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This book is dedicated to Neville Leopold Winter.


Quiet, stoic, impossibly hardworking, he was quick to laugh and had a joyous smile that crinkled his eyes. He was my father, and he passed away as The Fires of Vengeance was being written. Married for almost fifty years to one of the most wonderful women on earth, Neville began his career as a chemical engineer and finished it as a high school teacher. He gave everything to his students, working tirelessly during the week and tutoring each weekend to make a difference in the lives that he could. He certainly made a difference in mine. “One of the most important things in life is to complete what you start,” he said to me right before I began to take my writing seriously. He never gave me advice, and the one time that he did, it was surprisingly simple. Still, it stuck, and during the toughest writing days, when my story was wholly unwilling to be told, my father’s words kept me going. Two books came out of the strength that he gave me, and even with that strength, this novel was not easy to write. So much of this series is an exploration of the relationships between fathers and sons that sitting down to tell more of it often felt like I was being forced to face the fact that my father was gone, and losing him had already blown a hole right through me. But reminding myself that my dad was there to raise me, teach me, watch me get married, and see me have a son of my own keeps me moving forward. He was there for me in every way that he could be, and I know that’s not always possible. So, if this pain is the price for having had and being loved by a father like him, then I’ll pay it gladly.


This book is for Neville Leopold Winter, whom I never stopped calling Daddy.
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JABARI ONAI


Will he die?”


The voice woke him, returning him to torture. He knew he was in a hospital bed in Citadel City’s Guardian Keep and that his body had been blasted by dragon fire, but Jabari Onai did not know why the Goddess would keep him alive in such misery.


He tried to open his eyes, and pain roared across his face in scorching waves. His eyelids had melted and fused together, leaving him to peer out at a world as if from behind a field of long grass.


He made to speak, to beg Tau or the Sah priestesses and priests to release him from his anguish, but he couldn’t make a sound. His throat was too badly burned to manage it.


“I won’t tell you he’s going to die,” Jabari heard a woman’s voice say, “but I can’t say that he’ll live either.”


The speaker moved toward the foot of his bed, and through the jagged gaps between his burned eyelids, he caught a glimpse of her standing next to Tau. She was a priestess of the Sah medicinal order.


“He’s only survived this long because he’s Noble,” she said. “Their bodies can withstand more and they heal faster than us, but the damage that was done to him . . . it’s a miracle he’s still breathing.”


“He’s a fighter,” Tau said. “He’s always been one, and if you can give him any sort of chance, he’ll take up the fight and do his best to win it.”


“We won’t give up . . . ,” she said.


Jabari heard a chair being pulled across the floor. It creaked when someone sat in it.


“I’m here, Jabari. It’s Tau and I’m here.”


“He can’t hear you,” the priestess said. “The pain . . . we’re giving him herbs to help him rest. It’s too cruel otherwise.”


“Will it disturb him, if I’m here?” Tau asked.


“No,” she said. “We should all be so lucky to have someone with us at the . . . at a time like this.”


Jabari heard footsteps. The priestess was leaving, and when the sound of her shoes tapping against the floor faded, Tau leaned over him to take his hand. He did it gently, but it didn’t matter.


Pain exploded from Jabari’s burned fingers, and unable to make a sound or resist, he stared through the holes in his eyelids at his friend’s scarred and worried face, hoping beyond hope that Tau could see enough of his eyes to recognize the light of consciousness in them. Tau didn’t see—he kept hold of Jabari’s hand—and desperate for any relief, Jabari sought refuge in his other senses. He caught the scent of leather, bronze, and earth from Tau and struggled to pull comfort from the familiar, but his agony made room for nothing but itself.


“I want you to know you did it,” Tau said. “You’re the man you always wanted to be. You don’t need the blood of a Greater Noble to be an Ingonyama, not when you have their spirit, their courage.”


He could hear Tau choking up, and that hurt too.


“Jabari, no matter what comes, I’ll make certain the Omehi remember you for that.”


There was silence for a while, and though his mind was slow, sluggish from the herbs, in his head, Jabari was screaming. The burns demanded it.


“It could have been different, neh? If not for the testing?” Tau said, whispering. “Feels like a thousand lifetimes ago. I just wanted to see you succeed, but when has the world ever cared what a Lesser wanted?”


Jabari would never forget that day. Tau had sparred with that spoiled brat, Kagiso, bloodying the fool in front of Guardian Councillor Abasi Odili. He’d been stupid enough to injure the Petty Noble, and Odili, intent on seeing the Lesser repaid for the insult, tasked Kellan Okar to remind Tau of his place.


Refusing to let his son face the already legendary Indlovu initiate, Aren fought Kellan Okar instead, losing his hand in the bout. It was a tragedy, but Jabari, like everyone else, could see that Kellan was trying to spare Aren’s life, and it could have ended there. It should have ended there, but Tau picked up his father’s fallen sword and aimed it at Kellan’s back.


Stupid. There were Lessers and Drudge everywhere, and they all saw what Tau did. He’d threatened a Noble and Abasi Odili couldn’t overlook that. The guardian councillor had Tau’s father killed and then he called off the Indlovu initiate testing, threatening the stability of Kerem as a fief.


In just a few short breaths, a personal tragedy had become a disaster, and it only got worse. On the march home, Tau attacked Lekan, accusing Jabari’s brother of being responsible for Aren’s death, and twice in one day, Tau forced the hand of his betters. It had broken Jabari’s heart to do it, but the only way he could save Tau from himself was to remove him from Lekan’s reach, and so he banished his lifelong friend from Kerem.


Tau’s voice pulled Jabari from the memory. “They killed my father and I was going to make them pay. I was going to join the military so I could challenge each one of them to a blood duel. I wanted to kill them and it was the only way I could do it without the Nobles coming for my family.”


If Jabari didn’t know how the story ended, he’d have sworn he was listening to the ravings of a madman.


“I thought I could become enough of a fighter to challenge and best an Ingonyama like Dejen Olujimi,” Tau said, and as if the man’s image was etched in his mind, Jabari could still see the soldier who’d killed Tau’s father.


Dejen Olujimi had been more muscle than man. Dejen Olujimi had been one of the Omehi’s best fighters. . . . Had been.


“I was so angry,” Tau said. “I went to see Lekan before leaving the fief.”


That part Jabari had not known, and he felt his breath come faster.


“I went to tell him that when next we met, I’d kill him for his part in my father’s death.”


For the first time since waking, Jabari’s pain pulled back.


“Lekan came at me with a knife. He’s the one who gave me the scar,” Tau said, letting his fingertips brush the mark that ran from his nose to his cheek. “I fought him. I—I defended myself, and . . . he died.”


He died. That was how Tau put it. He died. The words boomed in Jabari’s head like a war drum.


His mother had cried for days when they found the body at the bottom of the stairs. An accidental fall, they’d been told, a slip after too much drink. His mother had cried and cursed and become withdrawn. She’d lost a son and a piece of her soul that day.


“I fled to Kigambe, tested in the Ihashe trials, and made it into Jayyed Ayim’s scale,” Tau continued. “I was lucky, and just like you said, there’s no better umqondisi than Jayyed.”


Jabari prayed for the strength to strangle the Lesser he’d called a friend and treated as an equal. His brother hadn’t been perfect, but no one was. Lekan had just needed a chance to grow into himself and his responsibilities, but that chance was taken away when Tau stole him from the world and from his family.


“I gave my life to training. I was determined to be enough of a fighter to find justice for my father’s death. It was the only thing that mattered before I saw Zuri in Citadel City.”


Jabari’s pain was back and the medicine in his system called to him, offering him oblivion, if he’d take it. He preferred the pain. He wanted to hear everything Tau had to say.


“She saved me, Jabari. The life I’d made wasn’t worth living. Finding her in this city saved me.” Tau paused.


Tau let go of his hand and Jabari thanked the Goddess. It galled him to lie helpless while his brother’s murderer coddled him.


“It was here that I had my first chance at Kellan Okar. I was goaded into a fight with him in one of the city’s circles. I wanted to tear his insides out and thought I could do it,” Tau said. “I’d already learned to fight with two swords, and I was good, very good.” Tau laughed, bitterly. “Kellan destroyed me,” he said.


He should have killed you, Jabari thought.


“I’d given every waking moment to my training. I’d become the strongest fighter in the Southern Ihashe Isikolo, but I was still no match for him. Zuri had to save me from him, and I had to flee this city like a runaway Drudge.”


Because you’re no better than one, thought Jabari.


“I’d given my life to become the fighter I needed to be, but it wasn’t enough,” Tau said. “I had to give my soul to the cause too. So I did.”


Jabari didn’t understand, and he waited for Tau to explain.


“What I discovered is more curse than gift, and it’s there, waiting for any foolish enough to reach for it. You see, we all have demons,” Tau said. “I just learned to use mine.”


He was speaking in riddles.


“My scale, we made it to the Queen’s Melee, and it was the first time Lessers would compete in it in a generation,” Tau said. “I was part of the improbable and, Jabari, I’d become the impossible. I was finally ready for Kellan Okar, and then I learned that Queen Tsiora had brokered a secret peace treaty with the Xiddeen, threatening everything I’d worked for.”


Tau must have been uncomfortable with where his story was going. He kept shifting in his chair, making its legs scrape the floor.


“Scale Jayyed fought well and we made it into the semifinals,” he said. “We were matched with Kellan’s scale, your scale, and just like that, I had my first real chance. I could kill Kellan in the tournament and it’d be nothing but an unfortunate accident.”


More chair shifting.


“You saw me there. You know I abandoned my sword brothers to get to him,” Tau said. “I gave up the family I’d found at the isikolo for revenge, and when I held Okar’s life in my hands, I hesitated. I didn’t kill him when I had my chance, and then my chance was gone. Kellan Okar lived and we were knocked out of the melee.”


Jabari had been stunned when he saw what Tau had done to Kellan. He’d thought the Greater Noble to be invincible, and the idea of the boy he’d grown up with doing that to Scale Osa’s inkokeli was unthinkable.


“The men in my scale hated me, and Zuri and Jayyed tried to tell me that Kellan wasn’t to blame for my father’s death, but I wouldn’t listen, and there was no time to be convinced. The Xiddeen invaded.”


