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In the old days we lived amongst you, in plain sight. You knew the names we told you and some of you knew the names we never told. We cared for you, protected you and taught you. The woe of love.
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Prologue



The Alaafin had always thought it would rain on the day he died. Instead, the sun stood at its full height above him with no opposition from the clouds. The heat made his dark skin glisten with sweat. Sunny days usually made him smile, but this was not a day for smiles. Before the day was done, he’d be dead.


‘Don’t die before you are dead,’ Oya said, placing a hand on his chest. ‘Be strong, my love.’


She peered up at him and smiled. To smile like that when she knew what was coming was an act of uncommon strength. He tried to smile back but it was in vain. He didn’t have it in him. Not a true smile. Only she could do that.


She had skin like smooth earth, with a full head of braids that trailed down her back like thick black snakes. Her boubou of nine colours had loose-fitting sleeves and a bodice tight to her form.


Her love was like honey spooling in a bowl. Sweet and slow; thick and full. A gift he could never truly be worthy of. The Alaafin would have given anything to sing to Oya in the way she deserved, to praise her, to exalt her, and worship her. Now he feared all he would have for her would be screams.


No, I won’t scream, I won’t let her hear me scream. I have to be strong for her. He straightened.


Their house was no fortress. He’d built it himself with his hands, perseverance, mudbrick, and palm leaves. There was nowhere to hide, nothing to protect them.


They could run, but even if they did, they could not outrun him.


There had been a time when he could vault a nation with a stride, part the waters, call the wind to carry him and be sure it would obey. A time before all this; when men still called his name. A time when, if he dipped his toe in the ocean, the world heard the splash. That time was long gone.


It was a cruel way to die, awaiting slaughter like a goat on festival day. The whistle of the wind was like laughter in his ears.


Oya touched the small of his back. ‘He is close. I can feel him.’


The cord in his neck pulsed. The Alaafin could feel him, too.


He drew in breath. ‘I am going to get my double-axe.’


Oya’s hand glided slowly from his back to his shoulder. Her touch still made his skin tingle. ‘There is no sense in that, my love. Just hold me – for now.’


He bit down on his tongue and pulled her close, burying her head in his chest. Her nails dug deep into his back as he locked his fingers in her hair. For that small, eternal moment he felt whole; blessed and stout-hearted. But it was only a moment.


A disgusted squall from above drew their attention. A vulture, alone and unafraid, loomed overhead. Its wings stretched wide, as though expecting applause.


Oya glanced up at the bird, her gaze cold as the night sea. The vulture glared back. Daring them, almost. A normal vulture would not goad the living, but this was no normal vulture.


The Alaafin arched his back and stared up at the sky, then he called lightning by its name. A bolt from the heavens struck the bird directly. A shriek rang out as it fell dead to the ground.


If the Accuser wanted to kill them, they would not go quietly.


‘I am going to get my double-axe.’


This time, Oya did not disagree. He could almost feel her fury flare as her countenance changed.


‘I am with you, my husband.’


At last, he smiled. They would die as they had lived, and that was enough.


They gathered their weapons and adorned themselves with every charm they owned. Damudamu, to confound their enemy’s senses; isora, to blunt every enemy blade; and aferi, to become invisible to the naked eye.


Oya washed her two-edged ida sword with pepper and poison to paralyse at a touch, then wore a necklace with the single black cowrie that warned her of danger. The Alaafin sharpened his double-axe and put on the amulet of Jarishma, which made his skin impenetrable. Their faces were painted with the blood of enemies long dead. Finally, the Alaafin donned his war helmet. Hard iron, wrought in the shape of a snarling dog. It made a sharp sound as he snapped it shut.


They stood as one. Ready to die.


The Alaafin let out a sharp breath. ‘Let him come.’


A ripple in the air announced the arrival of their executioner. He was dressed all in white with bleached, near-translucent skin, and pointy teeth like knives. He moved like he had all the time in the world, every step bereft of urgency. Like a man who owned the earth.


The Alaafin narrowed his eyes. The Accuser.


A boy appeared next, also dressed in immaculate white. The boy watched the Accuser with all the eager calm of an apprentice watching his master’s work. His smile was that of a hunting dog staring at cornered prey.


When he spoke, the Accuser’s voice was like water wrenched through an empty husk. A voice that came in an unsteady drip-drop, with high and low notes falling with no rhythm. ‘The Alaafin and the Mother of Nine. I know you sensed that I was coming, yet you have not tried to run. Tell me, have you decided to serve the Son?’


The Alaafin parted his lips but Oya spoke first, her voice taut with rage. ‘Bind the Son to hell! Dara the Skyfather remains Lord of All.’


The Alaafin smiled again.


The Accuser’s stare was pitiless. ‘So, it is death. Will you die quietly?’


The Alaafin’s eyes narrowed to dark slits. Old strength reared up inside him. ‘It will be loud.’


The skies grumbled overhead. It was going to rain after all. He etched the crossroads sign of Dara the Skyfather across his sternum and raised a hand, calling forth his shadow. Sheets of effervescent black mist oozed from his skin as his shadow rose in a column of black froth. A sharp and sudden storm wind whipped black fumes into a spiralling updraft. Power flooded him, roaring through his bones and body, calling him to act. He hefted his double-axe in his right hand and stretched out his left. A night-black curved blade coalesced from dust in his outstretched grip. Clouds ambushed the sun, telling all things living to find shelter.


Brimming with the power of his shadow, the Alaafin raised his double-axe high and screamed his own name: ‘Xango!’


The Accuser’s expression was almost one of delight, a quirk in his lips the only response to the Alaafin’s show of power. They were amusing to him. He chuckled and raised his own hands to the sky. The Alaafin jerked back.


To the eye, nothing had changed – but to the Alaafin, it was a declaration. He could sense the foreboding press of the Accuser’s incredible power. It was as though the air itself was being strangled.


The Alaafin cursed. ‘Shege.’


A thin, grey-white sword materialised in the Accuser’s hand and he started to chant.


‘And the Son shall cast them down, erase their names, their seed in the land.’


Oya’s arms quivered as her sword-grip went slack. Tears trailed down her cheeks, smearing the war paint. This is not how it should end.


She glanced at him and when their eyes met, she smiled, for the very last time. ‘I love you … Xango.’
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A Pigeon Among Swans



RUMI


In this life, it is important to know the truth about yourself. It helps to resist the lies. A dead man told Rumi that.


Rumi knew at least three things about himself. He knew he was Odu down to his bones. Born under a bloodwood tree, with dark rosewood skin and dreadlocks that grew to his waist. He knew he had to keep his pride; it was his weapon and armour in an adversarial world. He knew the smell of Kuba people made him sick.


That afternoon, Rumi was sick.


The triumphal arch above bore the words ‘The Golden Room’. As he stepped forward, the floral stench of Kuba perfume jumped down his throat.


He cursed under his breath. ‘Shege.’


It was the scent of prosperity. Orchid, with hints of bergamot, honey and salt. Doubtless a delight to the local Kuba parvenu, but it made Rumi feel like a jungle wolf that had strayed too close to the village and caught the scent of a hunter.


Always keep a Kuba at least a spear’s length away. That was his philosophy, but today, he was deep in Kuba territory with scant protection for his nose.


A short Kuba man stood beside the door. Shaped like a cookpot, with a thick, obstinate jaw and the Golden Room’s crest on his dark blue kaftan.


The doorman looked at Rumi the way a gatekeeper looks at a stray, sickly dog.


‘Who you be?’ the doorman called out.


Pidgin. He had spoken pidgin to Rumi. When a stranger speaks pidgin to you, it means they think you are a beggar, a village boy or both. Rumi was a village boy and he was no stranger to begging when the money purse was light, but he could speak the damn Common Tongue.


He forced a smile and replied in clean Common. ‘I’m here to audition … sir. I’m a musician.’


The doorman snorted. ‘Do you have a reference?’


The moment of truth.


Rumi produced a small note and handed it over. ‘From Tinu the Panther.’


The doorman read it slowly. Or at least, it seemed slow. Time always moved slowly in the big moments. Like the moment before the guilotine falls.


‘Your name?’ the doorman finally asked.


‘Irumide Voltaine.’


The doorman blinked, eyed Rumi up and down, then nudged the door open. ‘Take a seat in the waiting room. I’ll call you when your turn comes.’


Supressing a smile, Rumi brushed through the door. As soon as he was inside, he let out a silent breath, sagging against the wall. A chance. That was all he wanted. A chance to make some real money. The kind of money that allows you to plan your life. To leave leftovers on your plate.


He straightened as he looked around. The anteroom was opulence incarnate. A huge window dominated the far wall, bathing the room in sunlight. The curtains and carpet were a shimmering honey-gold, and there was a large, gold-plated table at the centre with four candelabras. By the near wall, marble busts of musicians past stared down at him with stern, disapproving faces.


