

[image: Cover]




For my mother, Sola, who left us too soon.


Thank you for your love and your words and for letting me help you with your theology studies all those years ago.
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Chapter 1



Northumberland Street, London (Spirit-side), England | July 5th, 2017 | 04:40 a.m.


So, there he was, barely conscious in the back of a black cab being driven down the Haymarket road on the spirit-side of London by a man who died seventy years ago, when Nneoma finally told Shigidi that she loved him.


He would have laughed if he wasn’t already half past dead.


The driver downshifted gears and swerved the hackney carriage so sharply and violently that the two left-side tires lifted off the ground. Shigidi lost his balance on the plush leather seat and toppled over into her thighs, pressing the open wound where his arm used to be and leaving an ugly red stain on her lovely blue dress. A smear of blood, clay, and spirit-particles. The contact made every muscle in his body contract. He felt like he was being torn apart from within, as if his insides were being separated from each other by an angry, pain-shaped animal. He was forced to lift his head out of her lap to shout out some of the hurt. The sound that came out of him was strained, strident, and strange. It was a sound he didn’t recognize, even though it was not the first time he had screamed out in agony.


The spike of pain cleared just enough for him to stop screaming. I don’t know how much longer I can hang on to what little consciousness I have left.


Bright light was spilling in through the windows, accompanied by a sound like the beating of the old Oyo empire war drums. It was almost funny because he had once used those same fearsome sounds as inspiration a long time ago, when the Ooni of Ife had sent him to give nightmares to six of his enemies. He was no longer a nightmare god but he still remembered what it was like to weave the disparate myriad threads of deep-seated personal fears into a tapestry of terror and pain and uncertainty. And he still knew what it felt like to be caught inside such a web, in a nightmare, desperate to wake.


Everything about this feels like a nightmare.


In the blur of movement and disorientation, he caught a glimpse through the rear window. The sky was a maelstrom of thick, neon-edged clouds and constant flashes of electric-white lightning set against a pitch-black sky full of thick, dark clouds.


No god could hope to reign over such wild spirit-sky.


Down on the ground, four bronze horses with flames for eyes were galloping madly behind them, leaving a trail of broken asphalt, sparks, and fire in their wake. A large angry figure rode behind the horses, driving them forward with vicious purpose. A bronze rope ran all the way to the horses’ strained throats and was wound tightly around the imposing figure’s forearm, his feet braced in the back half of a crudely bisected gray sedan, giving chase in a makeshift chariot.


Shigidi’s vision swam. The glare from the horses’ flaming eyes became nothing more than one afterimage superimposed on a million others that danced on his irises, but he could tell that their pursuers were fast – faster than any flesh-and-blood horses could ever hope to be – and drawing closer. But their cab driver was supposed to know the spirit-side of London better than anyone else, living or dead – or kind of both – and so Shigidi hoped that knowledge would be enough to get them to the rendezvous point before dawn. Before the life leaked out of him completely.


I don’t want to die in a foreign spirit land.


Just then, the driver swung the wheel wildly, forcing the car to swerve right, barely missing two ghosts in long gray frocks. The cab careened down a short flight of cobblestone stairs before reconnecting with an actual road and accelerating again. Shigidi fell back down into his lover’s lap, and his head bounced against the car door so hard he feared for a moment it had cracked open. His vision went blank, and he wasn’t sure if it was because he had closed his eyes or if the impact had damaged something in his head, but he didn’t really care. Everything hurt.


“Careful!” She shouted at the driver as she pressed her hand into Shigidi’s and pulled his head into her bloody bosom.


“Sorry! I’m doing my best here, luv,” the driver called back, “but in case you haven’t noticed, we are being chased by four living statues and one pissed-off giant.”


She ignored the driver and whispered into Shigidi’s ear, “Hold on, my darling. I love you. Do you hear me? I love you. Just hold on. Everything will be okay. We are almost there.”


Stunned, he forced his lead-heavy eyelids open and looked up into her large, wet eyes shimmering with a glaze of tears and the reflection of bright yellow spirit-particles. He wanted to embrace her and tell her he loved her too, the way he’d always imagined he would when she finally said the words to him, but he was short one arm and his mouth couldn’t form the words. His tongue felt swollen and numb in his mouth, saturated with the sharp taste of iron and clay. He could still hear her; he was still mostly there, but her voice sounded woolly and far away, and the galaxy of blurry lights reflected and refracted around him were becoming too bright. He could barely feel his arm or his legs or his face or his anything anymore.


I guess my time is running out even faster than I thought. He hacked out a bloodstained cough. But it’s not too bad. I suppose there are worse ways to die than in the arms of someone you love.


A force slammed into the vehicle with a deafening sound like an explosion made of other explosions. The driver let out a primal scream that Shigidi could barely hear above the cacophonous violence of metal crunching against metal, the shattering of glass, the screeching of rubber on asphalt. In that moment, he knew they were done for.


He focused on the thing that mattered most to him – her. His eyes remained fixed on her face as the world around them turned into a chaotic galaxy of smoke and metal and glass. And then, when he could barely see her anymore, he shut his eyes against the army of white lights invading his consciousness and braced himself for what he was sure would be the final, endless fall into nothing.


I love you too.


And I’m sorry, for everything.