Jabari remembered it, the sound of the horns that night.


“It made no sense; peace was so close,” Tau said. “It made no sense until I found out that the queen’s Royal Nobles had planned a coup and betrayed her. They refused to submit their civilization to those they saw as savages. So, instead, they attacked the Xiddeen in secret, using a dragon to burn tens of thousands of their people to dust.


“The invasion wasn’t the Xiddeen abandoning the peace treaty. It was them retaliating for the slaughter we visited on their women, men, and children,” Tau said.


Jabari didn’t want to hear about why the hedeni had done what they’d done. It didn’t matter. He’d lost sword brothers that night. Omehi had died that night.


“In the battle in the Fist, Jayyed, Chinedu, and most of my scale went to the Goddess,” Tau said.


It had been the same for Jabari’s scale. They’d been massacred.


“The Xiddeen had us beat and we fled, retreating to Citadel City, hoping to find safety there. What we found were Odili and his traitors trying to kill the queen,” Tau said. “You remember, neh? We fought alongside each other then, in her defense.”


Jabari breathed out as hard as he could. He didn’t want any grace from Tau, and it was a lie to say they’d fought together, as if they were equals in the act. He’d almost gotten himself killed several times over, and Tau had been forced to keep him alive each time.


“And we did it,” Tau said. “We stopped Odili from getting to the queen, and I put an end to Dejen Olujimi.”


Jabari didn’t see their battle. He’d been in the room with the queen at the time, losing another fight to an Indlovu. He did, however, see the battle’s aftermath. Dejen had been enraged when they’d dueled and Tau had blinded him, cut him to shreds, and stabbed him through the heart.


Tau had fought an Enraged Ingonyama alone and he’d butchered him. On its face, it was an impossible act, but then again, Tau had a secret. He had, Jabari thought, picturing his brother’s funeral burning, a few secrets.


“Odili fled and we gave chase. He was trapped, but by then the Xiddeen were at the gates.” Tau was speaking too fast. It was making it hard for Jabari to make sense of the words. “Zuri called a dragon to make the Xiddeen back down, and Odili had his men attack the creature, creating enough confusion to escape. Zuri, she . . . she couldn’t keep the dragon under control and it went mad. It killed people.”


Jabari wanted Tau to stop.


“It was going to kill my sword brothers.”


Jabari had heard enough.


“But you didn’t let it. It blew fire at good men and another good man shielded them, taking the brunt of the blast. You saved them.”


It felt like Jabari was gasping for air, just like the night when the fires had embraced him, boiling away even his tears.


“The dragon turned on Zuri then,” Tau said, his words coming out in a broken stutter. “It . . . it attacked her . . . it . . . she died that night, and Odili escaped, and the queen leashed the dragon. She leashed it, threatened the Xiddeen with it, and gave the warlord his son in exchange for their retreat. In exchange for a reprieve.”


Jabari didn’t know. He didn’t know Zuri was dead. He’d grown up with her, even fancied her a little when they were too young for him to know she was just a Lesser.


“Before long, the Xiddeen will be back to finish what they started, and our people are split,” Tau said. “The Royals have aligned themselves with Abasi Odili and the self-styled Queen Esi. Many of the other Nobles sided with them too.”


We’re all dead, then, thought Jabari.


“But it can’t end this way. There’s still so much to do. . . .” Tau trailed off, and that’s when Jabari heard the footsteps coming closer to them. “Keep fighting, Jabari Onai. I could use the help of a good and selfless man.”


“Champion,” a woman’s voice said, “you’re needed.”


She stepped in and out of view. She was wearing a Gifted’s robes. Zuri, was Jabari’s first thought, but Tau had told him that Zuri was dead and it couldn’t be her.


The chair beside Jabari’s bed creaked and a shadow fell over him.


“Keep fighting,” Tau whispered. “We’ll get the man who hurt us both.”


“Champion, we must hurry,” the Gifted said.


“Abasi Odili won’t escape what he’s done,” Tau told him. “Keep fighting, and I swear that before it consumes us, we’ll burn our pain to ash in the fires of vengeance.”





 


UNDENIABLE


Where are we going?” Tau asked the Gifted who’d called him from Jabari’s infirmary bed.


She hurried him along and back to his rooms, telling him that the queen was preparing to attend a meeting with several Nobles and that Nyah wanted him there too. The answer was not comforting. It was late, and though Tau’s experience with midnight meetings was limited, he couldn’t imagine they were a good thing.


Once in his rooms, the Gifted woman urged him to don the dragon-scale swords and champion’s armor that the queen had given him. The black blades, mounted onto his father’s and grandfather’s sword hilts, felt natural at his sides, but the armor, black-and-red leather in the Ingonyama style, made him uncomfortable.


It wasn’t the armor’s fit or quality. The queen’s latest offering was a marvel that gave Tau greater freedom of movement and far more protection than his old gambeson. The form of the thing wasn’t what worried him; it was its function.


Wearing it named him the queen’s champion. It told all Omehi that he was one of the best of them, and Tau had no illusions about what the Nobles would think of that.


“Champion . . . ,” the Gifted said with a shiver as she looked him up and down. “Champion Solarin.” She raised her chin. “I’m Gifted Thandi, but . . . I was a High Common before,” she said with pride, though Tau couldn’t be sure if it was due to her current station or some strange valuing of the one from which she’d escaped.


He still had trouble reconciling the idea of Gifted as ever having been Lessers. The woman in front of him looked strong, wellfed, and the robes she wore were pristine. The very essence of her seemed something other than Lesser, given the grace and confidence with which she moved, her smooth, unweathered skin, and the ease with which she let her beauty show.


Lessers didn’t do that. They buried the fullness of what they were inside themselves because drawing attention to yourself around Nobles was a quick way to be reminded of where you actually stood.


“They’ll think I have no right to wear it,” he said, his thoughts spilling out before better sense could hold them back.


“They’ll be wrong.”


“How can you say that?”


“I say it because if there was any way to deny you, they’d have done it,” she said. “The only way to get as far as you have, considering what they think of us, is to become undeniable.” She waved him on. “Follow me.”


Moving fast, they walked the halls, passing a few guards, who all saluted Tau, their military instincts overriding any reservations they might have about the man wearing the armor of an Ingonyama. Thandi led him to an unfamiliar and empty part of the Guardian Keep, where the walls were unadorned by tapestry or painting and the floors were bare, echoing the tip-tap of their footfalls. Leading him to the end of the undressed corridor, she stopped in front of a locked door that was little taller than Tau and reinforced by a bronze frame.


“I’m sorry for your friend, the Petty Noble who was burned,” she said, revealing the key hidden in the bauble on her necklace and opening the door. “I heard he saved many lives.”


“He did,” Tau said.


Beyond the door were narrow stairs leading down to darkness, and Gifted Thandi led them on.


“A moment, Lady Gifted,” Tau said, trying to keep the fear from his voice as he eyed the way ahead. “The stairs . . . you want me to go into the tunnels beneath the Keep?”


The robed woman looked over her shoulder at him. “Come, Champion,” she said. “The vizier is waiting.”


Tau took a step back. “I think I need to know more about what we’re doing and why, or she may be waiting awhile.”


Thandi tilted her head and blinked at him. She wasn’t like the other Gifted he’d met. Most of them were ascetic in appearance and stern, but Thandi’s face was round, and she had large eyes and a mouth that slipped easily into a smile. She looked young, honest, hopeful.


“The tunnels are the best way to move through the keep unseen,” she said.


“Why do we need to move unseen? Are we in danger?”


She slipped into that easy smile, but it didn’t extend beyond her lips. “Yes.”


He was fine for the first two turns in the torchlit tunnels, but after that, with the exit far behind them, Tau’s limbs began to shake and his mouth went dry. He hid his discomfort from the Gifted, unwilling to appear weak, but the nausea made him misstep and he fell against the nearest wall.


“Champion?”


“I’m well,” he said over a tongue thick as porridge. “I don’t . . . I don’t like small places.”


“Can I help?” she asked.


He waved her off and squinted his eyes. “I’ll be fine,” he said, imagining himself in the open air of Kerem’s mountains. “I can do this . . . ,” he muttered, pushing off the wall as a peal of thunder cracked loud enough to send bits of raw adobe raining down from the tunnel’s makeshift ceiling.


Tau dropped to the ground and scurried to the wall, jamming his back against it while his heart leapt in his chest like a stick-poked frog.


“It’s just the storm,” the Gifted said, kneeling beside him and offering him a hand. “The tunnels are rough cut, but they won’t collapse. I promise.”


Tau stared at her but didn’t see Gifted Thandi. He was remembering the last time someone had tried to comfort him in these tunnels. He was remembering Zuri and noting that the storm had raged since the night he’d lost her. He’d never seen one last so long and wondered if even the heavens mourned with him.


“Let me help,” the Gifted said.


Like Zuri’s, her eyes were brown, but that was the only feature they shared.


“I don’t need it,” he said, and though Thandi looked like she doubted that, she didn’t get the chance to respond.


Nyah, looking like she hadn’t slept in days, walked around the far corner of the tunnel.


“Gifted Thandi, you’re late,” the older woman said, spotting them both, and then, behaving as if it was perfectly normal to find Tau on his ass in the Guardian Keep’s tunnels, she greeted him. “Evening, Champion.”


“Vizier.” Tau said, locking his eyes on her face so he didn’t have to see the floor sliding back and forth.


“You look awful,” she said.


“There’s the sun chiding the cook fire for the hut’s swelter,” he said.


Gifted Thandi chuckled, Nyah turned to her, and Thandi pretended she’d been clearing her throat.


“Does this happen every time?” Nyah asked, swinging back to him. “Are you always unmanned by enclosed spaces?”


“It’s uncomfortable but could be worse,” he shot back. “I could be the youngling.”


It was hot in the tunnels, but the temperature seemed to drop with the look Nyah gave him.


“Do you know why the youngling’s presence and purpose are revealed to so few, Champion?” she asked.


“Because it’s wrong,” he said, working his way back to his feet.