It was like being in another country. The Palmaine had brought a piece of their nation to Basmine; everything down to the candlewax looked imported.


Rumi was dazzled. Who wouldn’t be? Yet, like an over-sugared butter cake, there was something a little sickening about it all.


The place was swarming with Kubas, dressed in colourful cashmere kaftans and soft-sole leather sandals.


Rumi had his best kaftan on, but beside them, he looked like a wretch who’d had an especially torrid year and been robbed on the trip down. A pigeon among swans.


His height – a gift from the father he’d never known – made him an easy target for their reproachful glares. His skin seemed to itch just from being in the room.


He glanced up and noticed a strange ceiling mural. It was a painting of pretty, pale angels having a naked frolic in the clouds. The angel at the centre of the painting was the prettiest of the lot, seated on a throne of clouds with a vulture perched on his shoulder. Why ruin such a beautiful scene with a vulture?


Instinctively, Rumi tugged the edges of his leopard-skin scarf to make sure it covered the tattoos on his neck. The last thing he wanted was for some prick to start screaming ‘denier’ if they saw his tattoos.


In places like the Golden Room, where wealth was a virtue and poverty a vice, Rumi was the devil and his Darani tattoos made him worse than the devil to some. Anyone with sense knew there was no place for the old gods in this shiny new world.


A soft sound behind him sent a tremor up his spine. Rumi glanced over his shoulder. A man was fingerpicking an oud; tuning it. Finally, he relaxed. It was the first thing in the Golden Room to make him smile. Each touch of string was a subtle, delicate test. A search for the taut places.


The old Odu saying went, ‘A man’s hands tell his story’.


If Rumi’s hands told his story, they would say he had been whipped, that he had climbed trees and fallen from them. That he had scratched flesh when that was all he could do to protect himself. That he had burned his fingertips reading books by candlelight and that he had never caressed a woman the way Belize did in all his mother’s secret books. Today was about his hands, nothing else. Not the Kuba, the Palmaine or anyone else.


He scanned the room for Odu people. The Kuba and Odu looked much alike, but Kuba were typically darker in complexion and thinner at the nose. To be truly sure of a person’s tribe, you had to look them square in the face. Rumi wasn’t in the habit of staring at Kuba, so instead he looked for other signs – well-worn kaftans or sandals dusty from walking.


One man seemed to fit the description. He stood near the marble busts with an easy slouch, in sandals not quite as new as the others.


Rumi made his approach. ‘Hashiyeshi,’ he called out in greeting.


The man raised his chin, but his expressionless gaze did not change.


Rumi tried the Common Tongue. ‘Hello?’


‘Oh, hello,’ the man said, his lips curling into a vague approximation of a smile as he stepped close.


The man’s accent made music of the Common Tongue. Soft and fluent. It was native to the man.


The man probably lived in the Citadel. He probably ate three courses at dinner. Soup for starters and the like. When Rumi shook his hand, it was like silk rubbing on charcoal. His hair was slick-wet with pomade, parted just left of centre.


The man was Odu; the dark brown eyes and wide bridge of the nose screamed Odu. But he was a different type of Odu. Tidy as a Palmaine schoolteacher at morning bell.


Tales of the Odu way of life were written all over Rumi, but this man was a blank canvas. Rumi’s arms were stiff with lean muscle from a life of lifting, swinging and pulling. The labour in this man’s arms likely came from writing bank notes and pointing at servants. He had the straight-backed gait of a man from a good home, and a ten-string harp worth more than Rumi earned in six months.


Rumi’s fake smile melted away. He had hoped to find something familiar but had found a man who embellished his otherness.


The light in the man’s eyes dimmed as he studied Rumi in return. The man was comfortable in this room. A comfort that must have taken years to cultivate. Fighting to belong, making people forget he was Odu. Getting that hair so soft. The scowl on his face plainly stated he did not, under any circumstances, want to be lumped in with an Odu like Rumi.


So Rumi gave a tight-lipped smile, nodded with understanding, and walked away.


He found an inoffensive spot near the audition-room door where he would be left alone to eavesdrop.


As the minutes slid into hours, the soft tick-tock of the pendulum clock above the door made a slow mockery of his patience. There was no first-come-first-served in the Golden Room. Palmaine first, Kubas next, Saharene just ahead of Odu. Even the soup-to-start Odu had to wait his turn.


By the time the doorman started to call the Odu, fifty-six players had auditioned and only two had been taken. Rumi had fallen into a sort of trance when the doorman finally called his name.


‘Irumide Voltaine!’


He gave a start and rose to his feet. Curious eyes settled on him. His name was plainly not an Odu one, nor could it be said to belong to any other familiar tribe. His mother had refused to adopt a familial last name. They were – she explained – not part of Odu culture. She had taken to calling herself Voltaine instead and Rumi had followed her lead.


As he nudged the audition-room door open, he whispered a prayer. ‘Dara, father of all, go with me.’


Three people sat before a long glass table on a dais. They glanced down on him like gods at the gates of paradise, appraising his misdeeds. If they really were gods, the looks on their faces said they were ready to send him straight down to hell.


The man at the centre was a young Palmaine with the twin tell-tale combination of raven-black hair and watery blue eyes. It was Zahim Alharan, the proprietor of the Golden Room. His sharp cheekbones and eagle-like nose indicated he was of the oldest, purest Palmaine vintage, with the subtle poise and upturned chin of a person who has never worried about a meal or a warm bed.


The woman seated to the left was Saharene, with skin like desert sand and big hazel eyes. She wore a dark, loose-fitting boubou and a band on her forehead that kept her dark hair pulled back. As her eyes swept through Rumi, she had the look of someone who had been presented with a mule when she was expecting a thoroughbred.


Seated on the other side, the last of the three, was a stout Kuba man with sea-green eyes; thin, greying-black hair; and a heavy, gold-linked chain. He looked like every villain in every storybook.


Tough crowd.


The three of them inspected him for a long moment before anyone spoke.


‘Irumide Voltaine, is it?’ the Kuba man finally asked.


Rumi bowed. ‘My friends call me Rumi.’


‘Welcome, Irumide. My name is Kunde; I’m one of the music directors here. How old are you?’


‘Seventeen.’


‘And where are you from?’


‘The brightest village in Basmine, it’s called Alara. It’s—’


‘A village?’ Kunde said, raising an eyebrow.


Rumi wet his lips. ‘Yes.’


‘And what tribe are you from?’


‘I am Odu.’


Kunde seemed amused. ‘Yes, you look Odu, but your name is unusual.’


‘I suppose it is.’


Kunde waited for a moment, expecting more of an explanation, but Rumi had nothing for him.


Kunde cleared his throat. ‘You speak well.’


Rumi’s smile momentarily slipped. He could almost hear the unspoken words ‘for an Odu’.


‘Thank you,’ he said, summoning all his nerve to smile.


‘And where have you played before?’


‘At the Orchid House.’


Kunde stroked his chin. ‘Orchid House … Orchid House … Ah, I remember! It’s a fighting club.’


Rumi winced. ‘That’s the one.’


‘You look like a fighter yourself.’


Rumi bit down on his tongue. His smile was tiny now. ‘No, I’m no fighter.’


‘Good … and why did you leave the Orchid House?’


Rumi’s mind flashed to the Orchid House. To Tigrayin, Nataré, the floor wet with blood.


‘I want to challenge myself.’


The Kuba man chortled. ‘You’ve certainly come to the right place.’


The Saharene woman interjected. ‘Ghastly business, wasn’t it? At the Orchid House?’


Rumi’s heart thumped his ribs. ‘Excuse me?’


‘The proprietor at the Orchid House. He was killed, wasn’t he? Beaten to death?’


Rumi lowered his chin. ‘Yes … ghastly business. Gambling debts.’


There was a moment of silence that seemed to stretch for an eternity.


‘What will you be playing?’ Kunde eventually asked.


Rumi let out a silent breath and raised his drums. Zahim threw back his head and laughed.


The last vestiges of Rumi’s smile vanished. He could feel his stomach slowly sink.


‘You came to the Golden Room with … drums?’ Kunde said.


‘Kasinabe drums.’


The Saharene woman made a disgusted noise. ‘I warned the doorman, no timewasters.’


Rumi’s cheeks melted on his face. Stupid. Stupid.


Of course they didn’t like drums. He should have borrowed a flute or an oud. His mother had a pretty little kora they would have loved. His chance was slipping away.


Zahim raised his hand to quieten the room. ‘Let’s hear him.’


‘Drums, Zahim?’ the woman said.


‘He got this far with drums, so let’s hear him.’


