. It was a miracle she had made it to her seat without tripping over, and now she wanted nothing more than to take the crown off and have someone rub peppermint oil into her scalp. Maka Naki pulled her chair out and bowed low, his face almost pressed to the ground. He’d been different since the battle. Fewer smiles, hardly any jokes, no interest in her bottom. They were all different since that day.


She glanced across the table at Alangba and managed a smile, though he could not see it past the beaded veil. Alangba had put his life on the line for her against unimaginable odds. Having someone give so much of themselves to see you safe; all because they believed that you were something important, something worth fighting for. It changes you. That was why she was here. That was why she wore the crown. Alangba’s words flashed through her head: ‘duty comes before death’.


A part of her did not want to be there. In a way, knowing they were all survivors of that carnival of death made the guilt stronger. Who were they to live and hold meetings when so many had died? At the same time, being around them gave her a sense of belonging that she had never had before. In Palmaine, she’d felt like a flower cut from the cluster; in the Eredo she was a seed replanted. They had been to the hellmouth together and here they were – fighting. ‘One Nation,’ Mandla had said. One speech from Mandla would have a fish fixing to fly. I don’t have what he has – I’m no leader.


Her sister Adelina should have been the one to wear this crown. She would have carried it well – but she jumped from the slave ships. And now the coward wears the crown.


Falina drew in breath, nodded to the gathered crowd and spoke in perfect Mushiain. ‘Ejide.’


At her command, men and women rose from their bows to take their seats.


Mandla cleared his throat. ‘Your Majesty, we have called this meeting to seek your approval on the recommendation of the chiefs.’


Falina raised an eyebrow. ‘And what is that recommendation?’


Mandla lifted his raffia headdress and met her gaze. ‘War, Your Majesty.’


Falina’s knees kissed as her entire body went tense. What she had seen was just a battle, and now the call was for war. It was no surprise to hear Mandla say it, but the word still hit like a punch.


She drew in a breath. ‘Are we not safe here? Can we not rebuild our walls? Fortify ourselves?’


Mandla’s expression did not change. ‘Our wards were the work of ancient magic that cannot be restored. Our walls and gates will be rebuilt, but it will take time. Worse still, some of the prisoners we held have escaped, Zaminu amongst them. The man is no fool – he knows we are here and will certainly try to find us. We will fortify as best we can, and perhaps we might be safe again, but we will never have peace. The Palmaine strangle our land, dominate our brothers and sisters, and we sit quiet while the blood song plays.’ He shook his head. ‘A bird in a cage may be safe but it will know no peace until it can fly. After all that we have seen, all that we have lost, I believe that the time to dance has come. We’ve hidden long enough.’


There were murmurs of strong approval amongst the crowd. Any idle spectator saw that there could only be one choice now. Mandla had laid the truth out plainly – to hide now would be an act of loud cowardice. There was one thing Falina knew for sure about the Kasinabe – cowardice to them was a sin as grave as treason.


Falina’s jaw tightened as she lifted her gaze to the crowd. ‘So, it is war, then.’


The crowd didn’t cheer, didn’t grumble, didn’t even murmur in surprise. Her declaration of war was regarded with the solemn silence of a gardener trimming the hedges – war was nothing new to them, it was what they had always known would come, what they were built for.


Mandla bowed low. ‘Long may you reign and may your victory be permanent.’


Falina tilted her neck slightly under the weight of the beaded crown. ‘How do we begin our preparation?’


‘First, by raising your war chiefs, Your Majesty,’ Mandla said.


‘Who are the candidates?’


‘The Six Chiefs remain at your service, Your Majesty, but for this campaign we will need at least two more.’


Falina rubbed her neck. ‘Who would you recommend?’


‘On the field of battle, there is none greater or of more varied experience than Zarcanis the Viper.’


A tall, lithe woman with red hair rose to her feet. Falina made a show of inspecting the woman. From the set of her shoulders and the subtle cords of muscle under her high-necked boubou, it was plain this was a warrior. Her dress was simple and she had a deviously casual bearing that complemented the blank, inexpressive look on her face.


Falina parted her veil with one hand. If she was going to go to war alongside this woman, she wanted them to be face-to-face when they agreed to it. The crowd gasped, but this was not a time for ceremony. ‘Zarcanis the Viper?’


‘Some people call me that,’ the woman said.


Falina produced a golden kola nut from the ornamental satchel at her hip. ‘What do others call you?’


Zarcanis stared at the golden kola nut like it was a dire threat, then picked it up and broke it. She studied Falina for a moment, then leaned forward to whisper in her ear.


‘Zaiyana Daishen,’ she said.


‘A Guyarican name?’ Falina said.


‘It is where I was born.’


Falina nodded and spoke low. ‘Will you be my war chief, Zaiyana Daishen?’


The woman dropped to one knee and in an instant, her inexpressive stare seemed to fall to pieces. Emotion sat plain and heavy in her eyes. ‘I served under your father. The greatest man I have ever known. I also have the unhappy misfortune of becoming an expert in war. Seeing you here now is, for me, an inward liberation. It would be an honour and a privilege to be your war chief … My Queen. I will live and die for you.’


Falina raised her chin. ‘The honour and the privilege is mine.’ She turned to address the crowd. ‘Brave warrior. I name you Chief.’


From the muted cheers and gruff sounds of approval it was plain that Zarcanis was respected more than she was liked. A good trait to have in a war chief, her father had always said. Walade the Widowmaker was widely hated and feared in her father’s army, and yet no one inspired more discipline and battle vigour than him.


She glanced up at Alangba. ‘And your second recommendation?’ she asked.


Mandla scratched his chin. ‘I would recommend one of the Chainbreakers, perhaps—’


‘Alangba,’ Falina said sharply.


A metallic clang filled the air as Alangba dropped his spear.


The crowd turned towards him as he drew in a breath and knelt. ‘Your Majesty, I … I am afraid I cannot accept.’


Falina gave him a confused look.


Alangba lowered his chin. ‘I am no more than a dogfighter. If it is to be one of the Chainbreakers then there is no man amongst us with the strategy and experience to match the First Ranger, Okafor.’ He gestured to Okafor – a tall, bald man standing just behind him. ‘I am none to query you, Your Majesty, but I ask that you consider the First Ranger in my stead.’


None to query me? He had queried her to irritation onboard the Black Crocodile but now played the part of the courtly subject. She smiled and shifted her gaze to the tall, burly man stood behind Alangba. Falina knew what it was. Alangba was only Third Ranger and for him to be raised ahead of his superiors was an affront to the chain of command. They already had a leader, and who was she to change that?


She cleared her throat. ‘Okafor, First Ranger, will you accept this office?’


The First Ranger dropped to one knee. ‘With all honour and pride, Your Majesty.’


Mandla walked over to where the First Ranger knelt and placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. ‘So it’s settled then; our preparation begins. The season of sowing and tilling is over, now comes the harvest.’


Falina gave Mandla a long look and spoke low, so that only those around their table could hear. ‘How do we define victory in this matter? What is our aim?’


Mandla drew in breath. ‘Our aim is to drive the Palmaine from our land. Take back power. To free all of Basmine.’