“It’s because the powerless, having no understanding or experience with how much real power can save or destroy, think too simply. They see things as either right or wrong, but the world and the purposes of those in it are distorted, misjudged when reduced to so basic a binary.”


Tau shook his head, and testing his balance, he took a step toward Nyah. “Wrong is wrong,” he said, needing to know what was around the corner behind her and seeing that, only a few strides away, the tunnel ended at a closed door. “It’s in there, isn’t it?” he asked.


“Turn around,” Nyah said, pointing back the way he’d just come. “We’re going that way.”


He wasn’t ready to leave. “They’re intelligent, neh? It’s why they can hold on to the Gifted when they’re entreated. They’re intelligent and you trapped one of them underground and behind locked doors for almost as long as we’ve lived on this land.”


The vizier held his gaze with hers. “You think too simply, and you’re wrong on the last count.” She crossed her arms and stepped aside. “The doors to unwanted truths are rarely locked, since so few wish to face what’s behind them.”


Nyah didn’t think he’d go in. She thought him unwilling to witness the cost of their survival, but Tau had seen the cost and suffered it. He’d been there, helpless, forced to watch Zuri spend her life to save others, and he’d be damned if he couldn’t at least stand in the presence of the thing that had killed her. So without even a last look in the vizier’s direction, he stepped up and pushed open the unlocked door.





 


TOOLS


The dragon’s prison was hot as Hoard and cavernous. It stank like an inyoka’s failed eggs and was lit by guttering torches losing a battle against the dark. The space, taken in its entirety, looked like the Goddess had inverted and dropped a rough-hewn bowl of hardened clay onto a cobbled path, and Tau stood on cracked, crumbling stones, smoothed by the passage of countless feet.


A few steps farther into the room, spread out around the cavern at equal distances, were six Gifted. They held themselves stiff as boards, hoods up, eyes closed, heads down, and most of them swayed with the unsteadiness of exhaustion. They were in Isihogo. Tau could tell. It was also the only explanation that could account for the restless slumber in which the beast before him was held.


With no more than forty strides separating them, it was the closest Tau had come to a dragon, and though it was far from grown, he was awed by the creature’s size. The youngling was massive, and its scales, blacker than tar and harder than hammered bronze, blended into one another in a darkness so complete he couldn’t hold on to their shape or depth in his mind.


In the prison, no one spoke, but it was not silent. The chamber rumbled and hissed with every breath the creature took, and with his back to the tunnels and the wide-open cavern in front of him, Tau’s stomach had begun to settle, but trying to make sense of the dragon turned it anew. He couldn’t focus on any part of it without the scales twisting the light and pulling his eyes this way and that.


“Goddess . . . ,” he said.


And behind him, Gifted Thandi whispered to Nyah. “There’s been an edification from Palm. It’s about the handmaidens.”


“Are they well?” the vizier asked.


Ignoring them, Tau walked farther into the prison, trying to understand the thing before him.


“They rode past Palm’s walls last night,” Thandi told Nyah. “An alarm was raised over the missing horses, but the handmaidens were not pursued.”


“They got out,” Nyah said. “Praise the Goddess, the news will ease the queen’s mind.”


From muzzle to tail, the youngling was many times Tau’s length. It was big enough to smash him beneath a single one of its claws, and being closer, he could see that it was missing scales along its body. The skin beneath the scaleless patches was gray, puckered, and angry, like the surface of a badly healed wound.


He looked back at them. “You’ve held that thing here for lifetimes, in an existence between dreaming and death. You’ve used it to control its kin and harvested weapons from it by ripping pieces of its body away.”


“We’ve kept our people safe, Champion,” Nyah said, letting her gaze fall to the guardian swords at his sides, “and none among us are innocent when all among us benefit from what is done here.”


Unwilling to face her, Tau turned back to the prisoner. The heat, he realized, was coming from it. He went closer.


The dragon’s eyes were closed and its mouth was shut, though he could see a few of its fangs peeking beyond the meat of its lips. Its teeth were coal black and scythe-like, tools for tearing flesh.


“Do you think this helps, being here?” Nyah asked.


He ignored her, letting the heat assault him, punishing himself for his inadequacies, and Nyah walked up to stand beside him. She stood tall and proud, even though her breathing was rapid and she had to squint against the invisible blaze radiating from the youngling. “Our queen needs us.”


Tau said nothing, his eyes on the dragon and its stirrings.


“While you’ve sequestered yourself these past few days, the remaining Greater Noblewomen in the city took it upon themselves to form a ruling council.” Nyah’s mouth twisted. “They think to ‘advise’ the queen.”


“There’s already a ruling council in Palm City,” Tau said.


“The insects in Palm rule over none but the treacherous, and how can they be a ruling council when they bow to Odili?”


The sounds of the three syllables making up Odili’s name felt like the tap of fingers wrapping round Tau’s throat. They made it hard to swallow and harder to speak.


“Are all monarchies so brittle?” he asked. “Why can Odili claim that the queen’s sister is our true ruler and get Palm City bowing to Queen Esi instead of Queen Tsiora?”


“It’s a mistake to think this break the result of a single blow,” Nyah said, shifting back half a step and wiping a hand across the sweat on her forehead. “In the moment, as the knife scrapes your spine, it may seem that way, but the ones who’d kill you from behind are not hotblooded. They’d never trust your death to just one strike.”


“So, there were other attempts to overthrow Tsiora?” Tau asked. “Well, you’re the queen’s vizier. Why didn’t you stop it? Why didn’t you see this coming?”


“It’s always coming,” she said. “The knife was no surprise, only its timing.”


She wiped her forehead again and took another step away from the heat.


She tilted her head toward the dragon. “What you said earlier—you were right. We’ve enslaved this creature and kept it from its family.”


Tau had his left hand on the pommel of his strong-side sword and his grip tightened. “Why say that? Did you let me come in here to taunt me with the things you’ve done?”


“Could I have stopped you?” she asked. “And why shouldn’t you see how far we’re all capable of going to keep those we love safe?”


He turned to face her. The skin on her lips was cracking from the heat.


“I love our queen, Champion Solarin, and this supposed ruling council meets without her,” she said. “Can you understand what that means? Can you appreciate the position in which we find ourselves?” She turned away from him, the dragon, and its heat. “Come, now, we’re needed.”


Nyah wanted him to fight for the queen, and maybe Queen Tsiora was a better choice to lead the Omehi than the Royal Nobles or the Xiddeen, but Tau hadn’t sworn the champion’s oath because he thought it important to fight for Tsiora’s throne. She’d been sitting on it when his father was murdered, and having her there hadn’t helped Aren at all.


The queen’s cause wasn’t his. Tau was fighting to get to Abasi Odili so he could rip him apart, turn him inside out, piece by bloody piece, because that was what it would take for the Nobles to see and hear a man like him. To be understood, he’d speak the one language the powerful share with the powerless, the language of pain, fear, and loss. The powerful had to be shown that people can only be pushed so close to the flame before they catch fire and burn everything down.


He walked closer to the dragon.


“The Royal Nobles are the architects of the coup and are lost to us,” Nyah said. “The few Petty and Greater Nobles who still side with the queen are restless, rudderless. We can’t allow them to think that the queen is too weak to hold us together. We need to put this ruling council in their place.”


Tau’s exposed skin felt hot enough to burn. “You want to barge into their meeting and surprise them,” he said. “You want me there, with my swords and scarred face, to remind them that the queen has both words and weapons.”


“Every tool has its purpose, Champion,” she said. “Will you serve yours? Will you serve her?” Nyah looked at the dragon and back to him. “Or only yourself?”


Without waiting for an answer, she walked away, leaving Thandi behind.


The younger Gifted pointed at the ground behind him and closer to the dragon. “Watch the blood on the floor, Champion. It can kill.”


Tau followed her finger and saw the wet blackness staining the cobbles in streaks. “That’s its blood?”


“The youngling was wounded when it went aboveground, and in any case, the blood is poisonous,” she said. “The Indlovu came and gathered as much as they could, but the Guardian’s heat prevents any from getting close enough to get it all. Have a care.”


“I see.”


She nodded to him, paused, and spoke. “You’ll come, won’t you?” she asked. “Nyah isn’t telling you everything.”


Tau had his back to her, but he was listening.


“We cannot rely on the loyalty of the others,” she said. “The Nobles follow General Otobong. He’s the highest-ranking Indlovu in the keep, and he’s close with members of this . . . ruling council.”


Tau said nothing.


“We do need your help,” Thandi said before following the vizier.


Tau let her go and got as close to the creature as he could, close enough to reach out and touch it, the heat making it feel as if he were standing on top of a funeral pyre. Still, he leaned closer, letting his scalded lips almost brush the dragon’s scales.


“She felt guilt for what’s done to you, and I won’t blame you for her death,” he whispered to the beast. “I just want you to know that the Omehi intend nothing but this for you.” The flesh on his cheeks began to peel. “They wouldn’t forgive it if they’d been treated this way and so can’t believe that you can either. They think you’d kill us all if you could and that’s why they’ll never let you go.” He shook his head. “But Zuri believed that this thing we’ve done . . . that we do to you is a blight on our souls. She told me that a reckoning is coming, but I wonder if it must.”


Unable to take the heat, Tau stepped back.


“When the time comes, I promise you freedom or a quick death,” he said. “As soon as I’m able, either way I’ll release you.”


The dragon’s eye snapped open. Its bloodred iris ringed a pupil so deep and dark it felt like he were gazing into an abyss. Then the pupil thinned vertically, focusing, and the dragon shifted its bulk, trying to stand.


Hearing something fall to the ground behind him, Tau leapt back, swords in his hands.


“Champion!”


Tau shot a look in the voice’s direction. It was one of the Gifted tasked with keeping the youngling under control, and she was pointing to the woman next to her. The Gifted had collapsed, unconscious.


“Please,” the pointing Gifted said, “your closeness to the Guardian makes the work more taxing. Pleas—”


The dragon roared, the sound cracking inside Tau’s head like a whip, and the eye facing him rolled in the dragon’s head as the creature scrabbled at the cobbled floor, trying to lift itself. Swords ready, Tau shifted sideways and away from its claws when movement from the circle of Gifted caught his attention.