Dara bless that man.


Kunde smirked. ‘You have a fondness for crude things, Zahim.’


‘A king loves a jester,’ the woman said.


‘You wound me, the both of you. Courtesy demands we let him play, as we have let others.’


It was subtle, but Zahim was still Palmaine and the other two still natives. He had the binding authority in the room and there was no part of Palmaine hypocrisy that was taken more seriously than courtesy.


The woman frowned. ‘Fine. Let’s hear it.’


Rumi nodded, giving them no time to change their minds. With no cue, he started to play.


He let his hands speak for him, and they said many things as he lost himself in the music. He felt them fall under his spell. When he finished his piece, the Saharene woman was stony-faced and Zahim’s eyes were wet with tears.


‘Give us a moment,’ said the Saharene woman.


Rumi stepped outside and pressed his ear shamelessly to the door.


Their debate, though spirited, was conducted in whispers and through the door only the ghost of words could be heard. Rumi’s heart thumped so hard it hurt his ears.


After a brief deliberation, he was called back in for Kunde to deliver the verdict.


‘You have something. You have … something … but we don’t think drums fit with the players we have here at the Golden Room.’


Everything after the word ‘but’ hit Rumi like a punch to the gut. It was still horribly bitter, despite being braced for and expected. He bowed and turned to leave.


I should have never come here. I let these butter-eaters have their fun with me. They will laugh when I leave.


He gritted his teeth and found both hands bunched into fists. I did everything right.


He glanced at the marble bust at the side of the door. Must have been worth a full year’s pay. Twice that. For a moment he was sure he was going to smash it to tiny pieces. But then a thought occurred to him.


He glanced over his shoulder. ‘I can play other instruments.’


The Saharene woman lifted an eyebrow. ‘What instruments?’


Rumi rushed to speak. ‘The flute, the oud, the kora and I can play the harp and—’


She raised a hand, cutting him off. ‘Steward!’


The doorman shuffled into the room and bowed. ‘Yes, Mistress?’


‘Bring me my oud.’


A few moments later, the doorman returned with a beautiful long-neck oud.


Rumi took the oud and traced his forefinger over the woodwork. He had only played the oud a handful of times; he was a drummer.


‘Play for me,’ the woman said.


A moment of uncertainty washed over him. His mother’s words drifted through his ear. When the music plays, it is better to dance than to stand still.


So, he played. He wasn’t perfect – there were missteps – but he played with an accumulated contempt that made the oud come alive. It was like a weapon. He tugged its strings like a crossbow. He told them about themselves with it, he exposed their lies with it. He shouted his name with it.


Zahim smiled when Rumi was done. ‘Come back in three weeks. Bring an oud.’


‘And get a haircut,’ Kunde added.


Rumi ran a hand through his dreadlocks. A haircut. That stung a bit.


Zahim cleared his throat and handed him a folded letter. ‘Welcome to the Golden Room.’


Rumi bit his tongue and bowed, his heart pounding as he left the room.


Outside, he doubled over, taking in deep, heavy breaths. Godsblood. I did it. I actually did it.


For a moment he allowed himself to dream. A market child, playing at the Golden Room for twenty cowrie shells a week. He stared up at the night sky with a proud smile, almost to say, ‘I told you so’.


A bird stared back. Its beady, grey-black eyes locked tight on Rumi. He blinked and squinted.


What on earth is a vulture doing in the middle of the Citadel?
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A Proper Wagon


RUMI


The vulture sized Rumi up from its perch atop an arched street lantern.


Rumi stared back, reaching slowly for a loose cobblestone.


‘What the hell are you looking at?’ he whispered.


The bird leaned forward, as though to say, ‘What are you going to do about it?’


He let the stone fly. It flew true and struck the long stem of the lantern, making it chime.


The bird only cocked its head, unimpressed; gave Rumi a long, appraising look, then hissed and flew up into the air. Stupid bird.


Left alone, Rumi was struck by the jarring quiet of the Citadel streets. In Alara, the village would have been alive with the bustle of bleating goats, skittering chickens, and trouble-minded children. The Citadel was clean as a baby’s leg, with no sounds of life. The streets looked more like the work of a master painter than that of men with bricks and mortar. Criss-crossing avenues with endless buildings competing for height and prettiness. Lovely, arable lawns covered with flowers instead of crops. Fountains gushing water clear as glass – clean water, just to decorate the place? How indulgent.


After a few minutes of walking, a huge, glistening building appeared in the distance, dominating the night sky. The sight of it almost made Rumi’s eyes jump from their sockets.


The House of Palman.


Rumour was that the House of Palman was the most beautiful thing in Basmine. Rumi had never taken that too seriously. Now the rumour slapped him in the face, plainly true. The building rose above the Citadel skyline like a majestic sword. Atop the tower was an ornamental four-point star, which coruscated in the moonlight with all the brilliance of a real one. It was a Palmaine symbol, and a threat. A building that asked the natives, ‘How could you ever defeat a people strong enough to build this for their god?’


As he stared at the building, Rumi understood why so many natives chose to follow the foreign god, Palman. There was no overlooking it now: there was beauty in the Palmaine empire. The beauty of being connected to power. In less than twenty years, the Palmaine had shown all the natives the true meaning of domination.


As stunning as the Citadel was, Rumi did not let its beauty eat him whole – he had been forewarned. The Citadel was like every friend your mother warned you against in school; the sort that baits you with the promise of sweets and leaves you on your own when the storekeeper comes kicking. Rumi was still a trespasser here. Too poor to be targeted by any self-respecting cut-purse, but this hour brought out the sorts of men who wouldn’t sleep well until they were piss-drunk and had cracked at least one skull open.


Worse still, there were no caravans around. Citadel people rode their own horses, not caravans.


He felt a slight prick on his arm and slapped a mosquito dead. If there was even one caravan on the Citadel streets, he would find it.


It was full dark by the time he spotted a stocky Saharene man beside a high-wheeled caravan. Some called the people of the Saharene tribe ‘sandskins’, for they were once desert dwellers. They took to calling the other tribes ‘mudskins’ in return. Both were taboo now, but all the old enmity was still there.


Rumi approached with respectful caution.


‘Good evening,’ he said with a bow. ‘I’m headed south. To Alara.’


The wheelman looked him up and down. ‘Not going that far Sout’ this late.’


‘I’ll pay three shells.’


The wheelman’s eyes brightened. ‘Ten shells. ‘


Rumi frowned. ‘I paid two shells to get here.’


‘Then you came in a ramshackle. This is a proper wagon,’ he said, patting the caravan with satisfied pride, ‘and I’m not desperate for a fare. Keep walking. Maybe you’ll find another ramshackle to take you back before the mosquitoes drink you dry.’


Rumi gritted his teeth. The chances of finding another caravan were slim and it would be even more expensive to find board for the night. If he tried to sleep rough, he ran the risk of being caught by the consular guard without a permit. The wheelman had him.


He counted ten cowrie shells from his purse. Each one like a needle pricking his palm. Three weeks of hard work and being miserly, all gone.


He parted the caravan curtain to climb in but the wheelman stretched his arm across, barring his way.


‘You ride in front with me.’


Rumi gave him a disgusted look. ‘I paid your fare.’


‘I won’t have you riding behind me like my employer. Take it or leave it.’


Rumi glared at him long and hard, then climbed on.


They rode through the Citadel gates onto the mainland road.


A marvellous road by any measure. When the four kingdoms were conquered by Palmaine and mushed together to form Basmine, the mainland road was the first thing they built. It was like the spine of Basmine, connecting all its constituent parts. If the Citadel was the head of Basmine, Alara was probably the bum-bum, both in nature and location.


In the moonlight, Basmine looked so … vast. The great Palmaine experiment. Four nations made one. The foremost of the Palmaine colonies and jewel of the Darosan continent. The land where the first man trod.


From the faraway lights and the distant imprints of buildings and nature, the country teased Rumi for knowing so little.


The little Rumi did know about Basmine, he had learned out of necessity. Things that, in one way or another, had become elemental to his survival. As a child he had learned never to eat plantain at an execution; it was unseemly. Today he had learned not to loiter around the Citadel gates if you don’t enjoy getting thumped by the consular guard. He could add this new knowledge to his bone-deep familiarity with the south of Basmine where he lived. From its red soil, mudbrick houses, open gutters, and the way people fought the squalor with mindful indifference. Aside from that, he knew very few facts about Basmine.


He had never seen the peninsulas in the east, the fishing villages and the boundless Brown Sea. He had never seen the ruins of old Kasabia where the Palmaine had slaughtered the entire Kasinabe tribe and left nothing but black sand. He had never crossed the Neck and explored the Nyme forest, where animals mingled with the spirits and the waterfalls harboured every forgotten creature. He had never seen the God-Eye mountains in the North, where men made myth through reckless adventure, or the land beyond the God-Eye mountains where the giant people of the Ethiope rode giraffes and drank hot cocoa all day long. One day he hoped to see it all.