‘Even if I am to imagine that what you say is possible, I cannot imagine what would happen after we have achieved it. How do you think the other native tribes will react to a Kasinabe army storming their capital and taking control?’


Mandla gave a knowing nod but said nothing.


Karile cleared her throat. ‘The queen is right. They watched the Palmaine kill us before, they will happily watch them finish the work. They see us as a greater evil than the Palmaine ever were.’


‘It is true,’ Gaitan agreed.


Falina glanced up at Mandla, his face completely expressionless as he listened. ‘You have a plan?’ she asked.


He nodded once. ‘I do.’


The Queen inclined her head. ‘What is it? What do you propose that we do?’


He glanced over at Alangba. ‘The people of Basmine are in chains. The door to their freedom is in plain sight, but they won’t knock until they believe they have paid for entry. My plan is simple, we send them the Chainbreakers. Pay the price in blood for all to see. Shatter the chains on the minds of our people.’
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New Seeds


RENIKE


Renike sucked in a deep breath as she stared up at the moon crescent table. There were eight people seated before her. Six of them Renike had met before – Mandla, Lungelo, Karile, Kwesi, Kovi and Gaitan were all white-cap chiefs. The men and women who ran everything about the Eredo from the bakery to the blacksmiths. Of the two others at the table, one was instantly recognisable. Zarcanis the Viper.


Zarcanis wore an Odeshi collar around her neck and had her hair tied back into a thick, red braid. Even sitting down, she looked big. Renike knew that the Viper had trained Rumi. The story was that she had walked alone to face down the Priest of Vultures – a warrior straight from storybook. When Renike met her gaze, Zarcanis had an expression close to amusement.


The unfamiliar face was that of a tall, bald man with a worryingly long neck who wore the green robes of a Chainbreaker.


Behind the chiefs were several others standing by the wall. Some faces were familiar to her, others were not. These, she knew, were the trainers.


At the centre of the table were six gourdlets, an empty calabash and a plate of kola nuts.


‘Please step forward,’ Mandla said, gesturing towards the circle of sand, near the centre of the room. Renike met his gaze as she obliged.


Mandla raised a kola nut so all could see and spoke with the power and clarity of a bugle. ‘We may exchange kola nut.’


A ceremony of exchange began, with each person in the room breaking and eating of the kola nut. Some chose to introduce themselves once the nuts were broken and gave Renike names she knew she would have to learn again in the days to come.


When the agreement was sealed, Mandla cleared his throat. ‘Who are you and what is your petition?’ he asked.


Renike raised her chin. ‘My name is Renike Denaiya of Odu and I am here to be admitted into the Shadow Order.’


Karile smiled wide and gave an approving nod.


‘How old are you?’ Mandla asked.


‘Fifteen,’ she said. ‘In two weeks.’


‘Young for the Shadow Order,’ Kwesi offered.


Zarcanis cleared her throat. ‘But not unprecedented.’


Karile nodded. ‘Agreed.’


Gaitan scrubbed his beard. ‘I hear you and your friends stopped an Obair.’


Renike answered honestly. ‘We were fortunate. Dara was on our side.’


Gaitan smiled. ‘Who are we to question one so favoured of the Skyfather?’


Karile lent her voice to his. ‘She is good iron. Strong, resilient, teachable. She will make a story we cannot believe.’


Mandla gave a firm nod. ‘Are there any objections?’


Lungelo cleared his throat noisily but no objection came.


Mandla gave Renike a studying look. ‘Daughter of Odu, do you accept the Bloods?’


Renike lowered her eyes. ‘I do.’


‘And do you promise to keep the immortal secrets of the Bloods and all its manifestations?


‘I do.’


Mandla’s jaw tightened as he raised one of the six gourdlets. ‘Blood of the leopard,’ he said, pouring the contents into the calabash. ‘Blood of the bull … Blood of the eagle … Blood of the lion … Blood of the tree.’ He hesitated. ‘Blood of the agbara.’


He emptied the last gourdlet into the calabash and offered it to Renike. ‘Drink,’ he said.


The moment she had prepared for. Renike shut her eyes and drained the calabash in a single gulp. The sharp metallic pang of old blood made her wince as the taste hit her tongue.


She straightened and set her jaw. Now here comes the worst part.


Gaitan kicked a bucket out. It slid across the floor and came to a stop at her feet. ‘In case you need to vomit,’ he said.


Mandla stretched out his hand and whistled. A small, white dove flew into view and settled on his palm. He glanced up at her and spoke.


Renike barely heard what he said. All she could hear was the urgent thump of her fast-beating heart. She took the bird in her hand and formed a tight fist. She felt the bones break as it let out a dying whisper then she took her first bite, squirming as the feathers tickled her gullet. More than once, she wanted to retch, but she held herself still, refusing to even glance at the bucket. Bite by sickening bite, she ate the bird whole.


A thick silence fell upon the room and Renike wondered for a moment whether she had done something wrong.


‘Did I do it?’ she asked. Her voice produced visible clouds of mist as she spoke. The room had suddenly gone quite cold.


‘Did I—’


Power seized her by the throat as tendrils of billowing shadow circled like a thick wind.


Her heart slowed to a solemn beat. Breathless, she reached out for the swirling blackness. The shadow beckoned her, even as it moved to meet her. Here it goes.


Her eyes snapped open as she touched the shadow, her entire body shaken by a reverberating tremor of power. Without meaning to, she let out a deep, guttural scream. It sounded like it had come from somebody else. Something old, instinctive and ancient. All calm was lost. Her spine flexed and she stared at the ceiling as wave after wave of awesome power swelled within her body.


Her emotions formed a line and took their turn on her mind. Anger, fear, joy, sadness, love, hate and, above all, grief. The sorrow struck her like a steel mallet but when it hit, there was no pain. Everything was shockingly clear and the power to do and undo rested in her hands. She tried to speak, but all that came out was wordless babble. All awareness of time and place faded away. There was only shadow.


A bell rang somewhere in the distance and Renike opened her eyes. She was back in the great hall and all the chiefs and shadowwielders were watching her, tense with worry.


‘She’s back,’ Karile said, with a smile, and everyone seemed to relax.


Her shadow fell from her fingers and settled into a thick, black pool. The power had disappeared and Renike’s mind returned to her.


Finally, she vomited.


Karile crouched to place a hand on her back and whispered. ‘Well done. That was a strong binding. Very strong.’


Renike coughed and wiped her mouth. ‘I barely knew what was happening.’


‘A part of you did,’ Karile explained. ‘So you will get better with it as you learn.’


Renike let out a ragged cough and rose gingerly to her feet. Her breathing was slow, her vision blurry. A light breeze would have toppled her over.


Karile grabbed her by the shoulders, steadying her. ‘Breathe.’ She glanced up at Mandla. ‘Who will train her?’


Mandla cleared his throat and glanced at Zarcanis, then another woman – Xhosa.


Xhosa bowed and brought her forehead to her knee. ‘I would gladly take her on, Lord Mandla.’