This is not how I thought this would end.





Chapter 2



Three Days Earlier.


Perhentian Kecil Island, Terengganu, Malaysia | July 2nd, 2017 | 08:47 a.m.


The beach was beautiful in the bright light of late morning. Powdery white sand hugged the arc of the island, transforming through low surf into turquoise crystal where it kissed the water. A widely spaced succession of small, brightly colored boats – mostly fiberglass utility models and a few wooden long-tails with equally colorful sashes draped around their prows – rocked gently in the shallow water. They were tethered to the beach by a sparse web of colored synthetic fiber ropes and rusty metal anchors. A lovely sprinkle of reflected colors danced on the edge of the turquoise like it was bleeding rainbows. Beyond the beach line rose a lush green island. An array of bold, brown wooden bungalows, perched on the elevated rocks, peeked out of the forest like curious children.


There was a smattering of young people up and down the beach; mostly tanned Europeans and quiet South-East Asians in their twenties and thirties, lying on plastic beach chairs under colorful parasols or under the sun on the sand. Around them were the usual debris: seaweed, cigarettes, seashells, beer cans, and the charred remnants of a bonfire from the previous night’s fire dance.


Shigidi and Nneoma stood out on the ribbon of beach, and he was keenly aware of it. They were a pair of sable-skinned specimens, their bodies sitting still, side-by-side in the sand as the white surf washed over their feet never going beyond their knees. It had taken him a while to get used to the looks they drew in this part of the world, but Nneoma always seemed comfortable everywhere. She was leaning back on the sand in a red bikini, her torso propped up on her elbows. He was hugging his knees to his heavily muscled chest as he inhaled the salty smell of the water and watched it wash in and out like the coral bay itself was breathing. The roar of the surf licked at the brittle silence that had settled between them since they first camped out there, at dawn.


“She’s been staring at you for fifteen minutes,” Nneoma whispered, her eyes flicking to her left to indicate the person in question.


Shigidi swiveled his head, eyes hidden behind his sunglasses, to see a tall, toned, and tattooed woman who looked to be in her late thirties sitting on a pink beach towel and trying her best to pretend she wasn’t looking at him. He grunted.


“Maybe you should buy her a drink. Say hello. We could take her to our chalet later tonight and find out what her spirit tastes like.” Nneoma said it casually, like she was asking him what he would like for breakfast, her voice still low, but clear


“Hmm. Maybe we should take it easy for a while,” Shigidi said, remembering the blond German man whose bold, adventurous spirit they’d just shared a few days ago, after a drawn-out seduction back in Hanoi, on their way back from Ha Long Bay. “Maybe we should just leave the mortals alone for a while and enjoy each other’s company.”


When they’d first started their partnership, Nneoma had indulged in human spirits sparingly, preferring to play games with potential prey for days or even weeks, and consuming them only when she needed to, or occasionally when she spotted someone being abusive or abrasive. She had her own arcane sense of justice and fairness which he was still figuring out. But ever since they had incurred a debt to Olorun, chairman of the board of the Orisha Spirit Company, for saving their lives, Nneoma had changed. She’d become insatiable. Reckless. She didn’t need the spirits, but she was persistent – almost aggressive – in consuming them. Like she was using the urgency of the hunt and the high of spirit consumption to hide something.


“Maybe we shouldn’t become boring,” Nneoma retorted.


Shigidi raised his head, surprised at her sudden sharpness. “Boring?”


Out of the corner of his eye, he noted that the tattooed woman, whose stare had started all this, was gone. Her beach towel was still on the sand, its pink flamingo patterns now rumpled.


She said, “Oh. You know what I mean. I am a succubus, you’re a retired nightmare god. We are anything but normal. We need to keep our spirit-particles crackling, keep doing things that excite us.”


“We already excite each other enough,” Shigidi said, but deep down, he wasn’t so sure. He had hoped she would agree, but she just sat up on the sand, straightened her back, and flipped her long, braided hair over her shoulder. So, he added a hesitant, “Don’t we?”


“I’m just saying, I’ve been doing this much longer than you have, darling, and I know how easy it is to get bored when you have most of eternity to look forward to,” she said. “And boredom can lead to bad decisions.”


He looked down at the white sand, feeling the gentle heat of the rising sun against the dark surface of his perfectly smooth bald head, before responding. “Attachment isn’t always bad. Besides, eternity with someone you love cannot be boring.”


“Sure,” she agreed, “As long as you work to keep things interesting. And to be interesting, they have to keep changing, you know? I mean, think about the most enjoyable thing in the world. The thing you enjoy doing the most.”


His eyes drifted down her body and she caught the motion, acknowledging it with a laugh.


“Even sex. Imagine sex with the same person, forever. No matter how wonderful it is, how compatible you are as partners, even if neither of you age, or change, eventually it will get boring. It may take a year or two or ten or a hundred, perhaps even a thousand if you’re really creative, but it will. Eventually. Unless you can find a way to make it new every time. So that there is always something to look forward to. That’s all I’m saying. The humans offer us endless possibilities and permutations as we can play with them and then consume their spirits together. It’s fun. It’s exciting. It’s interesting, isn’t it?”