The woman who had collapsed was on her knees, and she raised a hand in the youngling’s direction. The effect was immediate. With the circle of Gifted complete again, the dragon could not fight its way free. Backing away, Tau watched as the youngling’s pupil dilated and lost focus, and the eye finally closed.


“Champion,” the one who had spoken earlier said, teeth gritted, the strain of manipulating her gift evident, “you must leave us to this.”


With another glance at the Gifted on her knees, and wishing he had something more to offer the women whose work he’d made more difficult, Tau nodded and left the prison. His skin burned, but that wasn’t what hurt. He was thinking about Zuri.


The days since her death had been impossible; the nights were worse. Like the youngling, Tau had been living a life little better than death, but unlike the beast behind him, he could still control the direction in which his fire flew.


He’d go to the queen. She needed him and he needed her. He’d go to the queen, because at the end of his path with her stood Abasi Odili.





 


REUNION


Tau found his sword brothers waiting for him in the hallway leading to the council chambers. He hadn’t spent time with any of them since the night of the battle, and the faces of those present brought to mind the faces of those he’d never see again.


“Tau!” Hadith said, striding over and clasping him wrist to wrist before pulling him into a hug. “It’s good to see you.”


“And you,” Tau said. His head was spinning. The tunnels hadn’t relinquished their hold on him yet, and he wished he’d had a little more time to come back to himself before running into everyone, but even so, he couldn’t deny how good it felt to see his brothers.


Uduak, waiting for Hadith to release him, wrapped Tau up in an embrace that pinched his still-healing ribs. “Tau,” the big man said.


“Common of Kerem!” Themba, smiling large enough to show teeth and the gaps where teeth should have been, made a show of examining him from scalp to sole. “The new cloths and swords suit you.”


Kellan, standing at attention a few strides back, saluted. “Champion Solarin.”


Feeling awkward at having an Ingonyama showing him such respect, Tau returned the salute. Kellan had proven himself to be a decent man, but it was still hard for Tau to think of them as peers or as being on the same side.


“It’s good to see you, brother,” Yaw said, appearing out of the shadows to clap Tau on the shoulder. “You’ve been missed.”


“And you, brother,” Tau said.


“Any chance we were called from our beds to get fancy swords too?” Themba asked. “The color on those blades matches my eyes.”


None of them had their swords, and Tau wondered if there was any merit to Themba’s joke. “It wasn’t me who called you.”


“Themba is just joking,” Hadith said. “Well, not about us being woken up. We were all in our beds when Nyah sent for us. You’re not coming from your rooms, though. Where were you?”


“Neh?” Tau asked, knowing Hadith well enough to guess he’d not missed Tau’s unsteady gait.


Hadith put a hand on Tau’s shoulder. “You look like you’ve been spending time in tight spaces,” Hadith said, too low for the others to hear. “Where are you coming from, Champion?”


The queen and her retinue saved Tau from answering. Queen Tsiora Omehia walked into the large hallway from a smaller side entrance flanked by her vizier and Gifted Thandi. Behind them marched four members of the Queen’s Guard.


Tau and the men with him went to their knees.


“Rise,” the queen said. “We thank you for leaving your rest so early, and you have not been called to us frivolously.” She nodded to Nyah.


“We go to the council chambers,” Nyah told them. “It seems several Greater Noblewomen in this keep have taken it upon themselves to form a ruling council. Their rush to do so I will attribute to a desire to offer our monarch aid and wisdom, since anything else slips dangerously close to treason.” Nyah clipped the syllables on the last word, making it sound even uglier than usual. “You have been asked for specifically. Most of you are Lessers, but you fought for your queen when it seemed hopeless to do so. Greater Noble Kellan Okar, nephew to the last champion, stands with you. He came to his queen’s defense when few other Indlovu would do so.”


Kellan bowed his head, accepting her praise.


Nyah returned the gesture, then turned to Tau, staring him down. “We are also joined by the queen’s anointed champion,” she said. “Champion Solarin, who has sworn to serve his queen for the rest of his days . . . or for as long as she finds his service worthy.”


Tau had little patience for the way she kept needling him, and he stared back, holding her gaze with his own.


A breath passed and Nyah looked away, speaking to the others as she did so. “I do believe this so-called ruling council hopes to tie the Omehi back together, and I find no fault in that,” she said. “However, forming their council in secret and excluding the queen from this gathering suggests that ending our civil strife is not their only aim.


“It’s only been days, but the Noblewomen in that council chamber have forgotten who fought and died to stop Abasi Odili’s coup. Well, you’re going to remind them,” Nyah said. “You’re here because they need to see that the blades that beat Odili back are loyal to Queen Tsiora Omehia II, and not to councils, whether ruling or guardian.”


“They think us too young to lead,” the queen said, stepping forward and catching the eyes of everyone present. “They think the damage Odili has done can only be undone by their hands, hands they’ll call experienced and deserving. But the Omehi have been steered by hands claiming those merits for generations, and yet today, a greater number of our people starve, suffer, and perish than ever before.


“The ruling councils have had their chance,” she said, “and it was squandered on a war without end that slowly grinds our people to dust. That’s the experience to which they lay claim, and we say it’s not enough. We say it was never enough.”


The queen walked by them, leading the way in her midnightblack dress edged in patterns of gold. Nyah, Thandi, and the Queen’s Guard followed, and the rest of them came after.


“From her lips to the Goddess’s ears,” Tau heard Yaw mutter to himself as if in prayer.


“Champion,” Nyah said over her shoulder, lips tight. “Perhaps you’d care to walk alongside your queen, as is customary?”


Feeling a mixture of annoyance and embarrassment, Tau sped up, moving past Themba, whose arched eyebrow and twinkling eyes made his face look like it was begging to be slapped. He caught up to the queen and they left the hallway, entering the Guardian Keep’s anteroom.


Tau hadn’t been back to it since the day he’d fought alongside Champion Okar, and it was strange to see the large circular space empty, without the chaos of a dozen life-and-death skirmishes. Otherwise, the strange room was as he remembered.


It had thick columns supporting a high balcony with two staircases offering access, and though such ostentation was still a sight, the columns, staircases, and balcony were nothing compared to the anteroom’s centerpiece.


The anteroom was anchored by a fountain made of chalk-white stone that was filled with a swirling red liquid. Standing in the blood-colored waters was a towering statue of Champion Tsiory, his sword plunged into its depths, and through some artifice, the carmine slurry was drawn up into the statue so it flowed to Tsiory’s sword hand and down the hilt and blade of the statue’s weapon. It was a gory reminder of the costly nature of the Omehi’s first days on the peninsula, and it disturbed Tau almost as much as the memory of the lives that been lost in the room only a few nights gone.


Tau pulled his eyes away and they settled on the corridor where his predecessor, Champion Okar, had fallen. Half-formed figures of gray hid in the murk, and Tau’s hands snapped to his blade hilts.


He thought to draw, almost did, but the shapes remained motionless and the queen placed one of her strangely cool hands on his. Tau had to force himself not to yank away from the unexpected touch.


“We asked a sculptor to render the scene of Champion Okar’s last stand,” she said. “When the work is done, anyone who wishes to enter that hallway must pass the statues of the Queen’s Guard who fell holding it. They must pass the likeness of Champion Okar, who gave his life for ours.”


She watched him as she spoke, and this time, Tau was first to turn away. There was something in the way she looked at him. They were strangers, but she had no trouble letting her gaze linger. It made him feel like less of a person and more of a thing, like a favorite toy, long misplaced and only just found.


“Do you find it fitting?” his queen asked as they walked past the unfinished statues.


“I do . . . my queen. You honor Champion Okar and all who fought beside him.”


“He honored us,” she said, moving down the next hallway and into a part of the keep that was new to Tau.


They were in a short passageway ending at a tall wooden door guarded by two Indlovu. The soldiers snapped to attention when they saw the queen. Tau didn’t pay them much mind. He was looking at the door.


The wood was pale, and even in the dim torchlight, he could see that it was made from brittle Xiddan timber. For all its size, he could kick it down, if needed.


“Open it,” Queen Tsiora ordered, walking toward the Indlovu. “We have something to say to those inside.”


The soldiers hesitated, glancing at each other, but the queen kept to her pace, moving forward as if the door were already open, and the two Indlovu hurried to make sure it would be.





 


COUNCILS


When the door to the council chambers opened, Tau heard a man’s voice, cave-deep, arguing the end of some unheard point, but the voice faltered when the queen walked in. Tau and Nyah were next through the door, and the rest of their group came behind them.


The room was circular, enclosed, brightly lit, but smoky from the burning torches, and its floor was painted black. Holding court in its center, wearing the uniform of an Ingonyama, was a boulder of a man. His freshly shaven head gleamed and he had thick eyebrows that sat on a forehead large enough to keep rainfall from ever wetting his nose.


Tau guessed he was the owner of the deep voice, but it was just a guess. There were eleven other Indlovu in the chamber sitting on rising rows of concentric benches, and as the queen’s group entered, they’d all stood to salute her. The queen ignored the military men, so Tau did the same, letting his eyes flit about to take in the rest of the space.


At first glance, the circular room gave the impression of no beginning or end, a room without hierarchy. It was a nice idea, but not an Omehian one, and across the room in front of Tau, instead of another row of benches, there was a line of tall-backed chairs on which six Greater Noblewomen sat. Queen Tsiora focused on them.


“My queen,” said the heavy-browed Ingonyama, saluting hard enough to crack his skull were it not slate thick.


She inclined her head but didn’t look at him. Instead, she spoke to one of the two women seated closest to the center among the six in the chairs. “What do you do here in the dark, Mirembe?”


“My queen,” Mirembe said, rising to bow along with the other Noblewomen, “your presence is an honor.”


“Is it?”


Head low, eyes up, Mirembe smiled as if the queen had made a joke. The Greater Noblewoman, with hair the color of Ihashe grays, had walked her path for many cycles and was still handsome. Her skin, the color of fresh coal, was unlined, her eyes were bright, barely a crinkling at their edges, and when she smiled, her teeth were cloud white. “It’s an honor, my queen, as always, to be near you.”


“If the honor is so great, why not ask us to attend this . . . gathering?”