Renike let out a breath. She had heard about Xhosa – a good trainer, who was loved by all whom she taught. She was a woman too and knew how to bring the best out of women shadowwielders. There could be few better options than her.


Renike glanced at Zarcanis, but the trainer seemed more interested in the length of her nail – avoiding Renike’s gaze entirely.


Mandla cleared his throat. ‘Thank you, Xhosa, but I believe the Viper would serve better in this instance.’


Zarcanis raised an eyebrow in surprise. ‘Me?’


Mandla nodded. ‘You worked well with Rumi; I believe you will work well with her also.’


‘I had Yomiku then. He’s …’ She hesitated. ‘We lost him. I don’t think it works to train a single Seedling on her own.’


Mandla nodded. ‘I agree. That’s why you will be training another.’


Telemi drew open the door again and a young Kuba woman walked into the room. Renike winced as she saw who it was. The girl had a scar on her cheek that was carved in the shape of an eye. Though barely sixteen, she had the thick muscle of a man ten years older and walked with a subtle slouch that signalled she was unafraid and ready. N’Goné.


Zarcanis gave N’Goné an appraising look, which was quickly followed by a subtle nod of wordless approval.


Mandla lowered his chin. ‘Zarcanis, meet N’Goné.’
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A Prayer


NATARÉ


Nataré raised her bow and pulled the string back. She gritted her teeth, fingers raw as she tried to keep her aim steady under the strain of the draw-weight. Something had moved in the darkness – she was sure of it. Tall as a man but thin as a blade. A monster. She waited, patient as the night owl, for the creature to reveal itself. Her heart was pounding at her ribs, her stomach tight as a knot, her shoulders throbbing as she held the bowstring. She hadn’t planned on killing anyone tonight but plans could so quickly change.


‘One more move,’ she whispered, ready to fire.


A moment passed and nothing happened. Her breath produced a small cloud of vapour as she lowered her bow ever so slightly. Another moment passed – still nothing. The light danced across a tree and cast an unsettling shadow.


Nataré dropped her bow. Maybe it was nothing. This was her fourth night of patrol, which was unusual for even the most seasoned sentries. Her lips were dry and cracked and her eyes a deep red from sleepless nights and restless days. It was difficult to stay alert for two nights in a row, let alone four. Definitely nothing. She let out a resigned breath and kept on walking – she was seeing things again.


A large tree appeared ahead, casting in darkness half the path before her. She winced as she drew close – it still carried the scent of death. She didn’t need to see the smashed-in bark or the reddish-brown branches to know that people had died there but she stared all the same, unable to take her eyes away from the scene of someone’s last stand. She wondered how many had been killed here. Innocent people who had not known she would bring creatures of the night to the Eredo. Her one selfish act – keeping the ghost stone – had allowed the Priest of Vultures and his army of Obair to find them.


She glanced up at the gnarled tree and let out a breath. The bark was carved in the image of an old, haggard face with thick arched brows. For some reason, when bloodwood trees were carved with faces, they were always made to look like very old, disapproving people. Maybe that is how the gods see us – as foolish children making all the mistakes they know to avoid.


She closed her eyes as a gust of wind shuffled her night shawl. May the dead rest well.


Nataré had been through many things. She had been held captive by witch doctors and been rescued. For too long, the memory of it had made her feel vulnerable and alone – easy prey. There was a time, long gone, when she looked over each shoulder while she walked, and her heartbeat rattled her chest after dark. She had been a slave to fear, and it had dominated her life. Getting through those moments was done with constant affirmation; five words had changed her life, changed her perspective and given her a new identity. I am the knife edge.


She spoke the words to herself now as she stared into the scowling tree.


A voice from behind broke her focus – someone had called her name. Not her real name, but the one she gave most people whom she only halfway wanted to know.


‘Kayalli,’ he called out again.


She stopped for a moment, heaving in a breath as she glanced over her shoulder. The man standing behind her was tall enough to touch the highest branches of the tree, with a thick beard that curled into his moustache. He took three quick steps to close the distance between them and leaned forward, panting hard.


‘I haven’t seen you in a while,’ the man said.


She grimaced. ‘There’s been a lot going on, Strogus.’


Strogus nodded. ‘True.’


There was a brief silence as he stared at the ground.


‘I heard you’ve gone four nights on patrol without relief; that you have refused to take a break,’ Strogus said. ‘You look like you haven’t slept in days.’


Nataré glanced up at him. ‘Is it a crime to work now?’


Strogus scratched the top of his ear. ‘You can’t blame yourself for what happened here. He would have found us no matter what. No matter what.’


Nataré’s jaw stiffened as she resisted the sudden urge to cry. ‘You can go now, Strogus.’


‘Kayalli, please, just—’


‘I led him right to us. Right to us. I kept the ghost stone because I was selfish. Because I was seduced by its power and wanted to keep it for myself. I was told more than once what the dangers were, and still I kept it. How can you say I can’t blame myself?’


‘Everyone makes mistakes,’ Strogus said.


‘People died because of my mistake,’ she hissed.


The skies overhead groaned as misty droplets of rain fell.


Strogus frowned. ‘They came for Ajanla. He carries just as much blame as you. You don’t have to carry this alone.’ He reached out, perhaps to touch her shoulder, but she pulled away.


‘I’ll carry it how I please.’


He froze and gave her a long, knowing look. Then turned on his heel and snorted out an irritated breath. ‘Do as you like then.’


Nataré watched him leave, her entire body stiff with irritation. Strogus could be a kind man but he was not given to it easily. The chip he carried on his shoulder was boulder big and he wasted no time in counting a person amongst his enemies. He was hard all the way through – not like Rumi.


As soon as she had that thought, she regretted it. She had tried not to remember Rumi. How he had come to her aid when she was closest to death. It wasn’t just that he’d showed her that he cared. It was that she cared so much too. Something about him drew her out from all her secret places. How could he carry part of the blame? All he had done was live.


Nataré turned back to the tree and it almost looked like the carved eyes had turned angry.


Nataré laughed. Even the gods are growing tired of me.


Nataré’s mother had prayed often. Once before she slept and once as soon as she was awake. In times of turmoil her mother had even thrown their cowries into the river. It hadn’t stopped most of their lives going to shege. The gods, she had learned, were like parents – just as likely to ignore you as they were to save you.


The wind murmured as the rain thickened to cold drizzle. She glanced up at the tree again and her mother’s words flashed through her mind – Prayer is not about selfish want. It is about admitting you are not enough.


Nataré didn’t leave. Instead, she stared at the tree as the eyes in the carved face seemed to widen. Without allowing herself to think, she dropped to her knees. Drawing her sword, she made a small cut along the back of her forearm. She thumbed the wound and pressed the tree with her blood – just as her mother had taught her. Glancing up, she spoke aloud: ‘Gods of my ancestors, Dara, Father of All, hear my prayer. I’ve never asked you for much and when I have, you haven’t answered. I’m not resentful about that – I don’t want sympathy. I probably haven’t deserved to have my prayers heard. I’m … far from holy. I haven’t always followed the Way. I’ve never given you great gifts or true praise. In any way that matters to you, I have fallen painfully short.’ She hesitated. ‘But my mother always told me I was a child of the Skyfather and that if I prayed honestly enough, you would listen. That’s why I am here. I have done something unforgivable. Something that cost the blood of innocents. I am not here to ask for forgiveness – I don’t deserve it. I don’t need it. What I am asking for, is a chance – just one. A chance at redemption. A chance to save more lives than I have ever been responsible for losing. Give me that, Dara’ – she glanced down at the thin line of blood across her forearm – ‘and I will give you everything.’
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Back to the Dance


RUMI


The botanical ward was deathly quiet. In the days since the battle, it had been inundated with the dead and dying. The walls of the ward had seen more horror in the last week than perhaps ever before.