This was the third time she had made some variant of this argument to him, but he knew it was her way of avoiding the real question. Even though she’d been the one to seek out his companionship, the one who’d made the offer and drawn heavily on her power to make him her partner, she always held him at an emotional distance. First, she’d been preoccupied with teaching him the skills he needed to exist independently, as a freelance spirit, with her. Now she was diluting the time they spent together with seductions and consumptions. They were freelance spirit entities, free of the schedules and objectives and constraints that deities in the employ of the larger spirit-companies had to deal with, but Nneoma was obsessively consuming a new spirit or two every other day, like she was a spirit company employee with unreasonably high quarterly or yearly targets to meet.


“It’s fun, yes, but there has to be time and space for a couple to just be a couple. We can be interesting together,” he said.


She rolled her eyes and waved her sharply manicured, long and slender fingers at him. “This conversation is pointless, darling. Let’s not make this into more than it is. Do you want that girl’s spirit or not?”


Shigidi clenched his jaw. He suspected that having revealed the depth of his love for her, he had exposed something raw in their partnership, some deeper need or fear that she didn’t want to confront. There was no other way to interpret her actions. She’d been avoiding his attempts to spend more time alone with her, obsessively focusing on the tasks they had to perform to pay off their debt to Olorun, or wildly throwing herself into feeding on spirits like they were about to go out of stock.


He blurted out the question before he could stop himself. “Do you love me, Nneoma?”


The line of her mouth tightened, and she glared as though she was angry at him for asking the question. He held her gaze, despite a mounting fear that he’d overplayed his hand, and that she’d say “no” just to regain control of the situation.


The surf continued to lick at the new strained, silence between them. And then they heard a deep, low laughter. They turned together to see where it was coming from.


An old man in a flowing purple dashiki and matching trousers, who looked even more spectacularly out of place than they did, had replaced the tattooed woman on the pink flamingo pattern beach towel. He was laughing gently, deepening the crease lines that radiated from his eyes and bordered his broad nose and mouth. He watched them with a cool-eyed confidence, like he expected the world around him to bend to his will, as he toyed with a reddish-brown kolanut. His skin shone fiercely like polished iroko wood in the early sunlight, and the thick gray beard covering his chin was only a few inches longer than his perfectly groomed afro.


Shigidi lowered his head out of habit and sighed again, deeper and more audibly now. Nneoma drew in a breath. The old man looked different from the last time they had seen him, but there was no doubt. They both knew exactly who had come looking for them.


“Olorun,” Shigidi said as he looked up. “We were having a private discussion.”


Olorun seemed to have drifted closer to them on the pink flamingo towel. Shigidi could have sworn that the tattooed woman wasn’t nearly as close.


“I know, I know. I can see that you two are having a little, what do they call it, ehh … couples’ spat, abi lovers’ quarrel,” Olorun replied with a smile that constantly threatened to morph into a laugh. “Could it be the age difference? Dating older women is not easy, my boy. Or maybe vacations are not so good for your love life, eh? Too much free time?”


“That’s none of your business,” Nneoma snapped.


Her candor shocked Shigidi. He would never get used to the way she spoke to elder gods, though he supposed it made sense. She had known most of them since they were little more than abstract concepts first made manifest. Shigidi, however, only came to know most of them long after, and some like Olorun, only as his boss’s boss.


Still, the smile on the old god’s face didn’t falter.


“Rude,” Olorun said, “but true. Very true indeed. So, lovebirds, let’s talk about my business then, eh? I have a special, urgent job for you. You have both done very good work so far, in Singapore and Thailand, so when this opportunity came up, I knew you were perfect for it. You have the ideal skill sets and profiles. This is not about your debt to me. You have almost completely paid that off. No, this is something completely different. In fact, if you take this on, you can consider that previous debt completely wiped out, in addition to receiving a substantial upfront payment and an even bigger bonus at the end.” He paused to take a bite of kola. “If the job actually gets done in time.”


“I don’t know if we want to enter another contract with you when we are already so close to ending the current one—” Shigidi started.


“But we are not going to refuse an offer until we’ve heard what it is,” Nneoma cut in.


Olorun smiled. “What I can tell you is that I need you to retrieve something for me,” he said between quick bites of kola, “something I once gave to someone you might know.” He turned to Shigidi who was salivating with memories of the kolanut’s bitter stimulation. “It was part of a business deal long ago. It was stolen from its storage place, and I ignored that loss of ehh … intellectual property until now, since I was supposed to be retired and hands-off on spirit business matters. But now that I’m back, well … I need it back.”


“What are you talking about?” Shigidi asked, clueless.


“You know your friend Obalufon used to be human, don’t you? Of course you do. Many of the minor orishas who worked at your grade level in the spirit company started their careers that way. He was the third Ooni of Ife, a long time ago. Back then, they called him Obalufon Alayemore, and he did fairly decently until he was ousted by his uncle Oranmiyan. That one was a crafty bastard. Anyway, in his exile, Obalufon made an interesting appeal to me, not unlike the one you made when you were in trouble.” He nodded at them. “When some of Oranmiyan’s assassins cornered him, he asked me to save his life and to give him power to take back his throne. In return, he would unite the people and unify their belief system so that we, the orishas, could grow stronger in their combined and concentrated faith. It was a good deal, so I gave him the power he requested, and it paid the spirit company huge dividends for a long time. At least until the Christians and the Muslims ati bebe lo showed up and started aggressively seizing our market share.”