Eventually the wheelman spoke.


‘Have you heard the joke about the three men in a beer parlour?’ he asked.


Rumi pretended not to hear the question, but he was dealing with a man who didn’t take hints.


The wheelman nudged his shoulder. ‘It’s a funny one.’


Rumi set his jaw.


‘An Odu man, a Kuba man and a Saharene man walk into an ale parlour,’ the wheelman started. ‘In the middle of their meal, a fly comes in through the window—’


‘I’ve heard it,’ Rumi snapped. He hadn’t, but it was predictable. The dimwitted Odu savage was a tiresome trope.


The wheelman frowned. ‘What’s the punchline then?’


Rumi frowned. ‘The Odu man eats the fly.’


The wheelman’s lips curled into a slow smile. ‘You have heard it.’


Rumi considered paying the wheelman another cowrie for a promise to shut his mouth.


The jokes kept coming.


Rumi was halfway to telling him off when a deep voice cut through the night wind.


‘Stop in the name of the King!’


Three men stood ahead, dressed in dark tailcoats fastened at the breast by a gleaming four-point star. Rumi narrowed his eyes. The consular guard.


The wheelman hauled on the reins, bringing the caravan to a dead stop.


The tallest consular stepped forward – a Kuba man who walked with a peacock’s pride. Only a Kuba would wear that uniform with such shameless delight. Theirs was the only tribe to fight under the Palmaine flag against their own countrymen. The lower ranks of the consular guard were filled with Kuba.


A hand slipped out from the man’s sleeve as he reached for the clasp on his tailcoat. Rumi drew in a breath as the coat fell open. A weapon gleamed. Shining metal, longer than an arm, two barrels with thick, rounded nostrils at the end.


Rumi had heard one fire, once. Like a god’s sneeze. He pulled his leopard-skin scarf up.


The consular – satisfied that the gun had had the desired effect – fixed the wheelman with a stare. ‘Where are you going?’


The wheelman fiddled with the reins. ‘To Alara, sir.’


‘Anyone in the back?’


‘No, sir.’


‘Search it,’ the consular commanded, and the other two officers moved like wolves to a carcass.


The consular’s gaze fell on Rumi. The reek of gin was strong on his breath.


‘What were you up to in the Citadel?’


‘I play music, sir.’


The consular sniffed, glancing at the caravan. ‘Do they pay you well to play music?’


Rumi’s heart slapped against the walls of his chest like a crazed cat in a cage. He held out a cowrie. ‘A token, for your service, sir. Long live the King.’


The consular snatched the cowrie with a grunt. ‘Long live the King.’ Then, ‘Be careful,’ he said, turning to the wheelman. ‘Stick to the mainland road.’


The wheelman bowed. ‘Long live the King.’


Thunder fire the King, Rumi thought. The officers waved them on and Rumi let out a long breath of relief.


They rode on for a few more miles before the wheelman drew rein again.


This time it wasn’t the consular guard. A man and woman, frail as soil-starved trees, were gesturing for them to stop.


It was plain they were Odu, but not just any Odu. The woman’s face was painted with intricate white patterns and her boubou, though tattered, was the dark green of forest leaves.


Rumi’s eyes widened. She was a Darani priestess. Her companion, who carried her purse, was an acolyte.


They stared at Rumi with sunken, bulbous eyes as the caravan drew close.


The acolyte held a cowrie up. ‘End of the mainland. Please, sir.’


Rumi nodded to the wheelman. ‘You can let them on.’


The wheelman’s nostrils flared. Rather than slowing down, he sped up, kicking dry soil at them.


‘You’re going that way anyway,’ Rumi said. ‘It costs you nothing.’


‘Dirty lickheads. I’m not having them on my wagon.’


Rumi glanced back. The consular guard … if they caught them. He looked at the woman. Frail, plainly penniless. The perfect plaything for some idle consular.


‘It’s not your concern,’ Rumi whispered to himself.


The priestess stared at him. Her eyes seemed not to blink.


He drew in a long breath. ‘I’ll pay you a shell for them.’


The wheelman fidgeted with the reins briefly. ‘Two.’


Rumi glared at the wheelman as anger rose within. He closed his eyes and reached into his pocket. ‘Fine.’


He dropped two shells in the wheelman’s hand and the caravan came to a stop.


They both ran over.


The priestess pressed a cowrie into Rumi’s hand as she climbed in. ‘Thank you,’ she said.


‘Keep it,’ he said, not looking at her.


She did not release his hand.


‘It belongs to you … kukoyi,’ she said.


Rumi jerked his head towards her. For a moment, her eyes seemed to press down on him. She held his hand and he could almost swear heat welled up from the cowrie.


He relented, accepting the cowrie, and her grip slackened. She smiled for a moment, then dipped into the caravan.


Rumi stared at the cowrie. It was glossy black, smooth as river stone. Likely worthless at any market.


Kukoyi, she had called him. He’d heard the word before. It meant something along the lines of ‘he who dodges death’ in Odu. Children like Rumi, who were cut from their mother’s wombs in childbirth, were sometimes called kukoyi. But how did she know he was born that way?


In the background, the wheelman was babbling again. ‘Witch doctors on the mainland road. What next? This country is halfway to ruined.’


Rumi set his jaw. This man blathers for the sheer thrill of it.


The wheelman lowered his voice. ‘The last governor-general had it right. You have to be tough with people. The more power they give the natives, the worse things get.’


Rumi stirred. ‘You say the word “natives” like we’re a bad thing.’


‘We natives have never been able to build anything on our own. We need the Palmaine. They are a civilising influence.’


Rumi gritted his teeth. ‘Just because the Palmaine scrubbed history from our land does not mean we never had civilisation. We had our own great rulers. King Olu the Special. The Nsala of Maroko.’


The wheelman snorted. ‘Do me a shegin’ favour. If the old kings were still here, we’d probably be fighting over which tribe has the biggest cocks. I’m a proud Basminian. Palman is my god. Long live the King.’


‘We could have figured things out on our own. Our time would have come, as it has come for other nations.’


‘We would still be deniers, praying to the trees,’ the wheelman said.


Rumi’s mouth tightened. That one he would not ignore. Slowly, he pulled his leopard-skin scarf down, letting the edge of his tattoos show. The marked impression of leaves and trees on his neck peeked over the yellow-black scarf.


‘I still pray to the trees.’


The wheelman’s eyes widened to the size of eggs. ‘You … you’re Darani?’


‘That’s right.’


The wheelman scowled. ‘If you still follow the old gods then you know nothing of the past. The slaving. The killing. The barbarism. Your ancestors probably captured and sold my ancestors to the Palmaine for a bottle of gin; it wasn’t some honourable time.’


‘Has there ever been an honourable time in the history of humanity? You seem to have forgiven the Palmaine, so why not your brothers? We might be from different tribes but we are all Darosan, after all.’


‘Forgiveness?’ He spat at the ground. ‘Well, I’m not surprised to hear that from you. The Odu turned selling Kuba into sport.’


Rumi stiffened, picking his words carefully. ‘The Odu say that when you run from your father’s sins, you goad his demons to a new chase. The Odu have sinned in this land. But do not compare us to the Palmaine. There are slavers on every continent, but only one continent teaches its children that a slave is less than a man and should never be free. Only one continent enslaves babies and uses men to bait bears. If the Odu turned selling Kuba into sport, then it was the Palmaine that made it a religion.’


The wheelman snorted. ‘What can a denier know about religion?’


‘Your ancestors were Darani too. Do you believe they all went to hell when they died?’


His response was instantaneous. ‘Yes.’


Rumi could have left it there. Should have left it there. He did not.


‘Then you, my friend, are a tree without roots. Bereft of your soul, falling with the breeze. A cheaply bought coward.’


‘Tread carefully, Zarot.’


The last word hit Rumi like a stone in the back. Though all natives wore that word, it always had a special violence when used against the Odu. Zarot. A word that once meant twenty cowries. The price of an Odu slave. The cheapest type of slave.


Rumi’s knuckles cracked as he clenched his fists. ‘What did you just call me?’


The wheelman steadied himself, weighing the heft of his words.


‘I called you what you are … a slack-lip … dark-eye … cowrie-pinching Zarot.’


There it was: an end to the chatter at last. After an hour of silent riding, the acolyte called out. ‘Let us out.’


Rumi raised an eyebrow. They were still a good half hour from the end of the mainland road.


The wheelman drew rein for them to disembark.


Before leaving, the priestess put a palm on Rumi’s shoulder. ‘Be careful,’ she said.