Griff lay perfectly still, the slow rise and fall of his chest the only evidence that he was still alive. The ward was running low on Oké water from the summit of Erin-Olu and so he was only allowed a few drops a day. Oké water was known as a panacea. It healed many wounds, relieved pain and blotted out illness. Without it, many would die.


‘Keep fighting,’ Rumi whispered to his father.


The door hissed behind and a botanical stepped inside. She wore a white kaftan with gloves wrought of fabric and shadow. She looked Rumi up and down, appraising him, then raised her chin.


‘You’re the son, I expect.’


Rumi nodded. ‘Yes I am.’


She blinked and strode up to his bedside. Raising a hand, she summoned her shadow and it formed a thin cloud of mist over Griff’s unconscious form. ‘They call me Uroma.’


Rumi raised an eyebrow and leaned forward. ‘Ajanla Erenteyo.’


He had never seen the botanicals work this way.


She pressed her shadow close to a wound along Griff’s stomach and inclined her ear as though to listen.


‘What are you doing?’ Rumi asked.


She ignored him, leaning closer. When she was satisfied with what she’d heard, she straightened and gave Rumi the exasperated look of the long-suffering parent to the clueless child.


‘It is called shadow’s tongue,’ she said with a sigh. ‘The shadow speaks to all things. Even to parts of the body.’ She touched his forearm, still crisscrossed with scars. ‘What would your arm say to me, if it had words you could understand?’


Rumi looked over his scabs and scars along his forearm and frowned. ‘It will tell you that it wanted me to stop.’


Uroma smiled. ‘Actually, it says you should try the other arm once in a while.’


Rumi laughed. ‘Can you truly hear from each part of the body?’


She touched her chin. ‘Not words in the same way we are speaking now, but something akin to emotions. With time and experience you learn to understand what the body is saying. It is why we are botanicals. We speak with the shadow’s tongue – the language of emotions. We know where the pain is and what the body wants us to do.’


‘What does Griff’s body want you to do?’


She frowned. ‘The one thing we will never do to a warrior.’


Rumi studied his father’s motionless face. Kasinabe creed dictated that a warrior be given the choice between the courage to die and the courage to live, and no one else could make that decision in his stead.


The botanical examined the wound across Griff’s chest and seemed to satisfy herself. ‘If we had more Oké water, we could have done more for him – without it we are limited in what we can do. But he is fighting hard.’


‘Is something being done to get more water?’


‘A band of Truetrees left for the summit of Erin-Olu over a week ago. We await their return.’


‘Over a week ago? Shouldn’t they have been back by now?’


Uroma’s expression did not change. ‘We await their imminent return.’


With that, she left Rumi alone again, with nothing but Griff’s ragged breath for company.


Rumi lowered his head and touched his cowrie necklace as he whispered a solemn prayer. When he was done, he squeezed Griff’s hand, turned on his heel and left the ward.


From there it was only a short walk to Zarcanis’s practice room. Rumi had always wondered if they kept Zarcanis close to the botanical ward because she sent more people there than anyone else.


Though it had only been a few days, the high ceilings and thick stone walls of the practice room appeared to Rumi as long-lost friends who had only now returned to his life.


He went down into a split, stretching his arms wide. The routine was done slowly and carefully, in the way Zarcanis had always insisted. He let out small breaths as he dropped into a low squat and arched his back, feeling the tension clench the roots of his spinal cord.


The shrill sound of shifting wind carried to his ear as someone stepped into the room. Turning onto his hands, he glanced up. Zarcanis stood in the doorway with her blade in hand.


‘You’re not doing it right,’ she said. ‘You should be able to go lower than that by now.’


She took two quick steps and pressed him deeper into the squat. He let out a sharp breath and winced.


‘Much better,’ she said with a grin, pulling him up to his feet. ‘So, the Old Dog finally returns.’


Rumi brushed down the sleeve of his kaftan. ‘It’s been … difficult to come back here. Since—’


Her face was level and expectant, but Rumi had no way to finish his sentence.


Zarcanis cleared her throat. ‘Are you ready to come back?’


Rumi nodded. ‘I think I am.’


Zarcanis met his gaze. ‘Why?’


‘What?’


‘Why are you here? Why do you want to continue to learn the shadow? When I first met you, I could see that deep desire in you. You wanted something and believed that shadowdancing would lead you to it. You trained like an animal. Never gave up. You surpassed every expectation I had because you pushed yourself further than anyone could have reasonably expected.’ She drew in a breath. ‘But now you’ve had your revenge. You have done what you came here for. Your fire is gone.’


Rumi shook his head. ‘No, it isn’t.’


‘You’re barely sweating, which means you’re half-arsing it, Rumi. I’m sure there are a bunch of other trainers who would love to have you, but I’ve got no use for someone who doesn’t give everything. Maybe just focus on your music – that is your true gift. You will never be as good a fighter as you are a musician. Especially if you don’t give everything.’


‘I will give everything,’ Rumi insisted.


‘Why?’


‘Because my brother is still out there in the Originate somewhere. Because our people live under the thumb of the Palmaine.’ He hesitated. ‘But most of all because I owe it to you.’


She gave him a confused look. ‘To me?’


Rumi drew in a deep breath. ‘We lost Yomiku because of me. I—’


She raised a hand, cutting him off.


Rumi’s vision blurred as his eyes were touched by the faintest kiss of tears. It had been his rash actions that had led to Yomiku’s death. That was part of why it had taken him so long to return. Facing that wall of incredible guilt. Seeing Zarcanis there, knowing it was now a place forever changed. A broken memento of a time when to walk the fighting pit was to tread on Yomiku’s blood and sweat. Rumi’s cheeks flattened as he took it all in – that deep knowing that Yomiku was a braver, better fighter than he had ever been and that he had let the man down.


Zarcanis seemed to read his mind. ‘A fight is a hellish place – one where we act on the purest form of instinct. We make gambles and sometimes we lose. Sometimes we run when we should stand. Sometimes we stand when we should run. But yesterday is gone forever. You can’t build anything with regret and now, more than ever, I need you to build, Irumide.’


Rumi shivered at the use of his full name. Zarcanis had never used it before. Hearing it from her felt deeply personal.


He straightened and ran a palm over the scars crisscrossed along his forearm. ‘So let’s build then.’


Zarcanis put her fists on her hips. ‘The rules haven’t changed. I know your bravado is fragile. I will break it over and over again until you lose it completely.’


He walked over to the wall and picked up a safespear. ‘I wouldn’t have it any other way.’