“And this power you gave him, someone took it?” Nneoma asked.


“Yes, in a manner of speaking.” Olorun spat a red mass of masticated kola onto the sand. “They stole it.”


She raised an eyebrow and kicked a spray of powdery sand off her feet. “Care to elaborate?”


“No, I don’t care to, actually,” he replied, still smiling. “Not yet. All you need to know right now is that the power I gave Obalufon was contained in a physical form, a totem, which was buried with him when he died. A reasonable arrangement. I would have found and retrieved it eventually, when I was ready. But it was dug up and taken away to a foreign land where, as you are well aware, I cannot freely operate thanks to current spirit trade regulations and their globalist bureaucratic nonsense. That is why I need you, my two independent agents who owe me their lives.” Olorun drew out the last few words of the sentence and winked at them playfully, like it was all a game, not a matter of their very existence. “And why I am willing to forgive your existing debt and pay you with stock in the spirit company this time, guaranteeing you a virtually endless supply of spirits and even worship, if you want it.”


Reading a guileful look in the old man’s eye, Shigidi asked, “Is this going to be dangerous?”


Olorun smiled widely, showcasing unexpectedly perfect white teeth before he took another bite of his kola. “Very much so. I am an old god returned to a position of power that I left long ago. Every move I make is dangerous. If you fail, you will almost certainly be destroyed, or trapped forever.”


He paused, broke what was left of the kolanut in his hand into three chunky pieces and placed them on the beach towel to form a triangle.


“But if you take the contract, it will be worth your while.” He spread his hands and shrugged before he brought them back together in front of him and flicked his right hand over his left like he was spraying dollars on dancers at an owambe. “Worth even more than stock in the company. If you do this for me, I will end your exile and allow you to return to Yorubaland under my protection, despite the objections of your former boss.”


Shigidi and Nneoma looked at each other, unsure exactly what the other was thinking but knowing that neither of them would miss an opportunity at vengeance against the orisha of fire and lightning, Shango, the thunder god, had tried to kill them both and would probably try to do so again.


Shigidi liked the way Nneoma was looking at him, with a glint of excitement He suspected that she had already decided to do it but was waiting for him to show his hand. Perhaps the danger and unpredictability of a big risk like this would satisfy her instinct for adventure, and he wanted to give her that. Perhaps once it was done, she’d be normal again. And at least they would do this together.


Shigidi nodded.


Nneoma smiled. “We’ll do it.”


“Very good. Then be in London by noon tomorrow.” He stood up and walked over, leaving no footprints in the sand. When he reached them, he took Shigidi’s hand and placed a finger into his palm. A crackling of bright white spirit-particles erupted where he touched the skin, and they rearranged themselves into text that spelled out a number and an address as if he’d been tattooed with pure light.


When he was done, Olorun turned to Nneoma. “You know, succubus, I have had my eye on you ever since you started to operate around Lagos. I’ve always admired your ability to get what you want, even if, as I’ve told you before, I find your methods distasteful. But I will admit, I’m looking forward to this.”


“Err, thanks.” She cocked her head. “But I don’t think you’re in a position to judge my methods or my life, old timer. How many times do I need to tell you? I am what I am. I am true to my nature. Get over it.”


“Of course. No vex.” He put up his hands in mock surrender. “We are all what we are. See you in London.”


And then he was gone, like he had evaporated into nothing, leaving only the three pieces of half-eaten kolanut on the beach towel and a faint metallic smell like burning wires in the salty air.





Chapter 3



The Afrika Shrine, Ikeja, Lagos, Nigeria | June 20th, 1977 | 11:46 p.m.


Aadit Kumar was sitting on an uncomfortable metal chair close to the raised stage at the far end of a courtyard, surrounded by low buildings. Above, the sky was a dark purple, illuminated by a bright half-moon. The evening air was humid and fragrant: assorted foods, vaporized palm oil, perfume, sweat, cheap beer, and smoke. It all combined to saturate the air with a heady mix of lust, freedom, and marijuana.


He was at a cheap, unstable table barely held together by rusty nails and the efforts of a unskilled carpenter. A half-eaten bowl of pepper soup, a mostly eaten plate of suya, and three tall, brown, empty bottles of Gulder beer were sloppily spread in front of him like reluctant offerings. Everything around him vibrated, including his own head, pulsating with the loud music and the rising rush of alcohol. Up on the makeshift stage, where a yellow-painted board spelled out the words: Fela Kuti and the Africa 70 in dark blue letters, a thin, shirtless man in tight trousers with chalk markings on his face sang into the microphone while simulating sex with a sweaty, skinny woman in a gold miniskirt and bra, cowrie shell bangles shaking around her ankles and wrists. Fela’s voice strained as he sang in pidgin.


Aadit picked up a few words from the song. Something about a woman who didn’t like being called a “woman” and preferred to be addressed as a “lady.”