Rumi grabbed her wrist. ‘Do I know you?’


She smiled, making no effort to leave his grip. ‘No, you don’t.’


A vulture hissed in the sky and her head jerked upwards.


‘Get to the Eredo,’ the priestess said, ripping her wrist free. ‘The tide is rising.’


Rumi watched them leave, shaking his head. They did not look like lickheads. Rumi knew the signs. Milk-white drool, glassy eyes, and a jagged edge to the voice. The priestess bore no signs, yet she had babbled like an addict. What the hell is an Eredo? He ran his thumb over the strange black cowrie as the caravan pulled away.


A few miles down the road, they passed a massive iroko tree. To the Darani, the iroko tree was sacred; to everyone else it was good for boat-building and furniture. His mother’s words flashed through his mind: Where the iroko still stands, the Odu will be near.


‘Stop the caravan,’ Rumi said.


The wheelman pulled back on the reins and glanced at Rumi. ‘What now?’


Rumi’s eyes narrowed to slits. ‘You may not know this, but there was a time during the rebellion when “Zarot” was the last thing Odu people heard before they were hanged from trees.’


‘Listen—’


Rumi seized him by the collar. The wheelman tried to punch him, but Rumi slapped the punch aside and struck with controlled blunt force.


‘Zarot! Denier bastard! Fu—’


Rumi backhanded him. It was the sort of heavy-handed slap that left your ears ringing.


The wheelman snarled. Rumi grabbed him by his hair and jerked his head back, staring into his eyes.


‘We are in the South now. Oduland. Shege any man that calls me a Zarot on Oduland. The Southern soil is full of the corpses of my ancestors and I will not suffer such an insult while they watch. Ride back to the Citadel and remember that in the South some Zarots still bite.’
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And Now Your Service Begins


SABACHI


Sabachi’s only eye snapped open to the moon’s full glare. He fitted a small, cast-iron ball into his empty eye socket as he regained full consciousness.


His Master barely moved from beyond the writhing fire. The forest was silent, but for the low whistle of the wind and the cracking of blackened wood in the heart of the flame. Sabachi leaned over to sit cross-legged beside the fire and stared up at the moon, waiting for his Master to speak.


The Priest of Vultures wore an immaculate flowing white kaftan of the purest fabric, stitched by the cleanest hands. His skin was the translucent white of coconut innards and his teeth were like little knives peeking over lips. The fire danced in his coal-black eyes. A beautiful man, a good Master. A holy man. The last hope for mankind. His Master’s body was solid as stone, yet when he walked it was with dancerly suppleness.


‘What did you see?’ his Master said at last.


‘A boy,’ Sabachi said. ‘Near where we found her.’ He pointed at the Darani priestess, who they had tied to a tree branch above the fire. ‘The same one your bird saw. Just a boy, but he could be …’


The Priest of Vultures gave a hard look. ‘The Son of Despair?’


Sabachi nodded. ‘His shadow burns.’


‘You are sure of what you saw?’


‘Absolutely, Master.’


His Master glanced up towards the priestess. ‘And the Son shall cast them down, erase their names, their seed in the land.’


The sweat dripped from her forehead directly into the fire.


His Master spoke softly. ‘Is that why you gave him the cowrie?’


The woman did not stir. She was no ordinary priestess. Tough as old leather boots. Like in the old days.


They had been slowly torturing her for almost three hours before setting her skin to simmer. She hadn’t said a word, not even given the slightest hint she would turn for them. Sabachi had seen people run mad with the telling of secrets after just a few seconds above the fire; he had seen an old soldier give up his wife, child, and cousin. The priestess’s lips had hardly moved.


Sabachi launched a stone at her. It struck true, forming an instant gash on her cheek. She took the blow in complete silence.


The Priest of Vultures pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. ‘Bring her consort out,’ he called.


A cold wave washed over Sabachi as a tall, manacled figure crept from the shadows. Skin dark as coal, cut from muscle hard as stone with legs tree-trunk thick and arms three times bigger than a veteran blacksmith’s. He towered over everything. A brute by any measure, but all this was nothing when set beside the man’s most unsettling feature. The eyes. They were white as eggs, with no iris or pupil. Sabachi’s stomach fell. His Master had summoned an Obair. Creatures wrought of skin and shadow. Nightmares made real.


The Obair tugged against a chain and the priestess’s acolyte was dragged into the light. The acolyte shivered despite being close to the fire. A man in pitiful condition. It was like someone had taken a corpse, given it a loaf of bread, and told it to live again.


‘Stay … strong.’ The skinny man coughed. His eyes were fixed on the priestess above the fire. ‘You were always the strong one.’


Tears glistened in the priestess’s eyes for only a moment before she pulled a mask of grim determination over her face.


The Priest of Vultures’ response was pitiless.


‘Break his legs.’


The Obair’s obedience was instant. He set the acolyte down and held out one of his legs, then, with a derisive grunt, stamped down on the man’s shin, bending the leg until it snapped like a matchstick. The loud crack of bone and the spatter of blood made Sabachi wince. The acolyte howled in pain, his leg dangling like a banana peel in the Obair’s hand.


The Priest of Vultures glanced up at the priestess. ‘You can still talk before we break the other one.’


She closed her eyes and set her jaw. The Priest of Vultures let out an exasperated breath and nodded to the Obair.


The sound of the second leg cracking was louder and bloodier than the first. A horrific thing. Worse to hear than even to see.


‘Speak now and spare his life!’ the Priest of Vultures snarled. ‘Why did you give him the cowrie?’


The priestess raised her chin. ‘Furae Oloola, my love.’


For a moment, the acolyte stopped screaming, forcing two words through his pain. ‘Furae … Oloola.’


The Priest of Vultures narrowed his eyes. ‘So be it.’


The Obair threw the man into the fire.


Even for someone as seasoned to blood and death as Sabachi, the screams were unbearable. As the fire peeled flesh from bone, the acolyte’s screams filled the night. A shrill, high-pitched thing. The scream a rat makes when the poison is working, the sound of death in his throat. Sabachi covered his ears until the silence returned.


The Priest of Vultures stared up at the woman, his face almost completely inexpressive. ‘I will ask once more. Why did you give it to him?’


The priestess twisted her head to stare at the Priest of Vultures, her eyes glistening with tears.


‘The Dancing Lion will break all our chains.’


The Priest of Vultures spoke with a note of sadness. ‘I will find him, and your suffering will have been in vain.’


He stared at the fire and, as though at his command, it whimpered to death. In the blackened ash and charred remains of the flame was a thick metal collar with a long silver leash.


The Priest of Vultures raised his hands to the sky and a screech shot out from the night. Birds came into view, blotting out the light of the moon. Vultures. Hundreds of them, flying in legion.


They descended on the priestess. Pinkish innards dropped like fruit from a tree as they began to peck at her, ripping the flesh from her bones in a carnival of blood and guts.


The Priest of Vultures steepled his fingers as he watched the birds finish the bloody work. ‘And now your service begins.’


Without warning, a sharp, childlike cry shot through the night.


Sabachi glanced over his shoulder. The sound came again. No, not a child. A cat.


As always, the Priest of Vultures had sensed her before she even arrived. ‘What are you doing here?’ he called over his shoulder, without looking back.


A woman stepped into the moonlight. Her flesh was demerara brown, hair the colour of syrup bouncing around her face like curly vines. Two black cats with bright yellow eyes nuzzled her knees, purring softly. If Sabachi’s mother had seen her dress, she would have covered his eyes – the unguarded areas of her honey flesh drew them like bees. Sabachi drank it all in with his stare; he had killed his mother a long time ago. The woman’s eyes enraptured him the longest. Glowing balls of crystal yellow and green with vertical pupils at the centre. Pupils like daggers. A cat’s eyes.


She smiled at the Priest of Vultures. ‘Aren’t you happy to see me?’


The Priest of Vultures’ eyes narrowed to slits. ‘What do you want?’


Her chin drooped at that for a moment. ‘I came to amuse myself and watch your pathetic crusade. The great Priest of Vultures, reduced to hunting children. What a fall.’


A vulture flew down, hissing, and perched itself on his shoulder. Both the bird and the man looked down on her with malice. ‘The fools fight to fell the oak tree. The wise pluck the acorns from the soil.’


The woman glared at him for a moment, then smiled as though he had told a joke. ‘When you are done catching grasshoppers, you will be too old and weak to join us in the real hunting ground, chasing the big game.’


‘And the Son of Despair shall cast down the holy temple and—’


‘Declare himself Lord of All. So shall the tribulation of gods begin,’ she snapped, cutting him off. ‘I know the scripture. I have not forgotten what we fight against.’