‘I will push you hard. Probe your every emotion until I know the truth of it.’


‘That is what I came here for.’


He threw the safespear directly at her. Her hand shot out like a toad’s tongue as she snatched it out of the air.


Rumi smiled. ‘Shall we dance?’


Zarcanis’s grin was deep as she shifted effortlessly into form. ‘Oh yes.’ She lifted the safespear and twirled it through the air in much the same way that a conductor would call an orchestra to attention. Call the Viper anything in the world but never call her dull.


‘It’s time to drop the good boy act again, Rumi, embrace all your darkness – we are here to beat the shege out of one another.’


Rumi lowered his head and for the first time since the battle, he called his shadow. He no longer needed to cut himself to call it forth – now he had his true name. With a single word, an explosion of black mist surrounded him as he drank deep from the well of sudden power. Long-lost emotion flooded his throat as he tried to control the sweltering shadow. That was what the shadow did – before it allowed you to taste the fullness of its power, it made sure you acknowledged all your hidden emotions. Rumi groped for the edge of the wall, utterly overwhelmed by the incredible urgency of it. It throbbed like a second pulse. Guilt, pain and regret pummelled his mind, but he was ready for it – he stood his ground and took a hold of the shadow.


Zarcanis’s voice rose over the noise of his thumping heart. ‘You are struggling with the shadow. And yet, you say you are a Suli?’


She frowned as she circled him. With a whisper, her shadow was called. A powerful shiver of discomfort swept across the room. Rumi’s shadow was a swirling black wind, Zarcanis’s a neat, flowing cape. Her control of the shadow was second to none, but she wasn’t just good, she was casually good. What others had to grit their teeth and scream for, she blinked and shrugged for. In the art of violence, there was no greater practitioner – he had seen Zarcanis peel Obair three times her size like oranges, her face plain and pitiless as the sea.


‘The shadow wrestles with you because you have not allowed it to have its say. If you are feeling grief, don’t call it anger because the shadow will not be satisfied. Speak the truth to yourself, Rumi. What are you feeling?’


Rumi narrowed his eyes and spoke in a hoarse voice. ‘Guilt … Shame … Fear.’


She tilted her neck until he heard a soft click and her eyes snapped open. ‘Good,’ she said, rolling her shoulder. ‘Fear of what?’


Rumi’s grip on the safespear tightened. ‘Of not being enough for what is to come.’


Zarcanis arched her back in a stretch. ‘You are certainly not enough but tomorrow starts today. I’ll make something of you. I hope you’ve been working on your craft because I have certainly been working on mine.’


Rumi had no time for a clever retort as she came at him like the east wind. Her safespear missed his shoulder by a hair. Without hesitation, she twisted the weapon sideways and knocked Rumi across the side of his head.


Zarcanis licked her teeth. ‘That’ll be a bruise then.’


Bristling, Rumi rolled his shoulders and came at her with nothing held back. He struck with snake shoots venom and darted aside as Zarcanis countered with shepherd holds the crook.


‘You’re slower than I remember,’ Zarcanis said, with a smile he knew was meant to rile him up.


Rumi grinned. ‘Using my pride against me won’t work any more.’


She bent a knee and arched her back in leopard stalks its prey. ‘So, you are no longer an empty vessel. Good.’ She lashed out in the shadow, quick and powerful.


Her safespear struck him square in the chest and he staggered back, heart thumping. She is too fast.


‘Your pride always confused me,’ she said, moving – nimble as a spider – into a protective stance. ‘I used to wonder what gave you such haughty pride. Then I saw how you were with your father – how angry you were with him. You saw him as a coward because he abandoned your family at the hardest hour. You clung to your pride fiercely because it protected you from the darkest truth – that you are a coward in disguise. We despise in others what we most fear in ourselves. It wasn’t until you accepted you were a coward that you were able to find bravery and strength.’


Rumi smiled. ‘I may be a coward in disguise, but that doesn’t mean I won’t put a hurting on you if you let me.’


Her eyes narrowed to slits. Playtime was over. ‘So, I won’t let you,’ she said gently, ‘but you knew that.’


They sparred for about half an hour. Rumi could not be sure if she was taking it easy on him or if he truly had improved, but more than once, he came close to scoring a clean hit. There was freedom in the fighting this time and that made everything much easier than it had been in the past – his shadow was no longer a complete enemy.


‘You are beginning to learn,’ she said, when their session had come to an end. ‘Using the shadow is no different to any other sort of energy. Like so many other things in the world, energy is disordered. It desires focus and is better used when it is concentrated. The ant has no cares, crawling under the naked sun, but with a magnifying glass, I can melt that ant with the same sun. The more you can focus on the strongest emotions of your shadow, the better you can use them.’


Rumi nodded his understanding. ‘I’ve always wondered,’ he said, meeting Zarcanis’s gaze. ‘What emotion do you focus on in the shadow?’


Zarcanis’s eyes narrowed dangerously. Rumi instinctively stepped back out of easy striking distance. For a long moment, his whole body was tense as he waited for the strike to come, but the moment passed. She snorted, raised her chin and went to her desk. She retrieved a book and handed it to him.


Rumi read the title aloud. ‘Letters from the Fires of Hell, by Kuda Kamo.’


Zarcanis nodded. ‘It is the sequel to his first book. He was imprisoned in a labour camp in Palmaine for eleven years. He wrote this while inside.’


Rumi tucked the book underarm. ‘I look forward to reading it.’


Zarcanis turned to the door. ‘Good session today. Be better tomorrow.’


‘We’re done?’


Zarcanis nodded. ‘I have been given new Seedlings to train. They will be here any moment.’


‘Who?’ Rumi asked.


The door slipped open and a young woman stepped inside. Rumi let out a silent breath. If ever there was an illustration of what time in the Eredo could do to a person, it was Renike. The innocent, skinny slip of a girl who had arrived alongside him was gone. Now there stood a young, dark-eyed woman touched with a promise of danger. Rumi wasn’t sure how he felt about it. The once-sun-brightened veil of their time in Alara had been pulled away and now he saw the world for what it was – a place where the Renike of old could not survive. This was who she’d had to become and there was no running from that.


‘Renike,’ Rumi breathed.


She offered him a kola nut and he broke off a piece. ‘They call me Rain now.’


Rumi nodded his understanding. It was customary for all Seedlings to be given new names to protect themselves from mindwalking. True names had the power to grant access to the mind.


‘A fitting name,’ Rumi said. ‘Rain cannot be stopped, and it comes with a promise of sun.’


Renike grinned. ‘I like that.’


Another girl stepped into the room – she was Kuba and harder-faced than any woman of her age ought to be. She had a thick scar on one cheek in the shape of an eye and looked like she could hold her own in a bare-fisted bar fight amongst the lowest of the low. Rumi had seen the scar-faced girl before – braiding Renike’s hair after the battle.


‘This is my friend,’ Renike said. ‘They call her Nagode.’


Nagode offered Rumi a kola nut and he broke it with her. ‘My real name is N’Goné,’ she said.


‘Good to meet you,’ Rumi said, shaking her hand.