An army of musicians played guitars, saxophones, drums, danced, and sang backing vocals that echoed Fela’s voice. It all looked like chaos to Aadit but the resulting sounds were undeniably scintillating, and he unknowingly swayed his wooly, booze-addled head in time with it. He was glad he had taken his company driver’s recommendation to come here, despite his initial reluctance to attend a concert in Lagos on his own. He’d even worn the protective gold chain and peacock feather that his mother, ever the religious woman, had given him at the airport before he left for this expat assignment, just in case. But his concerns had been unfounded. He was having a good time. The apparent musical mayhem on stage was reflected by the gathered audience, a few of whom were sitting and smoking around crowded, clumsy tables of their own, some of whom were standing, singing along and laughing. Many were dancing to the music and bumping into other swaying dancers in a veritable sea of dark, sweaty bodies.


Fela kept singing about his African “lady” just as a woman extricated herself from the crowd and made her way over to Aadit’s table. She sat next to him and smiled. He stared back at her. His vision was not yet blurry enough from the booze to not immediately realize how stunningly beautiful she was. She had radiant ebony skin like polished midnight, and the edges of her frizzy afro caught the stray bits of light from the array of hanging bulbs, like a halo. She seemed, in his mind, to be Africa made flesh – dark, mysterious, and just a little bit dangerous. She started stroking Aadit’s face with her long, sleek fingers, running them through his hair. Her touch sent a shiver down his spine.


The song hit a high note.


Stunned, Aadit tried to process what was happening. This beautiful woman had ignored every young, nubile Nigerian here and had come to sit by him – the hairy man with the straight, graying hair, gold chain, wedding ring, and an American accent. Aadit was wearing an ankara shirt with khaki bell-bottoms, and he was the most out-of-place person there. He thought, charitably, that she had to be a very beautiful prostitute. His driver had told him that this was a good place to relax and find women to help him ease his loneliness, and so he let her continue to stroke his beard and smile at him as the space around them buzzed with electric lust. Fela continued to grind his hips against the dancer on stage, singing, moaning, and laughing with fevered ebullience.


Now Fela sang that there was more to the woman who wanted to be called a “lady.”


Aadit tried not to stare at her, but his eyes kept drifting to her face, her cleavage, and past her red tank top and leather miniskirt to her gleaming brown thighs. Sweat slicked his palms and forehead. What felt like a dozen eternities passed, with her fingers teasing him.


Aadit endured the aching in his loins until it became a mad pounding in the space behind his temples.


“Do you want to find somewhere more private?” A short, nervous laugh caught in Aadit’s throat, as he tried to mask his embarrassment and the urgency of hot desire that had possessed him.


She leaned in closer, letting her puff of hair brush against his face while her leg pressed against his. “Don’t be shy. Tell me what you really want.”


“I want you.” He was unable to bear it any longer.


“And you are willing to pay the price?” she asked.


His guess must have been right. “Yes. I’ll pay anything.”


She cooed, “Say the words then.”


“I will pay your price.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes.”


She laughed sharply, as the song went on. There was something else about the “lady,” according to Fela’s song, but Aadit was no longer listening to the music.


He started for the entrance, where his driver had dropped him off, but she pulled him away and back, into the crowd. They pushed through the press of bodies until they were clear and entered a small building with crumbling and cracked walls behind the crowd. They navigated a maze of narrow winding corridors until they exited through what looked like a kitchen where a group of sweaty, heavy-set women, wearing an array of assorted ankara wrappers were turning large pots of rice, scooping up soft lumps of amala, and ladling generous helpings of pepper soup into ceramic bowls. They gave Aadit and the woman dirty looks, but the woman pressed on, leading him away from the kitchen exit, slipping a thin old security guard with glazed eyes a few naira notes to walk away from his post, and leading him down a dark, quiet alley behind the Afrika shrine.


When they were alone, she leaned against the brick wall of the alley. “Do you want me to start?” The way she asked made him feel like he had been set on fire.


“What’s your name?” he asked.


“Nneoma,” she replied. “You can call me Nneoma.”


He wanted to say her name but wasn’t sure he could mimic the sounds she’d made correctly, so he took her face in his hands. Her lips were full and parted. Her breath was sweet, with a hint of the metallic on it. He drew her in for a kiss in the darkness, but she pulled back at the last moment, just as his lips were about to touch hers, and turned her head away. When she faced him again, he thought he saw a flash of yellow in her eyes.


“Let’s be quick. I know what you really want,” she whispered breathily.


And with that, she turned around, thrust her hips back, and hiked up her leather skirt. She reached back and slid her fingers expertly down his loose trousers. She seized him. Aadit could barely breathe. When she drew him into her, it felt like every nerve in his body had been saturated with pure pleasure. He braced himself against the wall, closed his eyes, and let out a deep moan. She continued to thrust her hips against him. Saxophone notes echoed around them.


Time seemed to disappear as he drowned in her. A cornucopia of sensations overran him as images flitted through his mind like butterflies in a field.


Birds. Lips. Music. Flowers. Wings. Skin.


He began to shake uncontrollably as an explosion of pleasure erupted within him. The feeling intensified as she moved against him, constantly cresting. He was close to release. He tried to open his eyes, but he couldn’t focus his vision on anything through the blur of sensations, and so he shut them again. It felt like he was convulsing as he neared the peak but then … their faces appeared in his mind, as clear as though they had been projected onto a screen behind his eyelids. His wife Sachika and their three-year-old son Ravin back in Mumbai, playing in the backyard of his family home, laughing, and calling for him. Daddy, Daddy, come and play with us. The vision flooded him with a guilt even more intense than the pleasure he was feeling.