Mirembe took her seat, her lush dress billowing like a wave when she did. “We gather solely to explore the paths that lie before us. We gather to collect our thoughts so that, once they are collected, they can be presented to you, my queen.”


Nyah took a step forward, drawing even with Tsiora. “By what right?” she asked.


Mirembe looked like she hadn’t understood the question. “Vizier?”


“You heard me.”


Mirembe flashed that cloud-white smile, and in Tau’s mind it stretched wide enough to touch her ears. “Vizier Nyah, I did hear you but don’t understand your concern. We’re simply fulfilling our duty as the peninsula’s one true ruling council.”


Nyah waved a dismissive hand in Mirembe’s direction. “You meet in the middle of the night with the queen’s generals, vote yourselves to power, and have the audacity to—”


“Have a care, Vizier,” Mirembe said. “You have a voice in council decisions, but that tradition is not enough for me to allow you to undermine us.” She shifted in her chair, leaning forward. “We were unanimous without you, but if you’d like to vote against this council’s formation, you can do so now, though it’ll change nothing, given our majority.”


The air was thick with tension. Tau could feel it like it was crawling over him.


“Majority? Who do you six represent but yourselves?” asked Nyah.


Mirembe’s smile slipped. “We are the Ruling Council. We represent the Omehi.”


“The unabridged title is ‘the Queen’s Ruling Council,’ ” Tsiora said, “and perhaps it’s time your queen had her say.”


Mirembe’s smile came back, and when she spoke, Tau saw that her teeth had grown and curved like fangs. “Your Majesty, if it was my decision to make, your say would be all that counted.”


Tau squeezed his eyes shut, doing his best to reject the hallucinations as the chairwoman continued to talk.


“It pains me to even mention it,” Mirembe said, “but as we all know and accept, Omehi law dictates that the queen’s will be balanced with the will of the Guardian and Ruling Councils.”


Tau opened his eyes. The chairwoman looked normal again. He’d shaken the vision loose, but Nyah had noticed his behavior and was looking at him from the corner of her eye.


“Our war with the Xiddeen nears its climax at a time when our queendom has been sundered,” Mirembe said. “Our existence depends on the choices we make these next few days.”


The general nodded.


“Your Majesty,” Mirembe said, “we’re at war and war should not be the business of queens or ruling councils. We have our people to consider, which is why general Ade Otobong has been asked to lead our new Guardian Council and your military.”


“So, you’ve selected and seek to raise to power the man who will act as the third balancing force in our queendom?” Tsiora asked in a way that reminded Tau of how he might stab at an opponent.


“We have and he will,” Mirembe said, voice trembling as she swept her arm out in Otobong’s direction. She sounded earnest to the point of being fearful, but her eyes told a different story. They were bright, sharp, and bold as bronze. “My queen, to end this civil strife, regain Palm City and the faith of all our Noble people, we need to be strong enough to show Odili that the cost of war is too great to bear. We need to present Abasi Odili with an opponent he has no choice but to respect, and this council, servants to you, one and all, have that person in General Otobong.”


“In just one rainy night, you’ve decided all that?” the queen asked.


She was too far away to do so, but Mirembe reached out as if she would hold Tsiora, if only she could. “We have, my queen. My dear, we have. Tell her, General.”


“The council has voted to give me authority over all the Ihagu, Ihashe, and Indlovu who remain loyal to Your Majesty,” General Otobong said. “The path ahead will not be an easy one, but with the Goddess’s blessing, I believe we can reunite our people and retain hold of the peninsula when the Xiddeen attack.”


“With the Goddess’s blessing . . .” Tsiora seemed to be speaking to herself.


Oblivious to her tone, Otobong charged ahead. “We believe Odili has the equivalent of one and a half dragons of fighting men with him in Palm City. He has five scales of Indlovu and thirtysomething Lesser scales that are pretty evenly split between Ihashe and Ihagu. In this city, we have one military dragon made up of a scale and a third of Indlovu and twenty-eight scales of Lessers.


“The numbers make it clear that we can’t take the capital before the Xiddeen return, so our first step will be to open talks with Palm City. I’m confident this will go well because Odili knows me. He knows my record and that I’m good to my word.” Otobong clapped a fist to his chest three times. “He knows he’s better off avoiding the fight I’d give him, and once he’s offered a full pardon, we’ll be able to negotiate reasonable terms with him and Queen Esi.”


At the word “pardon,” Tau’s lips curled back over his teeth and his hands dropped to the hilts of his swords. The movement wasn’t subtle, and the general’s heavy brows pulled together as his eyes dipped to Tau’s sheathed weapons. He was about to say something when the queen spoke.


“Queen Esi?” she asked, her words so quiet they were hard to hear.


“Ah . . . Your Majesty,” Otobong began, “it is your sister’s current styling, and with no offense meant, I simply—”


“Queen Esi?” Tsiora said, louder this time.


“Queen Tsiora,” Mirembe said, emphasizing her name, “I believe the general only meant to suggest that, once talks begin, it will be prudent to extend every courtesy to the other side. Isn’t that right, General?”


“As you wish, Chairwoman.”


“Yes,” Mirembe said, dipping her head low to the queen.


“Enough,” Tsiora said. “Save such scheming for another day. We won’t allow—”


“Scheming?” Mirembe said, voice high. “My queen, that’s not a fair—”


“Your queen is speaking!” Nyah said.


Mirembe stood, feigning no subservience, and, instead of showing a lowered head or lipless smile, she flexed her hands into claws. “Vizier, you overstep.”


“We said enough,” Tsiora said. “This meeting rests on the mistaken belief that we cannot retake our capital and throne.”


Keeping his hands on his hilts, Tau looked to the queen. He’d chosen her side and that was where he’d stay. She’d promised him Odili. But even without having laid eyes on it, he knew enough about Palm City, which had tall, thick walls and stood between the forks of the Amanzi River, to know that General Otobong was telling the truth.


They didn’t have the strength of arms to wrest the capital from Odili’s grasp and wouldn’t without bolstering the number of soldiers they already had. To do that, they’d have to call up most of the Ihagu and Ihashe left in the peninsula.


As far as Tau knew, it was within the queen’s rights to do so. She could order the fiefs to send their fighters to her, but if the other umbusi were anything like Jabari’s mother, they wouldn’t take kindly to orders that stripped them of their soldiers and left them defenseless. Worst of all, if they decided they were better off disobeying, it would weaken Tsiora. A leader whose orders aren’t followed does not remain a leader for long.


“My queen, I’m afraid I haven’t laid out our position clearly enough,” Otobong said. “Please allow me to explain.”


“Would you, General?” Tsiora asked, offering him a dead smile. “There are so many details.”


If Otobong kept talking about pardoning Odili, Tau would be the first to gut the general, but given the queen’s tone, his sense that the man was in danger was so strong, he almost wanted to warn him to shut up.


“Of course, my queen,” Otobong said, nodding hard enough to make his jowls shake. “You see, we can’t take the capital by siege. We don’t have the numbers, and even if we did, we don’t have the time. There’s less than a moon cycle before our truce with the hedeni ends, and if the totality of our forces are not aligned by then, we’ll be wiped out.”


“Thank you, General. That’s very helpful,” Tsiora said. “Helpful, but wrong.”


“Wrong? Uh . . . how’s that . . . Your Majesty?”


“We don’t need to siege the capital,” she said. “When we go to take it, the gates will be opened for us.”


Otobong narrowed his eyes, trying to understand what the queen was getting at. “If I may be bold, Your Majesty, I do not think Odili will surrender his life and the city to you, no matter how many times you order him to do it.”


“We do not care what Odili will or won’t do. We have agents in Palm City. They’ll open the gates when we come.”


Tau’s grip tightened on his hilts when she said it. The queen had a way into the city and that meant they were going to take the fight to Odili.


Otobong shook his head, and the general began to speak even more slowly, enunciating each word as if Empiric wasn’t the queen’s first language. “My queen, I must take you at your word about these agents, but even so, you’re asking us to take too great a risk. What we have are a smattering of Ihagu, some Ihashe, a few initiates from the citadel, and several loyal Indlovu who survived the invasion. Together they’re a military dragon, but they just came out of a bitter battle. We can’t expect to mobilize them, march to Palm, and win that fight, even if the gates are opened.”


“You began this boasting of your capabilities,” Tsiora said. “We’ve told you the gates will be open. Where is your faith, General?”


“They weren’t boasts and I do have faith, my queen. I have faith that if we do the right thing, we can reunite our people and survive, but it isn’t right to face Odili in combat, not as we are,” he said. “He has too many Indlovu and Ingonyama. He has at least as many Gifted as we do, and Goddess knows, the Ihashe and Ihagu in Palm City won’t understand our conflict and are likely to keep fighting for him too.” Otobong turned his body to include Mirembe and the other councilwomen in the discussion. “To win this fight we need more soldiers but don’t have the time to gather them. I’m telling you, if we wish to see another season, we have days to end this rebellion. Days.”


Mirembe clapped her hands together, drawing the room’s attention. “What can we do, then, General?” she asked. “What can we do to survive?”


“It’s as I’ve said. We must compromise with Odili and . . . uh . . . and Princess Esi.”


“This is your decision?” Mirembe asked. “The decision of the Guardian Council?”


“It is,” Otobong said.


“No. Abasi Odili betrayed us,” Queen Tsiora said. “He tried to kill us.”


Mirembe nodded, put a hand to her chest, and closed her eyes as if in prayer. “His actions hurt us all. They are a stain on his honor and a blight on the history of our people.” She opened her eyes, fixing them on Tsiora. “But that does nothing to change the facts the general described, the decision he’s made, and the decision that we on the Ruling Council must also make.”


“This is what you want?” Tsiora asked. “You wish us to forgive and forget treachery?”


“My queen, we’re responsible for more than ourselves in this,” Mirembe said, “and to carry out the duty we owe to those we lead, we have to forgive and forget, or everyone dies.”


Someone behind Tau cleared his throat. It was Hadith, and although he looked uncomfortable when the faces in the room turned to him, he didn’t wither beneath the gaze of his betters.