The Priest of Vultures spoke in a low voice. ‘He may be the Son of Despair.’


She laughed. ‘Don’t be a fool. Open your eyes, see beyond the ghosts in your mind. We all have. There is no Son of Despair.’


The vulture perched on his Master’s shoulder hissed at the woman and a hint of fear passed through her eyes.


She remastered herself and flashed a dark, malicious smile. ‘Such conspicuous creatures,’ she said regarding the vulture. ‘You have never been a subtle man, have you?’


His Master said nothing, staring his dismissal down at her. A committee of vultures had come to rest on the surrounding trees, all with their eyes fixed on her. Sabachi’s stomach turned sideways; he was unsure of what was about to happen. A long, tense silence had its way.


The woman let the moment pass and lowered her chin. ‘Fine. Enjoy your grasshopper hunt.’


With that, she turned and left without a backwards glance.


Sabachi watched her leave, drinking in her body as she walked away. Then he felt his Master’s backhanded slap.
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Walking with the Panther


RUMI


Only stubborn pride kept him walking, but Rumi had stubbornness and pride aplenty.


His bruised knuckles ached, but he was no stranger to pain. He was reminded of something Tinu the Panther had said once. You can’t be a weakling and an Odu in this country, boy. Choose one.


Every Odu boy in Rumi’s situation who had any genuine interest in living, learned that it was a matter of extreme importance to find a skill, craft or talent to escape the strangle of poverty. In the Orchid House, some had believed that fighting would be Rumi’s gift. Tinu the Panther had trained him to be a brutal brawler. But Rumi’s heart had always been with music. Now it really could be his way. Would be. In the Golden Room, of all places. The finest music house in all of Basmine.


He pulled the old leopard-skin scarf up over his nose. After all these years, it still smelled like Tinu, somehow. He wished he could share this moment with him, but the man was long dead. He tried not to think of Tinu often, but every now and then he found comfort in the memory. Grief shapeshifts. Sometimes, you need to remember the pain.


The village was fast asleep when he arrived. A cautious, watchful sleep. Cookfires had been doused, lanterns quenched, and the people of Alara had retired to their mudbrick houses. Still, you could almost feel the lingering tension. It was always that way. Undead habits from a time when slavers raided at night.


He came at last to a sturdy bungalow with terracotta pots littered about the doorway and nudged the door open to find his mother, Adunola – or Yami, as he called her – wide awake in her wooden chair. His older brother Morire sat cross-legged on the floor in front of her. Yami’s dark eyes studied him as he entered.


It was one of those rare things – a good night.


Morire drummed the floor as Rumi walked forward. At the centre of his being, Morire was a happy man. Growing up, Rumi had done a lot of punching to make the other children leave his big brother alone.


He knew the things that bothered Morire: a crinkle in his routine, a new colour on the house furniture, a chair rearranged. Morire was a man of routine. Drumming was a way to take back control; set the new tempo.


Morire was the taller of the brothers, with a grip like iron and thickly muscled arms, but he was a gentle soul of wordless eloquence. It was the balance of their brotherhood; Rumi had to be fierce, so Morire could be gentle.


Either side of Morire sat two great dogs: Kaat and Ndebe. Lionhounds that were as much Adunola’s children as Morire and Rumi. Stories abounded of men and women bonded to beast in the old age, and Adunola acted as though she shared that same psychic connection with her dogs.


Kaat was an old, world-weary bitch with rich black fur, who took long, languid strides as though she owned the ground she walked on. If Kaat had been a human and not a dog, she would have been an aristocrat with an upturned nose, and a straight neck; absolutely convinced she was better than you. Her round, yellow eyes always gave the impression she had figured you out and found you completely uninteresting.


Ndebe was the younger of the two; a handsome mahogany beast with thick hind legs and sharp teeth.


The lionhounds watched Rumi as he nestled in between them.


Yami sucked in breath the way she only did when she was telling a story.


‘Story, story,’ his mother began.


‘Story,’ Rumi replied. Morire groaned his approval.


‘In the forest, there is a giant tree called the Iroko, it is feared by all men and shunned by even the other trees,’ she began. ‘In the Iroko lives the spirit of an old man who roams the Nyme at night with a small torch and a staff older than the world, searching for lost travellers or lonely hunters.’


‘Or runaway little boys,’ Rumi added.


‘Oh, yes, even little boys tired of home,’ she said. ‘Anyone who—’


‘Sees his face, dies,’ Rumi interrupted. ‘We’ve heard this one before, Yami.’


She raised an eyebrow. ‘I see we have a troublemaker.’


Rumi raised both hands, feigning innocence. ‘Me?’


Yami frowned. ‘I’ll tell you what, you crook, if I tell you a story you haven’t heard before then you’re going to massage my feet for two weeks.’


Rumi laughed. ‘I’ll break kola nut to that.’


She presented a kola nut in her palm. ‘Agreed.’


Rumi often wondered where she kept the kola nuts, the way she made them appear almost from thin air. They broke the kola nut and raised a piece each to the sky in agreement.


‘You’ve always been a clever boy, but don’t ever think you’re too clever. The journey does not end because you think you have arrived.’


‘I didn’t come for proverbs, Yami, I came for new stories!’ Rumi said, biting down on the kola nut.


She smiled, taking a sharp bite of her own piece. ‘Very well.’


Rumi leaned forward.


She sucked in a deep breath. ‘There was once a monkey caught in a stream against the tide. Try as he might, the monkey could not escape. Drowning with no hope. Death was at the monkey’s throat when suddenly, like a rescue from the gods, he saw a fallen tree outstretched across the river – the perfect escape.’


She glanced at Rumi. He sat with his arms folded, suppressing a smile.


‘And, so, the monkey climbed, and he rested, for he had tasted certain death. And when he had rested, he saw a friend struggling against the tide, just as he had. He knew then that he had been saved for a reason. He had been saved to save others, to be a hero. He searched for help and found a brave fisherman with a net pledging his support. Together they rushed to the river and saved the monkey’s friend. The fisherman, a kind man, promised to take the monkey’s friend to safety. Later, in the village square, the monkey boasted, “I saved a fish from drowning today”.’


The smile on Rumi’s face widened, but he withheld the laughter. His mother regarded him with mock seriousness, then she smiled a smile that said, I’ve got you, you little rat. Rumi’s resistance broke and he barked with laughter.


‘Two weeks!’ she said. ‘Massages with ori oil!’


Morire slapped the floor with glee and the room was full of joy.


Rumi raised his hands in surrender. ‘You win. I have never heard that one before.’


His mother gave half a smile. ‘I keep more stories than I tell. Believe me.’


Rumi glanced up. ‘Like the stories about the godhunters? The ones who wander in the night killing our gods?’


Yami’s eyes narrowed to serious slits. She formed the sign of the crossroads with her forefingers and closed her eyes. It was a sign to ward away evil. ‘We do not speak of such things in this house.’


She spoke each word with a tense effort, her calm voice flecked with a soft tremor of anger.


Rumi raised his chin. ‘I am not a little boy anymore, Yami. I don’t wet my pants from scary stories.’


‘I said we do not speak of such things in this house.’ The last of her patience had slipped away and her feather-paper voice was suddenly hard and sharp as flint.


Rumi’s smile faded as he saw her darkening eyes. ‘Yes, Yami.’


She stared at him for a long, tense moment before she relaxed and her face was soft as cotton again. ‘Hungry?’ she asked.


It was the closest Yami ever came to an apology.


Rumi stiffened, stepped forward and then pulled her into an embrace. ‘No, thank you, Yami.’


He waited for her to ask more questions, but none came. He raised an eyebrow. ‘Aren’t you going to ask me about the Golden Room, Yami?’


‘No.’


‘Why not?’


‘You are my son. You are Darani. You were not born to fail; Dara carved your wood before you could breathe, and you give me more pride than anything I have done in this life. Whether they said yes or no, you have already won.’


Rumi could not suppress the smile. ‘They told me to come back in three weeks … with an oud.’


Her blossoming smile withered to dust. ‘You’d better not take an oud back there.’


‘Yami—’


‘Don’t “Yami” me! The drums are a part of you that you cannot abandon. Play their instruments, you play their music. Our music has more power than that, more meaning.’


‘I can’t go back to the Orchid House, ever. You know that, Yami. It’s been almost two years of me hustling from village to village. This is a big opportunity.’


‘Dara will provide other opportunities. It is Dara that creates opportunities, not them.’


‘Yami …’ Rumi said. ‘How much does the market still owe in consular taxes?’


She narrowed her eyes.


‘How much, Yami?’


She lowered her head. ‘Five hundred and thirty cowries.’


‘How much of that do we have?’


She pursed her lips in silence.