Sachika.


Ravin.


No.


He crashed back into coherence as his mind crystallized around the shame and guilt.


“I’m sorry,” he mumbled as he clumsily pulled out and away from her. She turned and stared curiously at him. He struggled with his trousers as he withdrew a fist full of naira notes and thrust them at her.


Nneoma looked first at the money, her lip curling with disgust, and then glared at him with eyes like dying coals. “What is this?”


“I’m sorry, I can’t. I shouldn’t have … I have a wife. This is your money. I have more, if you want, but I need to leave. I have a—”


Her voice took on the quality of an earthquake. “What is all this nonsense? You think you can just stop now? You think this is the price? Your filthy money? Stupid man. There are things that money cannot buy. Do you understand? You agreed to my price. We had a deal.”


Aadit’s guilt was being replaced by fear of equal magnitude. Perhaps greater. He glanced at the ground and noticed that despite the faint light of the moon hitting them at the same angle, his shadow was alone.


“You will pay the price.”


Aadit realized with all the abruptness of tropical rainfall that he had made a horrible mistake with something that was not quite human. Driven by a wild, mad need to escape, he snatched the gold chain hanging around his neck, removed the small peacock feather hanging from it that his mother had often told him would protect him from evil, and threw it at her. Nneoma hopped back to avoid it like it was toxic, but her back hit the wall, and she fell awkwardly. Aadit took his chance and fled for the entrance and the carpark beyond.


There was a piercing scream, followed by a tremulous cackling behind him, tainting the saxophone echoes in the air like black paint spilled on fine silk.


Aadit kept running.


He did not look back.





Chapter 4



Perhentian Kecil Island, Terengganu, Malaysia| July 2nd, 2017 | 12:52 p.m.


About four hours after they’d accepted Olorun’s offer, Shigidi and Nneoma were back in their private beachside villa. It was a large, white-walled open space with a queen-sized bed in the middle, pushed up against a stone divider with wide gaps on either side leading to the toilet and bathroom. Both were open to a grass-covered wall, through a glass barrier. There were no paintings on the walls, or any decoration, save for a couple of large, dried-out seashells that hung on the stone divider like charms. It was meant to invoke feelings of being close to nature, but Nneoma thought the place just looked pretentious, especially given the price they were paying per night.


They quickly folded, squeezed, and threw their few belongings into the large blue travel box they shared, which was at the center of the bed. All thoughts of taking the spirit of the tattooed woman they’d seen on the beach were long gone.


They didn’t speak much – they hadn’t exchanged many words since they’d left the beach – but the tension in the room was building steadily, and Nneoma didn’t like it. Every time they brushed past each other and he averted his eyes, her skin tingled.


When they eventually had their possessions packed, they both reached for the handle to close it at the same time. Their hands met on the cold plastic. They froze and looked at each other, finally locked in each other’s orbit after drifting around for so long. She caught the querying look in his eyes and she knew what was coming next even before Shigidi squeezed her hand, making her feel like she was about to lose hold over her body and explode into a million fragments.


“You never answered,” Shigidi said. Like an accusation.


“Answered what?”


“Nneoma, do you love me?” he asked again, his jaw clenched tight as it always did when he was stressed, even when he was asleep. It sometimes escalated to his grinding his teeth loud enough to wake her.


She sighed and closed her eyes. “Why do you keep asking this? Why does it matter so much?” And the moment she asked the question, she regretted it.


He withdrew his hand from hers and underneath the hard lines of his face and the dark brown of his skin, she thought she saw Shigidi redden.


“It’s fine. I understand if you don’t love me. This was always a business arrangement first,” he said. “But I think you feel more than you are letting on, and I don’t understand why, if you do love me, you won’t say it, or say if you don’t. Abi is that so complicated?”


The hairs all over her body stood on end. His words made her suddenly feel fragile. Too fragile. And she resented it.


“I love being with you, Shigidi,” she blurted out hastily, sinking so that she sat on the bed. He was still standing, leaning forward with his hands on the box. She shifted her weight on the bed towards him. “You know that. I know that. You know it’s more than business between us. You say you don’t understand why I won’t say the words. I don’t understand why you keep asking the question, why this is so important to you, all of a sudden. Besides,” she added, “you knew exactly what I was when we met, when you agreed to this partnership.”


She watched as Shigidi furrowed his brow and sat down, tilting his heavily muscled torso away from her without breaking his gaze. She ran her eyes along his frame, scanning and parsing his body language. It was a game she was used to playing and now she played it with a body that she herself had given him. She knew he would break the silence just a few moments before he actually did.


“Yes, I know what you are,” he said, the timbre of his voice elevated with earnestness. “I know your nature. I heard of your kind since I was first molded into shape and given the spark of life. But I have spent time with you, tasted spirits with you, listened to you. I sabi you now, personally. You’re more than a succubus. I know you, and I love you, but right now I’m not sure what we are to each other.”


“We are partners,” she said. “It’s that simple. Partners.”