Zarcanis sighed in exasperation. ‘Enough. This is a fighting pit, not a dinner table. Here we learn the warrior’s way.’


N’Goné gave a grim nod and wrapped her arms around her ankles in a deep stretch.


‘Good,’ Zarcanis said, turning to the girls. ‘You two will be the first women I have ever trained. I hope you do not see shadowdancing as a man’s walk because if you do, you won’t last very long here. Shadowdancing is our gift just as much as it is theirs – you are not trespassing on tradition. Within these walls we do not ignore the shared history of all the great shadowdancers who were born as we were. There was the darkman but there was also Adunola.’


Rumi quivered at the mention of his mother’s name.


Zarcanis touched N’Goné’s shoulder, summoning her up from her stretch. ‘There was Walade the Widowmaker but there was also Adelina, Princess of Shadow. Your stories could be the ones to transform a nation – do not cut corners. I will not let you.’


Rumi glanced at the two girls, already in awe of Zarcanis. They looked at her with all the quiet devotion of a zealot at the sight of a miracle. Young or old, the Viper had that effect on everyone.


She pointed at Renike. ‘You are a pretty little flower – are you sure you are ready for this work?’


Renike met her gaze. ‘I am not a flower. I am an iroko tree.’


Zarcanis grinned and nodded as she spun a safespear along her wrist. ‘If you are anything like me, your chest might get in the way of your underarm swings as you grow older. I will teach you how to use that to your advantage. Subtle adjustments in the forms that turn all your challenges into triumphs. But first, I will need you bendy.’ Pushing N’Goné into a deep, thigh-splitting stretch, she said, ‘You think you know a thing about stretching – you have no sheggin’ idea.’


Zarcanis turned and folded Renike into a stretch, causing her to let out a sharp gasp.


‘Nothing easy here. The shadow, as you should know, is a manifestation of all the hidden aspects of yourself that are buried under your own lying ideas. If you want to be a great shadowdancer, you must acknowledge all your deceptions, embrace your dark side and become the true you. All the emotion you run from, all your fear and pain, is a source of untapped potential – but you must integrate it.’ She pushed N’Goné deeper into the stretch. ‘Rumi tried to run from his love and grief. Tried to become a hard man. It didn’t work. He didn’t come into himself until he acknowledged that love was at the very centre of his being. To be a shadowwielder, you must be your whole, authentic self. This is where you become whole again. I have no time for the pretty half of you.’


Rumi smiled and gave Renike an affirming nod as N’Goné let out a yelp of pain. ‘Welcome to the Shadow Order.’
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The Land Where the First Man Trod


LETHI


Lethi touched the pendant of the four-point star as the sea mist brushed the nape of his neck. The smell of fish was thick in the air and the clouds above were dark with the promise of rain. Any minute now, the heavens would open. Stray cats prowled the dockside, sniffing at the air, hopeful to make breakfast of a passer-by’s benevolence. Ahead stood the proud statue of Governor-General Zaminu Alharan, portrayed in stark, grey-white limestone. In one hand the statue held the Holy Book of Palman, in the other he held a ceremonial sabre with a decorated cross-guard.


Pinned to Zaminu’s chest was the four-point star – which represented the power of the governor-general as an ordained holy minister of Palman – and the great lion sigil of the Palmaine crown. The statue had been horribly defaced. Red paint had been smeared across the hands to give the impression that blood dripped from the holy book and sabre. The word ‘Demon’ had been marked across the front of the statue’s uniform in deep black ink.


Banasco cleared his throat. ‘One thing about the Black Hammer Clan, they know how to get their message across.’


Lethi gave an unimpressed frown. ‘A little too on the nose for my taste – but I suppose with a name like the “Black Hammer Clan”, subtlety is not quite what they’re going for.’


Another blast of cool breeze sent a shiver up Lethi’s spine as a wave smashed against the dockside. The clouds groaned and flexed – their final warning.


‘Where are they?’ Dareem asked, pulling his thin coat tight around his shoulders.


‘They are coming,’ Lethi said.


A carriage was supposed to have been ready for them as soon as they disembarked from the ship but they had been waiting for a good half hour and no one had arrived.


Attem stood with the tense readiness of a hunting hound ready for release. The masseter muscle at his jaw tightened as though he were chewing, but he said nothing.


Lethi turned from the sea towards the town. He had heard Basmine was big, but this was far beyond anything he could have imagined. The dock ran as far as the eye could see and was filled to the brim with boats and ships. The docks were alive with the bustle of street hawkers. Tiny stalls dotted across the pier were manned by men and women who had the hard-faced, paper-thin smiles of veteran hagglers. People stood almost shoulder-to-shoulder, such that it seemed as though they were one sinuous wave of human flesh. Never before had Lethi seen quite so many people in just one place. What a responsibility to be the stewards of this land.


A cock-eyed hawker shoved past them with a bucket of fish and shouted, ‘Fresh catch,’ at the very top of his lungs.


Though they were dressed in full uniform, no one seemed to pay them any mind. In Guyarica, people paid attention when soldiers were around – here in Basmine, they were less relevant than a bucket of mackerel.


Banasco gave Lethi a worried look that sent a question swimming through his mind. Did we make a mistake coming here?


Lethi threw back his shoulders and raised his chin. ‘We’ll be fine.’ He had meant to sound confident, but against the warning howl of the sea, his voice was pitifully small.


A man ahead had a voice that carried on the wind. He was dressed in priestly robes that looked like they hadn’t been washed since the day they were first sewn. He lifted a golden four-point star in his right hand and hefted the Palman holy book in his left. ‘Are you ready to hear the truth?’ he shouted.


No one paid him any mind.


‘Beware, for the Son of Despair commeth! He commeth, and there will be no shelter for the sinner. Turn to the Light now, surrender to Palman and be saved!’


Lethi’s concentration was broken as a little boy barged into him. As he gathered himself, some long-forgotten instinct told Lethi that his pocket had just been picked. Seizing the boy by the wrist he dragged him close. ‘You’d steal from an officer in the King’s Army?’


The little boy’s eyes flared with pure terror. He opened his mouth to speak but for a long moment no words came out.


‘I’m … I’m sorry,’ the boy finally mumbled in the Common Tongue. ‘Please, don’t kill me.’


Lethi blinked and loosened his grip on the boy’s wrist. ‘Give it to me,’ he said, holding out his palm.


The boy slid the pocketbook back into his hand, along with a bundle of thread, four cowries and two full golden crowns. Lethi stared down at the plunder, a little impressed, then turned back to the boy.


‘Should I take care of him, sir?’ came a voice from behind.


Lethi knew immediately that it was Roadie and furthermore knew what ‘take care’ meant to him. Lethi shook his head and turned to the boy. ‘Get out of here.’


The boy wasted no time getting gone, sprinting as though his shadow gave chase.


Banasco shook his head in disappointment, muttering a little too loud. ‘Too lenient.’


A hot splash of anger rose within at that. Every day, Banasco took another step closer to insubordination and Lethi was going to have to deal with it soon.


A sudden flash of lightning was seconded by a clap of thunder and the rain finally began to fall. Within moments their uniforms were soaked through, making them even more of a pathetic spectacle.