Rumi put a palm on her shoulder. ‘The Golden Room pays a maintenance of twenty cowries a week … with performance bonuses. Twenty cowries a week, Yami! This is how we get the consul off our back, once and for all, and protect the market.’


‘It is not your responsibility, son. I will handle it.’


‘Yami, I am not a child anymore. Let me help you.’


She let out a deep sigh.


‘Rumi, please … please, listen to me. You are worth more to me than all the cowries in the Palmaine empire. Do not go back there with an oud.’


Rumi gritted his teeth. ‘All right, Yami,’ he lied.


He thumbed the acceptance letter in his pocket, enjoying the reassuring feel of it on his forefinger. He was going to the Golden Room with or without her blessing. It was their last hope. His last hope.


His mother inclined her head. ‘What happened to your kaftan? The hustle?’


Rumi glanced down at his sleeve. A thin line of blood ran down to the cuff.


‘A nosebleed,’ he said.


She narrowed her eyes and called his full name. ‘Irumide.’


Rumi straightened. Whenever she used his full name like that, he knew playtime was over.


She lifted her chin and spoke softly. ‘Lie to me again and you will regret it.’


Rumi did not doubt it. His mother was a market woman. ‘I’m sorry, Yami,’ he said


‘And what else?’


‘I’m sorry for that, Yami. I won’t—’


‘Sounds to me like another lie waiting on your tongue.’


The words died in his throat.


‘I thought you were done with fighting?’ she said.


‘I am. It was … The wheelman on the way back called me a Zarot.’


She frowned. In the lantern light her skin was like a glowing black rock, marbled by the siege of the sea, and her eyes were dark brown like his – but without the hint of red. Eyes that seemed to darken when her mood was foul.


She ran a finger over one of the five parallel scars on her forearm.


‘Is that the Way of the Darani? To be quick to anger?’


He frowned. ‘No, Yami.’


‘If you end up bleeding every time you are provoked, you won’t live very long and I won’t forgive you for not living long.’


Rumi narrowed his eyes. ‘Are you lecturing me on anger now, Yami? You? The Market Mama?’


She looked up at him. ‘Anger can be useful, but only if you know how to keep it. Like the leopard keeps its speed. You know it’s there, but you use it wisely. Next time, ask yourself, am I really angry?’


‘Of course I was. He called me a Zarot!’


She shook her head in sober disapproval. ‘Anger is what you showed but it isn’t what you felt. Shame, pain, sadness. These were the feelings. You only expressed them through anger. I always believed I taught you better than that. If you understood your feelings better, you would know there is no good sense in being angry at a native who is chased by the same terrors as you. If he was a Palmaine man, you would have known restraint, because of course you know getting angry at a Palmaine man could get you killed.’


‘What are you—’ He bit his tongue.


Her dark eyes were patient as the executioner, waiting for him to respond. Daring him to. He knew enough to know when it was time to change the subject.


He let out a long breath. ‘Tell me again how you got your scars, Yami.’


A truce.


She thumbed her scars slowly. ‘All I’m saying, Rumi, is put love first.’


Rumi nodded his understanding and pointed to her scars.


And so began a new tale about how she had earned each scar on some impossible task. She told of how she had lived a year selling plantain in the spirit lands and had to prove she could bleed to be allowed passage back to the mortal realm. She told other unlikely stories.


Before long, all the tension was gone and they made their way to their shared bedroom, sated by the spiel.


Rumi lit a stick of incense to ward away mosquitoes, then climbed into his bamboo bed. ‘I saw the Citadel, Yami.’


Her face was expressionless.


He pressed on. ‘It was … beautiful.’


Still, she said nothing. In the dim light, her faced seemed not to move.


‘They say Palmaine itself is ten times more beautiful than the Citadel, with streets paved with gold. How can they build that? Why couldn’t we build that? We have iron and gemstones and corn in no short number, but we never built anything like that.’


She traced a thumb down the side of her face. ‘If you give one nation a table of food and another a table of empty plates, one nation will argue about splitting the food and the other will argue about finding food. Only one nation will be better for it. That is why we say, “beware of the man whose homeland has no trees”. Our time will come, Rumi. We need only the story to bind us.’


Rumi smiled. Simple as that.


At the corner of his eye, something moved. A bird in flight he thought. He jerked his head round. In a flash, his mother was there turning out the window lantern. Not a bird in sight. Sleep playing tricks on me.


‘Goodnight, Yami,’ he said, lying down to sleep.


She lingered over the window, staring out into the night. ‘Goodnight, my son.’
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The Market Mama


RUMI


The hiss of simmering oil pulled Rumi from sleep. One whiff and he was on his feet – Yami’s cooking was not to be missed. Outside, Yami, Morire and the dogs were semi-circled around a cookfire. Dollops of beancake batter were taking form in a large pan of oil.


A dozen golden-brown beancakes were already set out to dry in a large bowl beside the pan. Hand-made, pan-fried gateways to paradise. Rumi dipped his finger in, smiling. ‘Good morning, Yami.’


She didn’t look at him. ‘Have you said your prayers?’


Rumi froze. ‘No.’


‘You know the rules in this house. Even for Golden Room boys.’


Rumi groaned, walking back inside. With his prayer mat, divination tray and a small bucket of water in tow, he ambled into the bush, towards the bloodwood tree.


The bloodwood seemed to slouch. Rumi laid his prayer mat down and pulled water to his face in cupped hands.


His mother had hammered it into his head half a hundred times. A child who washes their hands can eat with the elders. Prayer was to be treated like a dinner with esteemed guests. He scrubbed all the dirt from his face and hands and set the divination tray with a kola nut and a cowrie. Dark red sap oozed from a slash in the tree. He touched the sap, marked a red line on his forehead, then dropped to his knees.


He spoke in Odu, calling names Yami had instilled in him from the day his neck was tattooed. The great ancestors: Walade the Widowmaker, King Olu the Special, Nasir Neverkneel. The Agbara of Oduland: Xango, Shuni, Aja, Kamanu, Ilesha, Gu, and Dara the Skyfather – the first and greatest.


He spoke aloud, as though to a room full of guests. He prayed for wisdom, for strength and for his family. He gave thanks to Dara for the Golden Room and a future of good living. Then he closed his eyes, breathing deep, listening for the ancestors. Perhaps they would finally have something to say.


A soft thunk broke his concentration. He glanced over his shoulder. A coconut had fallen behind him. The tree was too young to be dropping full-grown coconuts.


‘Renike!’


Renike glided down the tree until her naked feet dangled from a low branch.


She smiled sheepishly. ‘I didn’t mean to disturb your prayer.’


Renike was the closest thing Rumi had to a sister, though they shared no blood or family. She was at that age where her arms and legs had run ahead of her development, leaving the rest of her body to catch up. Her yellow dress had been stained to near brown from climbing.


‘You didn’t disturb me,’ Rumi said, rolling his prayer mat up.


She gave him a curious look. ‘What’s that?’ she asked, pointing to the priestess’s cowrie.


Rumi prodded her neck. ‘It’s magic.’


Her eyes widened for a moment before she scowled. ‘No such thing.’


Rumi raised an eyebrow. ‘Then what do you call Yami’s beancakes?’


She sniffed the air, catching the scent and a smile spread across her cheeks. ‘I’ll race you.’


Before Rumi could answer, she bolted.


Rumi grabbed his divination tray and chased after her. Renike was quick for her age, but Rumi had a reputation to uphold. He caught up to her in five strides and used his superior reach to touch the parapet first.


‘I almost had you,’ she said, gasping for air.


‘The old dog never dies,’ Rumi said, smiling.


They joined Yami and Morire at the table to eat.


There was reverent silence. For a long, priceless moment everything was perfect. Then a talking drum sounded. Rumi dropped a beancake and rose to his feet.


Yami narrowed her eyes, gesturing for Rumi to sit back down. ‘Relax.’


The silhouette of a tall, dark figure appeared from the other side of the house. Rumi’s heart sank.


‘Baba!’ Renike yelled.


A tower of a man stepped forward. He had hair that dropped in greying locks over each shoulder and a face cut from hard lines and sharp sinew. He bent a little to avoid a tree branch and smiled a father’s smile.


Rumi let out a relieved breath. ‘Lutayo,’ he breathed, clutching his chest. It was Renike’s father.


‘Am I too late for beancakes?’ Lutayo asked.


‘Far too late,’ Rumi said, rubbing his belly. ‘Beancakes don’t last long in this house.’


Lutayo cursed. ‘Shege.’


Renike shook her head disapprovingly. ‘Mind your language, Baba.’


‘Sorry, Ren, sometimes I need bad language to talk about bad things,’ he said.


Adunola met his gaze. ‘Why did the talking drum sound?’


One look into his eyes told Rumi all he needed to know: something was wrong.