She hoped the purpose of her repetition was not lost on Shigidi. It was something she did sometimes, a habit she had developed and constantly applied during discussions, especially during negotiations. She used it as a verbal indication that she had gone as far as she was willing to and would go no further. Shigidi should understand that by now. She’d given him a signal to end the conversation, and she hoped he had received it. Her full lips still pursed, she leaned back and pulled loose the elephant-print, sheer beach cloth around her waist as though she had filled up with emotion and needed more space.


Shigidi snorted, apparently acknowledging the impasse they had reached, but he said nothing more; he just sat there, scowling. Nneoma tried to assess his thoughts, she knew he was unsatisfied, that he didn’t understand her reaction to his question. But he couldn’t know. He couldn’t find out how steep the cost of romantic love between independent spirit entities could be. That it was stifling. Restrictive and binding. He couldn’t know that it had already cost her a sister. But he should have known enough to stop asking. Love had almost cost him his life. She wondered if he regretted the day they met, regretted falling so deeply for such a beautiful and terrible creature as she. Silence settled between them, and she refused to break it.


Finally, Shigidi stood up, peeled away his orange-and-blue swim trunks, and kicked them away to the far corner of the room near the bathroom, as if they had offended him.


“Partners.” His voice was hoarse. “Yes. Partners. That’s what we agreed. In that case, let’s finish packing. We need to get to London. We have a job to do.”


He picked a soft white towel up from the couch, and Nneoma took in his nakedness, an artist admiring her work. She took in the thick elevation of his pectorals, between which was engraved a scar the size of a man’s hand. The row of elevated abdominal muscles around his torso were as chiseled and firm as his taut buttocks. She followed the rounded ends of his fingertips as he grasped the towel, as a solid beam of sunlight squeezed through the window and touched the hollow of his belly. Shigidi was beautiful. She had made him this way, remolding the clumsy, craftless work of the executive orisha into something – no, someone – spectacular. Someone who had fallen hopelessly in love with her, endangering himself. Endangering them both.


She stood up, allowing her sheer beach cloth to pool around her feet.


“Shigidi, darling, are you really angry?” she asked, attempting to lighten the mood.


“I am not angry,” he said, but she could see the strain of damming up all the emotions that had built up. “We are partners. We take and share spirits. We have sex sometimes. We take the contracts we need to pay our debts, and we generally get the job done. That’s it. Abi? I get it. No wahala. It’s all clear.”


She raised her left hand and pointed a finger at him. “Then what’s the point of all these questions, love?”


“I don’t know. But I don’t want to argue with you anymore.” He growled. “It’s getting us nowhere, and we have a flight to catch.”


She stepped forward until she was barely a breath away from him. “Is this going to affect our ability to work together?”


“Of course not. Like you said, we’re partners.”


“You’re still angry,” she said.


“Of course, I am,” his voice was still low but carrying a caustic undercurrent. “Nneoma, this is the first time I have asked you for anything that wasn’t part of our agreement since we met. I have opened myself up completely to you. I have literally been torn open for you. But you have never opened yourself up to me. Not even a little. Fine, I understand, you’re a succubus: it’s in your nature to play these games with sex and power and emotion and desire. I know all that, and yet here I am like a fool, like a mumu, willingly falling into your web. Fine, I love you, let me lie in that web. Na me do myself. But I ask this one, simple thing, and you refuse to say either way.” His fists had balled up while he spoke, his knuckles pale and crackling with barely restrained electric green spirit-particles.


Nneoma closed her eyes. She was filled with a confusing mix of emotions at his outpouring. It reminded her of ages past, a time when whole cultures had prayed to her and her sister, mistaking them for twin elemental goddesses, executives of some spirit company that had operated in their lands. There was something both frightening and intoxicating about Shigidi’s need. It was a heady mix, and it induced in her a feeling she hadn’t experienced in centuries. But it also brought back memories. Memories of her sister Lilith and what had happened to her when she fell in love. Nneoma liked neither the memories nor the feeling that was like an embrace of emptiness. And so she did the first thing that thousands of years of developed instinct drove her to do. She reached for Shigidi, cradled his tense face in her hands, and on her tiptoes, shut him up with a kiss.


Shigidi didn’t pull away, even though Nneoma suspected he wanted to. She could feel the vibration of his body under her touch, the tightening of his facial muscles. She projected her essence out into the room, manipulating the potent sexual desire he was emitting so that it resonated even more powerfully. They both knew what she was doing, she’d taught him most of her tricks, but she suspected he would be so intoxicated with the taste of her lips that it would erode what was left of his resistance. He wouldn’t want to fight this. And so, when he fell into her, wrapping his arms around the soft exposed flesh of her waist with an intensity like hunger, she was not surprised. Their tongues wound together as though the kiss could bind them completely again, bridge the space that his questions and her silence had opened between them. They sank to the floor slowly, Shigidi kissing her nape as they descended. On the floor, he wedged himself between her legs and righted his posture, leaning on her thighs. She pulled his head back down into her chest and held him there for a moment.


“Damn it, Nneoma,” he whispered breathlessly into her bosom.


She wondered at how easily he had let her win this game. Perhaps it was why they had worked so well together: his perpetual willingness to forgo the thing he wanted for the thing he needed. For her. And that, that willingness, was the essence of the danger of what he wanted from her.