‘Repent!’ cried the street preacher. ‘He commeth! The Son of Despair commeth!’


They stood there in the bucketing rain for what felt like a small eternity, looking like overgrown children with no parent to reclaim them.


At last came the clatter of horse hooves. Lethi glanced up. Finally. Four powerful, thoroughbred stallions led a large carriage painted in royal Palmaine blue.


The carriage came to a stop barely a few yards ahead as the wheelman dismounted. For a native, he was markedly well dressed and walked with the self-importance of one who was used to having his word obeyed.


He pulled his hood back and glanced down at Lethi’s gorget patch, then up at his face. ‘You’re the lieutenant?’


Lethi rolled his shoulders. ‘Yes, I am.’


The wheelman raised an eyebrow. ‘You seem a little young to be a Lieutenant.’


Lethi straightened and tilted his chin slightly to show the deep scar across the bottom of his neck. He gave the native a withering look and breathed out through his nose. ‘Am I correct in saying you are a wheelman?’


The wheelman blinked, then glanced down at Lethi’s rifle and seemed to finally satisfy himself.


‘My apologies. In you get, sir,’ he said, holding the carriage door open.


Lethi got in first, followed by the four men who formed his fire team.


It was blissfully warm inside the carriage chamber. Red-hot coals danced in the teeth of a latticed foot-warmer and the doors were thick with cotton padding. Attem looked around the carriage with palpable suspicion, plainly unaccustomed to riding in such luxury. His fingers flexed and twitched the way they did when he wanted to grab his spear.


‘Relax,’ Lethi said, ‘we’re fine.’


The warmth of the carriage helped to warm up, if not entirely dry, their clothes as they drove over the Citadel cobblestones. The Citadel was an entirely different proposition to the dockside. The buildings had the grand posturing of strong foundations and best-available limestone. The people walked with casual, unaffected automation, dressed in bright, vibrant colours. Watching them was like watching the insides of a kaleidoscopic clock. Little metallic cogs and screws in the engine of a booming metropolis. The Citadel was the domain of the wealthy. Of bankers, merchants and nobility. Of those who, through business or bloodline, had made worries about money a thing of the distant past. Lethi glanced at Attem, wondering what the native thought about this brazen display of wealth, barely a stone’s throw from the dockside where pockets were picked for a slim chance of bread. But this was Basmine – a place where splendour and squalor sat side by side.


Before long, they fell under the shadow of a tower ahead. Lethi glanced through the window and his heart lurched in his chest. He had heard about the House of Palman. Seen half a hundred paintings of it. Nothing could have prepared him for the startling magnificence of the building he saw now.


He let out a shuddering breath. ‘Shege.’


Banasco too could only stare, his mouth stretched wide in utter disbelief.


Of their team of five, Attem, who had grown up in Basmine, was the only one who didn’t seem stunned. With arms folded across his chest, Attem wore a dour, pitiless expression.


‘It’s like in the stories,’ Dareem said, staring up at the giant of a building.


An understatement, Lethi thought. The stories were not half as grand as this.


Banasco sniffed and touched his chest. ‘Makes you remember what we are all fighting for. Makes it all worth it.’


Lethi nodded his agreement, touching the pendant at his neck. ‘The star in the sky. The Son who broke the noose.’


They arrived at last at a high-walled compound surrounded by rifle-wielding consular guard. The gates parted as their carriage approached and they rode past a succession of flower gardens before coming to a halt at the edge of a large fountain depicting an angel staring up to the heavens with palms outstretched in supplication. Lethi stared at the door – still half-amazed. The House of Palman. Holy Ground.


They were escorted inside by a uniformed steward. In some ways, the interior of the House of Palman was even more impressive than the façade. The ceilings were illuminated by candlelight chandeliers and painted with murals that depicted scenes from Palman scripture. The carpet was a deep royal claret, woven with multiple four-point stars. It reminded Lethi, as they walked, of the deep connection between beauty and power – how the ability to attract always came with the ability to corrupt. How the powerful wielded beautiful things as signals of conquest.


‘Through there,’ the steward said, pointing at two double doors.


Lethi moved and the team shifted to follow. The steward raised a hand, halting them. ‘Only the Lieutenant.’


Banasco made a disgusted noise but stood back with the rest of the team. Lethi stepped into the room alone. The sun was shining outside again and seemed to send its best light through the stained-glass windows, casting angelic shadows on the spotless marble floor.


Three men sat ahead, watching him as he entered.


The first of them was instantly recognisable; not an hour had passed since Lethi had stood face-to-face with his statue. Governor-General Zaminu dressed in the full uniform of his former rank.


Another man was seated just in front of Zaminu – a Kuba man, whose uniform was much the same as Zaminu’s, though ill-fitted for the native. Lethi surmised this was the current governor-general – a man called Blaise Paru. Even now, seated as he was, he looked like a puppet with Zaminu pulling the strings just behind him.


The third man was the most disconcerting of the trio. Seated at the centre, he wore the hooded robes of a Palmaine priest. As Lethi walked forward, the man pulled his hood back to reveal eyes that looked like they had been plucked from a demon. Lethi let out an undignified yelp and raised a hand.


‘Apologies, Your Eminence,’ he said, mastering himself again.


It was the Bishop of Basmine. Perhaps the most powerful man on the continent. Something about the man made Lethi feel like vomiting. For a man who was regarded as the representative of God in Basmine, nothing about the bishop offered any hope of salvation. Those dark eyes seemed to see beyond mere flesh and bone, and it made Lethi uneasy. Against all good sense, he wanted to leave.


‘Your Eminence,’ he said, bowing to the bishop. ‘My lords,’ he said, glancing at the past and present governors-general. ‘I am Lieutenant Lethi Altayir of Barnham Wood.’


The Bishop of Basmine regarded him with a look that seemed touched with disgust and Lethi had the feeling again that the bishop could bypass skin with his stare. For a long, pregnant moment, no one said anything at all.


The silence travelled quickly from brief, to awkward, to oppressive before the bishop finally cleared his throat to speak. ‘We have been keeping an eye on you. We had reports on all your work in Guyarica.’


Lethi gave half a bow and let out a relieved breath. ‘We hope to repeat the same success in Basmine, Your Eminence.’


Zaminu squinted. ‘Guyarica is barely a township in comparison to Basmine. If all the people of Guyarica were to arrive on Basmine shores tomorrow, they would find room and board within a mile of the dockside. Your work on that island was good, but that isn’t why we brought you here.’


Lethi raised an eyebrow. ‘I was told—’


‘Forget what you were told,’ Zaminu snapped. ‘We do the telling in this country.’


The bishop raised his chin. ‘I understand your father and uncle were distinguished soldiers. Your father rose as high as general, is that right?’


The vein at Lethi’s neck pulsed. ‘That is correct, Your Eminence.’


Zaminu’s grin was like an ugly knife wound. It was a little uncomfortable to look at. The former governor-general scratched idly at his collarbone. ‘I heard of your father. He could have been governor-general. A brilliant soldier.’


The bishop nodded. ‘Your older brother died in war too – right here in Basmine.’