Tau was beside Nyah and saw her signal Tsiora. The vizier didn’t want her to let Hadith speak, but Nyah’s want wasn’t enough. In the matter of Guardian Councillor Abasi Odili, Tau and the queen were cut from the same stone. They could not forget and they would never forgive.


“Ihashe,” Queen Tsiora said to Hadith. “You have something to say?”





 


LEADERSHIP


There may be a way to delay the Xiddeen attack long enough to gather the forces needed to take Palm City,” Hadith said, “but if we fail, the Xiddeen will send their full might against us immediately.”


Otobong sucked his teeth and stepped farther away from Hadith, like the Ihashe’s smell offended him. “You offer self-destruction?” he asked, before turning to the councilwomen. “I wonder, council, should we not bring in a few of the stabled horses to present their opinions as well?”


“General,” Queen Tsiora said, “we have given this Ihashe leave to speak.”


Otobong seemed to be waiting for Mirembe to do or say something. When she didn’t, he frowned. “Of course, my queen. Why not listen? We have nothing if not time.”


Tsiora looked ready to respond to that, but her next words were gentle, and they were for Hadith. “Go on, Ihashe. Describe the path as you see it.”


“They haven’t left yet,” Hadith said. “The Xiddeen must wait out this storm before sailing, and that means they’re still on our shores.” A thunderclap boomed, as if to support his point. “There are only three beaches beyond the Fist where the Xiddeen could have landed as many raiders as they did. If we split our men into prongs, we can—”


“My queen,” said Otobong, “I apologize, but must we listen to more of this madness? With no humor, I’d rather hear from the horses.”


“General . . . ,” Tsiora said.


“The Lesser is going to suggest we attack the hedeni,” the general said. “He thinks to void our truce by ambushing a force that outnumbers us. Why begin that journey when we can cut to the end of this path by slitting our own throats now?”


“Ihashe?” Tsiora said to Hadith.


She wanted an answer to the problems the general had raised. Tau worried there wasn’t one.


“We don’t need to kill everyone,” Hadith said.


Otobong laughed. “That helps, since we can’t.”


“We just need to kill the warlord.”


“Good thinking, Lesser,” Otobong said. “We won’t fight the other hedeni. We’ll walk past them and only attack the warlord.”


Hadith was becoming angry. His expression hadn’t changed, but Tau had known him long enough to see it.


“We can wait until most of the Xiddeen have left our shores before we attack,” Hadith said.


“Of course we can,” Otobong said. “We have enough fighters to outnumber a single ship’s complement. Our men can swim the Roar, blades held in their teeth, to attack Warlord Achak on his boat.” He grinned at the Indlovu around him. “I see it better now.”


“No, you don’t,” Hadith said, earning himself a sharp look from the Greater Noble. “The warlord is the Xiddeen’s military leader, and by all accounts, he’s a good one. He’ll remain onshore as the majority of his raiders embark. We can attack when the Xiddeen remaining on our land are too few to stop us.”


“Why in the Goddess’s name would the warlord remain onshore while the strength of his force sails?”


“For much the same reason the Xiddeen fight women alongside their men,” Hadith told the general.


Otobong waved away the explanation. “That’s done because it’s the only way they can field enough bodies to overwhelm us.”


“They do it because they view one another as equals,” Hadith said. “Women, men, soldiers, and leaders, for the most part each life is considered to hold equal value and ability.”


Otobong squinted at Hadith. “What are you, Governor caste?” he asked, his eyes flickering to Tau. “Are you trying to tell me that a simple Low Common has equal worth in divining a fief’s finances as you would? Come, now, you’re grabbing a dull sword by its blade and naming it a hilt. The savages are unsophisticated, but even they know that a warlord’s life, with his knowledge of their numbers, strategies, and tactics, outweighs the life of one soldier. He’ll be protected.”


“You’re right on some counts,” Hadith said. “The Xiddeen will protect him, but I’m telling you that, in this, they’ll behave more like Lessers than Nobles.”


Smiling, Otobong spread his arms wide. “Don’t they always?” he asked.


Hadith turned to Tau. “Champion,” he said, “a storm rages outside and no ships can sail the Roar for as long as it does. When the storm dies and the Xiddeen board their vessels, where would you, as their leader, be?”


Tau told the truth. “On the shore. If I lead men into danger, I must see them out of it as well.”


Letting his eyes slide past the general and to the queen, Hadith dipped his head, the gesture taking them both in. “At its essence, isn’t true leadership simply service?” he asked.


Tau didn’t see the queen’s reaction. He was too busy watching Otobong advance on Hadith.


“I’m right here, Lesser,” the general said. “If you have something to say to me, have the courage to do it openly.”


Hadith took a small step back while meeting Otobong’s eyes with his own. “When the storm ends and the Xiddeen begin to leave our shores, we know they’ll do it in several groupings. It’s the only way they can be sure to avoid having their entire fleet sunk by a rogue wave.” Hadith turned to the queen. “I think that the warlord will be among one of the final groups to take to the water, and that gives us our chance.”


“You think?” Otobong asked. “You think?”


“I know it as well as I can know anything that hasn’t yet happened,” Hadith said, pushing on, “and I’m not saying it’ll be easy to get to him. All the fighters in the warlord’s sailing group will still be onshore. It’s like you mentioned. The Xiddeen can’t deny that Achak is important, and he will be protected, but we won’t have to face the full strength of the raiding force.” The general didn’t seem convinced, and Hadith gave it one more swing. “Please, we’ll never have a better chance.”


Otobong closed the remaining distance between them. “You’re saying that you understand our enemy because you’re more like them than I am, and I won’t argue that. On the other hand, I find myself revolted by the fact that you’re using such base commonality as the foundation for your advice to our monarch. Goddess wept, you’re asking your queen to break her sworn word. Lesser, do you lack even a Drudge’s honor?”


Hadith drew himself up to his full height, coming just short of Otobong’s neck. “If you do as I ask, Warlord Achak will never leave our peninsula. He’ll die here and his death will throw the Xiddeen into disarray.”


“I’ll do no such thing,” Otobong said. “I won’t listen to plans for backstabbing and promise breaking when we have Odili and Palm City to consider.”


“Odili stands behind the tall walls of a fortified city that is filled with Indlovu, Ihashe, and Gifted,” Hadith said. “We don’t have the strength to take him on without reinforcements from the fiefs, and we don’t have the time to reinforce before the Xiddeen return to wipe us out. That’s what you told us, right?”


Chairwoman Mirembe spoke then. “And that is why we must make amends with Odili.”


“There will be no amends.” The words were out of Tau’s mouth before he could stop them.


“Champion,” Nyah said, a warning in her tone.


“Champion. . . .” Mirembe cocked her head to one side, saying the word as if she’d never found occasion to utter it before. “Is there something you wish to add?”


“Odili is a traitor. He’ll die a traitor’s death,” he said.


“Really? But isn’t that something your queen should decide?” Mirembe asked. “Doesn’t that decision fall under the purview of the one to whom you swore your oaths, and her councils?”


Tsiora answered and her words helped to calm Tau. “Abasi Odili attempted a coup and has thrown our queendom into a state of civil war. His crimes can have only one response.”


“And in better times, we would respond exactly as you’re suggesting,” Mirembe said. “But, Your Majesty, we do not have the luxury of better times. We must do as we Nobles have always done. We must settle our internal differences peacefully so that we can face our enemies with the full might of our bronze and fire.”


Tau couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Differences?” he said. “Odili tried to kill our queen and there are many others who no longer breathe because of him. He’s a murderer and there’s nothing but justice waiting for him.”


“How dare you,” Otobong said. “You’re talking about a Royal Noble.”


Tau could see where this was heading. They wouldn’t listen. They’d planned it out so they wouldn’t have to. The new Ruling and Guardian Councils intended to outvote the queen and welcome Odili back with open arms, and Odili would accept. He’d have to or he’d die like everyone else in the Xiddeen attack.


Then, once the rebellion was ended and Odili was pardoned, these Greater Nobles would get to keep their roles as councillors. Tau didn’t know how a Noble might rise in caste, but if there was any way to do it, he imagined this was it.


“I think you mean to let Abasi Odili live,” he said, putting a hand to his strong-side sword, “but so long as I draw breath, that won’t be possible.”


Nyah stepped close enough to be standing between them. “That’s enough, both of you,” she said, and, without giving either of them time to respond, she turned to Tsiora. “My queen, may we adjourn? These issues will be better discussed by the light of day, and—”


“You put your hand to your sword while we stand in council chambers with our queen,” Otobong said to Tau, towering over him. “You lack the civility of an inyoka.”


“Oh, you wish me to be civil?” Tau asked the larger man. “You want me to play the part of a Noble when you’ll never give me the same consideration as one. Is that the game?”


“What are you talking about?”


“I can smile and talk as sweet as cane sugar. I can follow every rule you’ll ever make, and it will never be good enough for people like you, because people like you don’t see me as people,” Tau said, pulling a handspan of black dragon scale free from its scabbard.


“Has this thing gone mad?” Otobong asked, backing away.


“General, that is our champion to whom you speak,” the queen said.


It took him a breath, but Otobong tilted his head in deference. “Of course. He’s your champion. Apologies, my queen.”


Tau knew what was expected. He knew it was his turn to apologize, so they could both play the part of noblemen in good company, but Tau wasn’t a nobleman. They’d never let him be one and he wasn’t sure being one was better anyway. So, staring up at the general, he dropped his second hand to its corresponding blade.


“I need no titles to defend me,” he said. “I can do it myself.”


Otobong’s nostrils flared at that and the queen raised her voice. “This meeting is over,” she said. “Mirembe, if you are determined to see a new ruling council formed, we’ll consider it at another time. For now, we’ll retire to think over the advice that has been offered.”


Tau let his eyes flit to Mirembe’s face. The self-named chairwoman looked like she’d sucked something sour, and then she caught him looking at her.


“My queen,” she said, “one last bit of advice?”


“If you must, Mirembe,” Tsiora said.


“Whether we like it or not, we should speak with Guardian Councillor Odili. It’s our duty to try to resolve this without Omehi spilling Omehi blood.”


Tsiora could have been made from stone. “Is that everything?”


“Almost,” Mirembe said, eyeing Tau up and down, “but I must ask, would our queen not be better served by a champion like Kellan Okar?”