I will not be my sister.


Their lovemaking was urgent, frenzied, and intense, like the beating of drums she’d heard at new yam festival in Awka. With every touch and thrust of his hips, she felt him trying to share all that he was with her, reconnect with her completely. It reminded her of their very first coupling, through which she had transformed him so thoroughly, given him so much and birthed their partnership. But deep down she knew that the strain would remain until she gave him an answer. The fissure that had always existed between them had now opened wider and exposed all the need and doubt and fear beneath the veneer of their partnership. And now that it was exposed, it would continue to fester and grow until it became a chasm of unfulfilled needs and unrequited desires that could force them apart. And so she closed her mind and focused on his body, on all the ways she had learned he liked to be pleasured, playing the body she’d given him like it was an instrument, every spike of his own sensual joy reverberating with hers.


By the time they finished, his question had been pushed back into the recesses of her brain by the tidal wave of pleasure and contentment. Shigidi fell asleep first and she watched him with heavy eyes as the line of his jaw moved and he began to make a sound like the sawing of wood. He was grinding his teeth again. He’s still bothered. Stressed. Nneoma gripped his jaw between her thumb and index finger, pulling downward to stop the sound. Shigidi turned away from her and tossed his head back and forth. She lay back in bed and closed her eyes. It was no use trying to stop his tossing or grinding. He’d fallen into another deep, deep sleep full of vivid memory-visions that came to him like dreams even though she knew dreaming was impossible for a former nightmare god.





Chapter 5



Orisha Spirit Company Estate II, Orun (Spirit-space) | October 31st, 2016 | 06:41 p.m.


The world was spinning around him when Shigidi woke up. His head was pulsing like a fearful heart. When he tried to open his eyelids, the light attacked his eyes like an army of sharp red needles as his hangover began to bloom. He felt like he had been in an accident, or he had somehow become the living embodiment of an accident, and so he didn’t try to move. He lay in place, eyes shut against the world, completely motionless, for what felt like hours, occasionally opening his eyes just enough to see if the world had stabilized. It never did.


Eventually, he decided he had to get moving or he would be unreasonably late for work, even by his own abysmally low standards. He elevated himself onto one elbow and managed to roll off the rough raffia mat that served as both bed and sitting area, before he vomited a good portion of the previous day’s merriment and excess onto the red clay floor of his company-assigned hut. The mess was brown and viscous; full of half-digested kolanuts, morsels of masticated meat, palm wine and blood. Lots of blood. More than usual for a wild night out with his only drinking buddy, Ososhi, the orisha of hunting. He retched and threw up a second wave of vomit that left him feeling slightly less terrible, but only just. After that, the world seemed a little less unstable. He summoned the will to drag himself to his feet, stumble through the creaking wooden door and past the brush beside his brick hut, to the hole in the ground that served as a crude latrine. He was there for what felt like days even though it was only a few minutes, all of them spent heaving, retching, and spitting.


When only a clear and colorless liquid came up after each burning retch, and he felt like his insides had been scrubbed with a handful of freshly cut palm fronds, he lifted his head from the stink and darkness of the pit and looked up, towards the spirit-sky. The sun hung low and there were no clouds. Just a series of blue and red and yellow streaks, broad and blurring into and out of each other’s edges, making it look like a silk sheet had been generously tied-and-dyed by an artist and spread out above them. On the horizon, though, where the spirit-sky met the ground beyond the forest that marked the company compound, a halo of blue ringed the spirit world. It was beautiful, Shigidi had to admit. Every day, the spirit-sky took on a new appearance, and this one was particularly impressive. He turned away and spat out a final glob of phlegm before standing on his small, unsteady feet and muttering under his breath, “If only Olorun spent half as much time paying attention to company business as he did playing games with the colors of the heavens, maybe the spirit company wouldn’t be such a mess.”


The orishas of the spirit company all knew that Olorun was vain, their aloof and leisurely sky god. But Shigidi had always felt an affinity with and admiration for Olorun. Even though he’d never met his creator, and his initial admiration was slowly morphing into resentment, he still desperately wished that the retired chairman of the board of what used to be one of the largest spirit-companies in existence would care enough about the organization he had left fallow to check in on them every once in a while. Instead, Olorun had allowed the company to degenerate in his absence.


Shigidi felt unmotivated, uninterested in executing any of the tasks required as conditions of his godhood in the Orisha Spirit Company, but he had to go to work, else he would weaken and eventually die. Or, perhaps worse, he’d have to answer to the more powerful orisha that managed the company.


Godhood is overrated.


He staggered and stumbled his way to the back of his hut, where a crude clay enclosure with an entrance covered by palm fronds marked his bath area. He stripped off his filthy ankara print trousers and left them, then grabbed a half-cut calabash floating on the filmy surface of a bucket of stale water. He dumped a bowlful of water on his head and as it ran down his body, he slowly began to feel like himself again. At least as much of himself as he could be with a terrible hangover. He scrubbed his rough, callused hands over his skin, trying to make himself decently clean, and wiped away most of the grime and dirt without thinking too much about the pockmarks, rashes, scarification lines, and sores that he was always acutely aware of whenever he touched himself. Ugliness was part of his nature, an essential trait for his job, however it made him feel.
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