Lethi gave a silent wince at the mention of his brother. He wondered, for a moment, where his brother’s remains had ended up. ‘That’s correct,’ he said.


The bishop leaned forward. ‘All that loss. So why have you remained in service? Surely with your connections you could be somewhere else by now – far away from violence.’


Lethi heaved in a sharp breath and fixed the bishop with a hard look. ‘There was something my grandfather always used to say – kneel once for the king and stand forever in the kingdom. I stand for the kingdom, Your Eminence. Service is in my blood and bone. Every man of age in my family has wielded a sword in defence of our country because we believe that all the Palmaine are who we say we are. The light in the darkness. The flower in the desert. The glove through which God’s hand is felt.’


The bishop nodded vociferously. It was true Lethi had risen to lieutenant the ‘old way’ but no one got anywhere in the army without learning the benefit of a bit of boot-licking along the way. When it came to kissing arses, Lethi had done his own respectable share. He knew when it was time to pucker up.


‘Who was your mother?’ Zaminu asked.


Lethi went still as his toes curled up in his boots. He tried his best to appear calm, but his insides were mutinous.


He cleared his throat. ‘I never met her.’


Zaminu clicked his tongue and leaned back into his chair. He seemed to ponder on that for a moment before he spoke again. ‘Do you know why we brought you here, soldier?’


Lethi let out a breath, glad to be clear of the topic of his mother. ‘I cannot be sure, my lord. If it is not for my work in Guyarica, then what else?’


The bishop quirked up an eyebrow. ‘We brought you here because we need someone who can work quietly. Someone who is talented but low-ranking. Who won’t warrant attention while we attend to other, more important, matters.’


Lethi blinked, stung a little to be called ‘low-ranking’. He was rather proud of his position as a lieutenant. But in rooms such as this, there was no space for the wounded pride of ants.


‘I am forever at your service, Your Eminence.’


Zaminu brushed the comment aside. ‘You have two tasks. The first is to destroy the Black Hammer Clan. They have become a nuisance we can no longer abide.’


Lethi rolled his shoulder wondering if the Black Hammer Clan – more an idea than an institution – could ever truly be destroyed. But of course, this wasn’t the time for philosophy. He gave them what he knew they wanted to hear. ‘Understood, my lord.’


The bishop met his gaze. ‘The second task is of a more delicate nature.’


Lethi leaned forward and spoke low. ‘I am listening.’


‘How well do you know the Holy Book of Palman?’ the bishop asked.


Lethi scratched his nose. ‘Moderately well,’ he answered honestly.


The bishop drew in breath. ‘Do you know the prophecy of the Son of Despair?’


Lethi shook his head. ‘I am afraid not, Your Eminence.’


The bishop made a disgusted noise in his throat. ‘The end of our holy book speaks of a figure known as the “Son of Despair” said to be born in the land the first man trod. It is said that the Son of Despair will cast down the holy place and declare himself Lord of All. This singular act will trigger what is called the Tribulation of Gods – a period of great turmoil all over the world.’


Lethi raised an eyebrow, unsure of what to make of the scripture. ‘So … you believe this “Son of Despair” is coming?’


The bishop flashed his teeth. ‘We believe the Son of Despair is here in Basmine. The scripture says he will stand at the head of an army of four tribes. Our scholars have long believed this means that the Son of Despair is a rebel leader who will storm the Citadel and destroy the House of Palman.’


Lethi stifled a laugh. ‘Will the natives be bringing longer spears than last time?’


No one laughed with him.


‘This is serious,’ Zaminu hissed. ‘The natives have other weapons.’


Lethi furrowed his brow, confused. ‘No native tribe has the power to challenge the Palmaine Army. Not one.’


Zaminu sniffed. ‘Perhaps one tribe can’t, but all four, working together – that is an entirely different proposition.’


‘The natives will never work together,’ Lethi said. ‘They hate each other more than they hate us. And besides, there are only three tribes now. The Kasinabe are gone.’


Zaminu looked away. ‘I too once believed they were – now I know for sure that they are very much alive.’


Lethi shot him a disbelieving look. ‘My Lord, even if we do imagine that the tribes can unite, even if we accept that the Kasinabe still exist, there is no greater force than the King’s Army in all the world. From the Ghonjai to the God-Eye, we have faced them all and won.’


‘The King’s Army is scattered across the world, fighting on many fronts. We are vulnerable.’


Lethi combed through the stubble on his chin. ‘So, we re-inforce our numbers.’


Zaminu glanced at the bishop and gave a slight nod. ‘We are working on that. What we need to know now is if you have the stomach for a fight.’


Lethi glanced up at the ceiling and drew in a deep breath. ‘Yes. I do.’


The bishop’s face was expressionless as he tapped gently against his desk. ‘One more thing.’


Lethi blinked. ‘What is it?’


‘I hear you have a native amongst your team,’ the bishop said.


Lethi nodded. ‘Yes, I do. Attem, he is our best tracker – perhaps the most critical asset to our success in Guyarica.’


‘Don’t over-egg it, boy,’ Zaminu said with a scornful look.


‘Have you heard what they call me here?’ the bishop said.


Lethi knew. Everyone knew. It was the sort of thing that mothers had begun to tell truant children when they spurned their prayers – ‘The Eye of the Light sees all.’


Lethi nodded. ‘The Eye of the Light.’


The bishop smiled. ‘I quite like it. It gives me a certain …’ He hesitated. ‘Mystique.’


Lethi looked away as the bishop tried to meet his gaze.


‘You see, the natives might look a little like us, but we must not forget that we are vastly different, in much the same way the whippet dog is different from the mastiff. We are not the same breed. The typical Darosan is a happy, thriftless, excitable person; lacking in self-control, discipline and foresight; naturally courageous; full of personal vanity, with little of veracity. In brief, the virtues and defects of the native are those of attractive children. And so, it is the Palmaine duty to adopt the role of father to this bastardly people. Bring them out of the darkness and into the light. Keep your native well leashed.’


Lethi, who had heard this precise sentiment a hundred times before, knew there was no merit in offering a response.


‘Tell me, Lieutenant, would I be correct in saying you enjoy the company of native women?’


Lethi’s stomach turned sideways as his jaw tightened. Every effort to hide the guilt from his face was a shameless effort in vain. ‘No,’ Lethi blurted out.


The bishop grinned. ‘The Eye of the Light sees all. I have heard you are as enduring in battle as you are in the brothel.’


Lethi could only stare.


Zaminu laughed. ‘Do not be so ashamed, we have all been tempted at one time or another. The flesh is weak and wanting – that is why it must be fortified. We will fortify you here, Lieutenant.’


He brought his fingers to his lips and whistled sharply. The door cracked open behind them and a man stepped inside. He was tall, thick-shouldered and his skin was the dull yellow of ripe plantain. He wore a deep navy damask kaftan, with tiger-eye buttons along the shoulder seam. His trousers were the same shade of blue and about his neck was a glistening gold medallion fashioned in the shape of an eye. He grinned, and a flush of grim familiarity struck Lethi like a slap. A child born of a Palmaine man and a native woman.
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