“As chairman of our newly formed Guardian Council,” said Otobong, “I would like to second the chairwoman’s thought. Indeed, Okar and Odili are also well acquainted and—”


Tau’s twin blades kissed the bare flesh on Otobong’s neck and the leather armor on his back, the dragon scale selling the man on silence.


“Thief,” Tau said. “I warned you. You won’t steal Odili from me.”


“Champion.” It was the queen.


“I will have justice,” Tau said, keeping his blades in contact with the general’s skin as the eleven Indlovu in the room moved to their feet and drew their bronze.


“Queen Tsiora, it appears as if you’d be well served to seriously consider my suggestion about champions,” Mirembe said, her dispassionate facade thrown aside. Then, raising her voice, she spoke to Tau. “Put away your weapons, you insect.”


“Champion Solarin, we have not yet asked you to kill the general,” the queen said.


“This isn’t the way,” Hadith whispered. “It’s not it, Tau.”


Struggling to get his breathing back under control, Tau looked from face to face, seeing Hadith, Nyah, and at the last, his queen. He took a step back, lifting his black blades away from the general.


His life no longer in immediate danger, Otobong slapped a hand against his bleeding neck and pulled it away to stare in shock at the red smears on his fingers. “You drew blood.”


The guardian swords were sharp beyond measure, and Tau was not accustomed to them.


“You attacked me?” Otobong asked. “You attacked me!”


“General Otobong,” Nyah said, trying to take control, “do you honestly expect to heap abuses on others and receive none your—”


“No!” the general shouted. “It goes too far. This filthy half man shouldn’t even be allowed near dragon scale, let alone to wield it.” The general faced the queen. “Queen Tsiora, tell me, if you will, is this how you intend to rule? With blood drawn among those loyal to you and truces violated with assassinations? I thought you wanted peace. Why are you willing to offer it to our enemies but not to the women and men of your own kind?”


“General . . . ,” warned Nyah, but Otobong would not be stopped.


“I would like to know,” he said, “will you rule with Lessers standing in the place of their betters?”


Nyah spoke first. “There’s only one Lesser that the queen has elevated, and he’s champion because of proven merit. Queen Tsiora has no intention of—”


The queen cut off her vizier. “We do what the Goddess wills and won’t be second-guessed.”


Otobong nodded. “Then we can expect more of them in these meetings, hmm? Whispering in your ear? Undermining your Nobles?” He sniffed. “Queen Tsiora, I understand that you didn’t get to join yourself with a savage, but that shouldn’t mean it must be done with a Lesser.”


“General!” shouted Nyah, pointing an open hand at him.


Otobong eyed her. “You’ll strike at me too, Vizier? Will you lay this Noble low with the Goddess’s own gifts?” He licked his bottom lip and let his mouth twist like he was about to spit. “What have we become?”


Tau didn’t know his queen a tenth as well as he knew Hadith, but he didn’t need to, to know that she was furious beyond reasonable measure, and for some strange reason, seeing her that way made him calmer. It was as if he could sense that having the two of them in a state of pique would not end well.


“Apologize to us, General Otobong,” the queen said, her voice as even and sharp as a newly made blade.


“Beg pardon?” the general asked.


“Apologize before you no longer have a choice in the matter,” she said.


“With respect, my queen,” Otobong said, “I wish to speak as honestly as I’m able before it’s too late for any words to make a difference. You’re too young to see the patterns in this, where it’ll drag us.” He looked down at Tau. “This person you want me to call a champion should be hung for even showing his blade in my presence, and if nothing is done about the affront, then we move in a direction that will eventually overturn the natural order. My queen,” he said, “as perilous as the battles we face are to us, if we let the binds of civility and society slip, then, before long, we’ll unravel everything it means to be Omehi, and when that happens, whether it’s by our enemy’s hands or our own, we cease to exist.”


Tsiora said nothing and the room was silent.


Otobong pointed to Hadith. “And what of the whispers coming from this other Lesser’s forked tongue?” He faced Mirembe and the rest of her ruling council. “Our queen is surrounded by base wretchedness. How can that not have a corrupting influence?” he asked, taking another step away from Tau and moving out of his reach as one of the eleven Indlovu came to stand between them. “My queen,” he continued, “it worries me that you seem so ready to abandon the advice of your generals, councillors, and even your own sworn words of peace.”


The queen’s look was a hard one. “Are you finished, General?”


Otobong ground his teeth but held his tongue.


“The Xiddeen shul and several hundred thousand lost their lives in a torrent of dragon fire,” Queen Tsiora said. “Peace died then, burned away in flames the traitor Abasi Odili fanned.”


Otobong touched at his bleeding neck again and turned to the chairwoman of the Ruling Council. “I tried, Mirembe,” he said. “The Goddess knows I did, but I can’t be part of what she wants.”


“You wish to be relieved of your duties, then?” Nyah asked him.


“Oh, it’s far too late for that to be enough,” the queen said.


Otobong’s eyes widened at that.


“I understand, General,” Mirembe said, “and, after hearing everything here tonight, I’m inclined to agree.” She made a show of glancing to her left and right at the women sitting on either side of her. “The Ruling Council also agrees.”


Tau wasn’t sure what was happening, but he saw Tsiora’s pupils shrink to pinpricks and he made himself ready.


“We’re warning you, Mirembe,” the queen said, “do not go down this path. You won’t like where it leads, and we promise you, there’s no way back from it.”


“Queen Tsiora, we can’t win a fight against Palm City before the hedeni attack us, and we won’t survive their attack without the support of Palm City. Will you save your people and treat with Guardian Councillor Abasi Odili?”


Tau tensed.


“No,” Tsiora said.


Mirembe blinked and leaned back, the edges of her mouth fluttering up and down before settling on an empty smile. “General Otobong, as chairwoman of the Ruling Council, I call on you to help us fulfill our obligation to keep our people and monarch safe from harm. Separate Queen Tsiora from the vizier and these Lessers.”


The general had begun nodding halfway through Mirembe’s little speech. “Indlovu, Queen’s Guard, escort the queen to her rooms, and if any of the Lessers come between you, kill them.”


The Indlovu readied their weapons, their eleven bronze blades reflecting the room’s torchlight, and though she had every right to be scared, the only thing Tau could sense from Tsiora was fury.


Otobong turned his head to Kellan. “Okar, step away from them.”


Kellan raised his hands, balled them into fists, and shuffled closer to Tau’s sword brothers, placing himself in front of Gifted Thandi. “I don’t think I can, General.”


Otobong considered that, sniffed, and turned away. “Pity to lose you too,” he said.


The gap between life and death, Tau thought, was closing. He saw a weaponless Kellan standing poised for a fight he couldn’t win, while, beside him, Uduak breathed deep and widened his stance. Half hidden in the big man’s shadow, Yaw flicked his eyes from Indlovu to Indlovu, and in front of them all, Hadith was frowning, as if regarding bad behavior he’d known to expect.


The odds were not favorable, and since his brothers had been called from their beds, Tau was the only one among them who was armed. It didn’t help that his ribs hadn’t had time to heal, three fingers on his right hand were too broken for a firm grip, and he couldn’t be sure if the Queen’s Guard would side with the queen they’d sworn to protect or the general who offered them a life likely to last longer than the next few breaths.


Someone laughed, and the sound was strange in the moment. It was Themba. The Ihashe, grinning widely, winked at Tau and crossed his arms.


It seemed that the same man who’d once questioned Tau’s ability to stand against a few Indlovu had become confident that he would beat eleven of them. Fifteen, if the Queen’s Guard threw in with the general.


“Take them,” ordered Otobong, and his men came forward.


Poor odds, thought Tau, leaping for the Indlovu standing between him and his target.





 


ODDS


The Indlovu was quick. He had one sword and no shield and still blocked Tau’s weak-side strike as well as his strong-side follow-up. It was the third attack he couldn’t stop. The Greater Noble brought his blocking blade up late and Tau’s sword tore through his throat.


Tau didn’t see him fall. He ran past the dying man as soon as his weapon ripped free of the Indlovu’s neck.


“Kill him!” shouted Otobong, spit flying from his mouth.


The general needn’t have bothered with the order because the ten remaining Indlovu were already moving. Tau had to dash past the nearest of them, shouldering the larger man aside, while hoping beyond hope that Hadith was right and that cutting the head from the inyoka would be enough to stop it from hurting them. He had to get to the chairwoman and make her call off the Indlovu.


Otobong was between them, though, and he swung his sword at Tau’s head. It was a well-timed but obvious attack. Tau knew it was coming and dropped below the blade’s leading edge, letting Otobong’s wild swing shear through empty air, pulling the general out of position. Willing to end the Greater Noble’s life, Tau went to counter, but the thing that Otobong had become made him stop in place.


Standing where Otobong had been was a two-armed demon with the turgid skin of a bloated tick. Tau was facing the creature’s back, and without hesitation it swung round, sending a clawed arm for his face.


Skidding to a stop while trying to blink away the vision, Tau struggled to dodge the attack and regain his hold on the real. He couldn’t do both and felt the bite of bronze as the front of his leather armor was caught and torn by a blade point. The contact yanked him to the side, threatening to take him from his feet, but he held his balance, letting the momentum whirl him around until he was facing his opponent again.


This time it was Otobong he faced and not the monster. The demon had vanished and the general was still resetting his stance, having swung at Tau hard enough to chop him in two. As Otobong righted himself, Tau sucked in a breath of smoky air and glanced down. A strip of leather hung free from his armor, and his chest burned from the shallow cut he’d received. The moment he’d lost to the vision had come close to costing him his life.


Roaring at Tau, Otobong attacked again, hauling his sword to purpose in a backhand swing. Tau parried with his weak side, staggering under the strength of the blow but stopping it. Without hesitation, Otobong jerked his blade back and stepped away, seeking to move beyond Tau’s striking range while keeping Tau within his. But before he could do it, Tau ended the fight.


Using as much force as he could generate in close quarters, Tau slashed down with his twin swords. It wasn’t necessary. The blades were made of dragon scale and when the one held in his left hand crashed into Otobong’s sword, the one in his right chopped through the general’s sword arm like it was a stalk of drought-withered cane.


It was Otobong’s flesh that yielded first. It split, separating to reveal muscle, tendons, and the two thick bones that made up his forearm. The dragon scale bisected them both, and Otobong’s hand, sword, and a cup’s worth of his blood splattered across the painted floor. The general threw his head back then, screaming, howling in pain, the sound of it echoing through the council chamber from deck to dome.


No time to waste, Tau hopped back, ready to run to capture Mirembe or defend himself against the other Indlovu, but the Indlovu weren’t attacking. They were staring at Otobong and what was on the floor in front of him.


The general was on his knees and using his remaining hand to clutch at his ruined arm as blood poured from it. On the ground beside him was his sword, and the weapon’s blade had been cut in two. Tau’s dragon-scale swords had struck Otobong’s blade as well as his forearm, and they had destroyed them both.


Tau caught the movement as one of the Indlovu looked up at him from the kneeling general. The rest were also shaking off the shock. He knew he didn’t have long, and he spun toward the chairwoman, racing for her. He got two steps before she took control of him.


It was like running into a wall of knives. His body felt like it had been shredded to bits, then put back together too quickly. Tau would have yelled, but he couldn’t move his mouth. He could barely breathe, and even without having experienced it before, he’d seen enough with the dragons to guess what had been done. Desperate, he dove into Isihogo.


The gray mists and howling winds welcomed him home, and in front of him, exactly where the chairwoman had been standing, was an indistinct figure, masked by the shifting black opaqueness of a Gifted’s shroud.


“This is how you die, Lesser,” the woman behind the shroud said, her words faint in the underworld’s endless storm.


“You’d entreat a man?” Tau asked.


She barked out a laugh. “Do Low Commons count themselves as such now?”


Though it was painful to even think her name, Tau thanked Zuri for her lessons. “We’ll die together, then,” he said, finding the tethers that bound his soul to the chairwoman’s as easily as if the binds were physical. He pictured himself grabbing them, wrapping the tethers tight around his arms, and using them to hold her as firmly as she held him. “I’ll keep you here, and when your shroud fails, we’ll greet the demons together.”


There was a pause. He’d caught her off guard. She hadn’t expected him to know that Gifted did not entreat intelligent beings for exactly this reason. The tethers of entreating work both ways.


“You don’t have the time,” she said. “In Uhmlaba, my Indlovu will cut your head from your shoulders and I’ll use it to feed the scorpions in the rock gardens.”


Tau railed against her control, pulling and wrenching this way and that, looking for weakness or hoping to drain her power faster than he would if he let her control him. It was working. He could see her shroud quivering as he strained. He could also see that, even with the time difference between Isihogo and Uhmlaba, he had no hope of collapsing her shroud before the Indlovu killed him.


He fought harder. She laughed, and with the part of him that was still in his world, he heard her call out to the Indlovu.


“Kill . . . the . . . Common,” she said, her voice deep and slow, like someone had poured syrup over the moments, stretching them like the gummy sap from the bramble bushes in Kerem’s mountains.


He felt her then, in some part of his mind or soul or will. He felt her ooze her way over him and onto his arms. He felt her in his broken fingers and in his neck and face, too close, like a larger presence holding him, choking him, and breathing on him with fetid breath. She made him open his hands, digit by digit, and in a world far away from the mists that cloaked him, he heard his swords fall to the ground.


“Yes,” she said, and it seemed that she was beside him, whispering, her wet lips smeared against his ear. “This is how it ends for you, freak. This is how it always ends for those who think to stand as tall as their betters.”


She forced her way deeper inside his real body, the one in Uhmlaba. She moved his tongue between his teeth and made him bite down.


“How dare you speak to me,” she said. “You don’t have the right.”


Tau pushed against her control, but she was too strong and he could taste blood as his teeth clamped down harder and harder on his tongue.


“How dare you,” she said as blood began filling his mouth.


He tried to shout, to move. He tried to call for help, but the only thing he could manage was to hold on to the tethers of her soul as the Indlovu came to take his life. The only thing he could do was wait until it was over, but then came the pressure.


It was instant and crippling and Tau thought it was death. He thought either the Indlovu had killed him or the chairwoman had done it with her powers, but she shouted in surprise and he knew it was something else that had come for them.


“Mirembe!” called a new voice, heavy with power.


Tau battled the tethers, and in Isihogo, where they were looser, he was able to turn his head. Beside him was a darkness deeper than the blackest night, a shroud so thick Tau could see nothing of the person it hid. He knew them anyway.


“Mirembe, you have overstepped,” his queen said.


“Tsiora?” Mirembe whispered, and Tau heard her only because she held him in her shackles, her voice sounding out like a bell rung in his head. “It’s true?” she asked, and he felt Mirembe’s fear as if it were his own. “Goddess wept . . . it’s true?”


The bonds holding Tau slipped as Mirembe gave in to dread and Tau struggled against her. But before he could free himself, the globe of black beside him moved forward and a blinding bolt of light shot out from it, flying for the chairwoman. Mirembe tried to move, but the bolt grew in size, becoming too large to avoid, and when it struck her, the world exploded. Caught in the blast, Tau’s consciousness collapsed, bursting like an overweight bubble and sending him spinning into nothingness.


When he could piece enough of himself back together, he found he was on his hands and knees in the council chambers. He spat the wad of blood from his mouth, thankful his tongue was still attached, and even that small act took most of his will. Tau’s head felt like it held a hundred serrated dirks, and when he looked up, pain forked through him like a surgeon had pushed the knives deeper.


Across the room, Mirembe had tumbled backward over her chair and was sprawled on the ground, half senseless and moaning.


Tau growled and tried to get his feet beneath him. She’d been in his head, her oily grip sliding over and dirtying his soul. She’d held him helpless, used him, and he would kill her for it. He raised one knee, felt a presence near him, and jerked his head to see who was there.


An Indlovu was standing over Tau, sword at the ready, and Tau bunched his muscles, preparing to dive away, when he noticed the man was holding the blade defensively. The Greater Noble was in a standoff with two of the Queen’s Guard.


Four of the other Indlovu were on the ground, felled, no doubt, by Thandi, who had her hands up and pointed in their direction. The remaining five were facing Tau’s scale and the two other Queen’s Guard as well as Nyah, whose hands were up and ready.


Tau sat back on his haunches. His odds had been wrong. His scale might have been weaponless, but the three Gifted with them were not.


“Be at ease, my queen,” pled one of the councilwoman. “We are yours.”


“No!” yelled Otobong, his face screwed up as he grasped the stump of his arm. “Don’t do this. She offers nothing. She—”


Kellan slapped the general with the back of his hand. “General, you should step away now.”


One of the Indlovu hefted his sword, but the same councilwoman called out. “Indlovu, do nothing! Queen Tsiora, this must end.”


“And it will,” the queen said. “Lay down your arms and none of you will be harmed.”


“Don’t . . . don’t do it,” Otobong said. The words, pushed past his bruised lips, were soft, shaky, and, kneeling in a growing pool of his own blood, he looked near to fainting.


“Do not make us rescind our clemency,” Tsiora said, sweeping her eyes across the Indlovu.


In a clatter of bronze meeting stone, the general’s men dropped their weapons and Tau’s sword brothers snatched them up.


“Noblewomen, General Otobong, you’re right, these times are trying,” Tsiora said as Hadith helped Tau to his feet. “Our fight for survival grows desperate and it has been made very clear that if we are to survive we must move past compromise and councils. We must fight and burn as queens before us have done. We must be a Dragon Queen, and Dragon Queens keep their own council.”


Otobong’s head came up at that. “You? A Dragon Queen? You think yourself akin to Queen Taifa?”


Tsiora looked down on him. “We are kin,” she said.


The general snorted. “And all this time we called your sister insane.”


Moving with zeal, the same smile from earlier still on his face, Themba lifted his boot to kick Otobong. Tsiora stopped him with a raised hand.


“No,” she said. “See that the general’s wounds are tended and then imprison him with the rest who have defied us. They are not to be harmed, for they had our word.”


Kellan saluted, pulled Themba back by his tunic, and signaled to Uduak, Yaw, and two of the Queen’s Guard to help him remove the new crop of traitors.


Hadith, still helping Tau to stay standing, leaned close and whispered. “Care, Tau, care not to be used and thrown away in their schemes. What we do must benefit all, and things will happen fast now.”


Tau shot him a look, but Hadith was focused on the queen, appearing for all the world as if he’d never spoken.


“Ihashe,” the queen said to Hadith, “will cutting the head from the inyoka save us from its bite?”


“This creature has many heads, my queen,” Hadith said, “but the one that has made clear its intention to strike is also the one we can stop.”


Tsiora inclined her head and spoke to Kellan. “Be quick in handling these traitors, Kellan Okar,” she said. “We believe that before this long day has ended, our champion will have need of his sword brothers.”


Her gaze returned to Tau and Hadith, and though shadows of Mirembe’s touch still ran riot through him, Tau stood straighter.


“Champion Solarin, you and your men have had too little time to grieve, too little time to heal, and we . . . we are sorry for this,” the queen said.


There it was again, the strange intimacy. She spoke to him like he was a close companion who’d been gone too long. She spoke and he could almost believe she hurt for his pain, his loss. Her eyes told him she did.


“But time and storms wait for neither women nor queens, and there is work to be done,” she said. “Champion, will you assemble your fighters and seek out the Xiddeen? Will you do what must be done to grant us the time to heal the rift in our queendom?”


“My queen, how can I leave you after what’s just happened?” he asked. “How can I protect you if I go?” It felt strange to say it, but Tau felt it was true.


“You are gracious, but we have our Queen’s Guard and we’re never truly defenseless,” she said, glancing at Mirembe cowering at the foot of two chairs. “We shall be careful until you return, Champion Solarin.”


It was kind, the way she put it, but Tau felt a little foolish thinking he was the only sword standing between the queen of all the Omehi and those who might wish her harm. Even so, a part of him still wanted to stay with her.


“Champion Solarin, I’m asking you to do something horrible,” she said. “Will you take Warlord Achak’s life?”


To the queen he gave an answer. To the Goddess he offered his word. “That and more,” he said.
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