‘Trouble,’ Lutayo confirmed.


Rumi’s hand tightened on the priestess’s cowrie in his pocket.


Lutayo was to the village farmers what Adunola was to the market women. Their leader and champion. They were right and left fist of the village. When Lutayo came to meet Yami, it meant a fight was coming.


Yami went still for a moment, her eyes narrowed to slits. ‘Rumi, go answer the door.’


Almost on cue, someone knocked.


Rumi rushed into the house and pulled the door open. A figure filled the doorway. A market woman like his mother, but older and wider with an awkward gait. She was bare-chested and held a long, metal-tipped spear. Around her waist was a rope of thin gold. His face flushed as he averted his gaze from her breasts.


‘Never seen breasts before?’ she said with a grin. ‘Don’t be so shy, you were on your mother’s milk till you were almost five.’


‘Good morning, Mama Ayeesha,’ he greeted.


She slapped his cheeks and waddled past him. ‘Good morning, Rumi.’


His mother stepped into the house. ‘Why did they sound the drum?’


Ayeesha raised her chin. ‘Four consular guard headed this way.’


‘Shege,’ Lutayo said with a grim scowl. ‘Where are the others?’


‘They aren’t coming.’


‘Just us then.’


Adunola’s nod was slow and solemn, like the guilty accused accepting a death sentence. She moved to the centre of the house and dragged aside the thick lambswool rug to reveal four straight planks of floorboard. Rumi narrowed his eyes and leaned in close. Yami stamped down on the two centremost planks, snapping them in half in an explosion of dust and splinter.


A small smile spread across Adunola’s lips as she pulled at a trapdoor by its inset iron ring and climbed down into the gloom.


‘Godsblood,’ Rumi breathed. A secret room.


She returned with a weapon in her hands.


‘What is that?’ Rumi asked, as his mother straightened up.


She lifted it above her head. A broad charcoal-black axe-head, topped with a long spike.


‘A halberd,’ she said.


The light bounced off the black haft like oil. It was as though the weapon was formed from solid, congealed smoke.


Adunola ran her fingers along the axeblade. Rumi stared down into the room and saw a book, marked with Yami’s sinuous scroll. He narrowed his eyes.


‘What are you doing, Yami?’


She ignored him as she unfastened the buttons of her shirt, exposing the long, curved scar below her navel where she had been cut open for Rumi to be born.


There was a firmness to her now, a quiet strength. She looked twenty years younger. Rumi wasn’t looking at Yami anymore, he was looking at the Market Mama.


‘Quick, get down there with your brother and Renike,’ she said, pointing at the trapdoor.


Rumi stared down into the secret room. ‘Yami—’


‘Now,’ she hissed.


Rumi’s jaw tightened.


His heart pounded as he helped Renike and Morire down. Just before he took a step inside, he saluted with the easy devotion of a soldier affirming his captain’s command. ‘Come back to me, Yami.’


She gave him a brief, bothered look, then nodded. ‘I will.’


She shut the trapdoor and Rumi let out a sharp breath. The last time he had seen that look on her face was almost ten years ago when she’d left to stop the village headcount. That time, there were half a hundred women with her.


A headcount always came before a tax. When the Palmaine came to account for Alara, they met Yami with fifty market women who were wielding spears, machetes and bare breasts. That was where the Market Mama was born: in the Market Mama Riots. For three years they resisted. Then their little rebellion came to the attention of Governor-General Zaminu. Things got bloody after that. Sixteen women were killed and the market women were ordered to pay years’ worth of back taxes.


The floorboards creaked and Rumi heard the faint press of bootsteps. The consular were inside the house.


Yami’s voice was cool as the river wind. ‘Shall we take this outside, officers?’


Rumi didn’t catch a response, but the footsteps trudged outside. He pressed his ear to the trap door, listening for more. It had gone quiet.


His jaw tightened as he sank back against the wall. Minutes passed that felt like hours. Every moment was an exercise in agony. Come back to me, Yami. Renike squeezed his hand. It was too dark to see her face clearly but the limp desperation of her grip told him she was terrified. Morire sat perfectly still, his breathing slow and rhythmic.


‘It’ll be all right,’ Rumi whispered. ‘They will be all right.’


‘Are you sure?’ she asked.


He was about to answer when the sudden clap of a gunshot made him jump. Renike let out a sharp scream and Morire made a hissing sound. The unbidden question pummelled his mind. Who did they just shoot?


Rumi lurched towards the trap door but Renike tugged at him.


‘She said we should stay put,’ Renike urged, gripping his hand.


Another gunshot sounded.


‘Shege that,’ Rumi snarled.


He put his shoulder to the trap door and shoved with all his strength. It shuddered at the first barge but didn’t give way. Rumi gritted his teeth and tried again.


He couldn’t lose Yami. Not now. Not after losing Tinu. The darkness from that loss had wrestled him until he was completely bereft of energy and desire, with thoughts like knives in his skull.


That darkness was still there, waiting like a dog chained to a wall.


Not again.


With a contemptuous hiss, he smashed into the trapdoor and broke off one of the hinges. Without hesitating, he slid the door aside and climbed out.


‘You stay with Morire,’ he said to Renike.


He didn’t get a response before he darted into the next room, snatching a knife off the table as he sped through the door.


Chaos reigned outside as he followed the trail of violence. Broken horsecarts and cookpots askew preceded the market gates. He sped through to a scene of complete and utter bedlam.


A woman screamed ahead. ‘My leg!’


It was Mama Ayeesha. A consular guard stood with his gunstock above her knee. The consular’s face was eagerly grim. Like a moneylender’s on repayment day. He raised the gun high and brought it down in a wet crack. Ayeesha let out a feral scream.


Rumi moved without thinking. He caught the consular flush, fist to temple, quick and hard. It was the sort of punch that Tinu called ‘the wonderbang’. A hit that couldn’t get any sweeter if it was dipped in a pint of honey.


The consular went down with a grunt. When you know a man is stronger than you, don’t give him a chance to prove it. Tinu’s words. Rumi brought his fists down with malice until the consular went slack in his grip.


With the business finished, Rumi straightened, wiping his bloody knuckles down on his kaftan. His breathing came in short, sharp gasps.


Ayeesha stared up at him with a look of horror. He realised he was snarling. He had done it again – let himself go.


He backed away from her and tripped over a potato sack.


He glanced back. Not a potato sack. Too thick, too awkward.


He drew back the ragged swathe of cloth and his whole body stiffened.


‘Shege,’ he whispered.


It was Lutayo, Renike’s father. Jaw set strong, lips firmed tight. A large, wet wound dominated his chest. A man would have had to shoot from less than arm’s length to create a hole that large.


Rumi’s first instinct should have been to jerk back, to cover his mouth in horror. Instead he was frozen, transfixed by Lutayo’s wide, accusing eyes.


Mama Ayeesha let out a shuddering breath. ‘They shot him for no reason.’


She winced as he ran his hand along her shin, searching for a break. Finding what was little more than a crack he helped her to her feet and she settled against a horse cart.


‘Where is Yami?’ Rumi asked.


Ayeesha pointed past his shoulder to where a small crowd was gathered.


Rumi moved at speed, shoving through the throng of people.


Adunola stood alone against two consular guards. She stared past them at the oncoming Palmaine captain who was riding at a gallop. The captain drew rein with an exasperated huff and dismounted right in front of her.


She held the halberd slightly to the side. An easy, unaggressive stance.


‘Officer, what is the meaning of this?’ Adunola asked.


The captain looked Adunola up and down. ‘We are here to collect your unpaid taxes.’


‘The governor-general agreed to give us time to repay. I have a letter that says—’


‘The governor-general is dead,’ the captain said cutting her off, ‘all his letter decrees are suspended until a new governor-general is announced by the royal conclave.’


The news didn’t seem to surprise Adunola.


She raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that why your men have brought violence here?’


The captain frowned and shifted his gun slightly so the nose was pointed down. ‘I have the understanding that your men struck first.’


‘That is not true,’ Adunola said, almost gently. She pointed at a stout Kuba officer who wore a gold nose ring. ‘He shot a man with no provocation.’


The officer stepped forward with all the coiled rage of a hunting hound. ‘Five hundred and thirty cowries in taxes is provocation enough.’


Adunola didn’t move an inch but the first signs of anger flashed in her eyes. ‘I speak of lives lost and you speak of … taxes.’ She spat the word out as though it was an abomination to say aloud.


The crowd stirred and even the consular officer took a step back.


The captain shot the Kuba officer a levelling look and all that arrogance disappeared. ‘It is unfortunate that things came to violence. Rest assured, any officers responsible for excessive force will be duly punished.’


The crowd yelled its fury but Adunola raised a hand, bringing silence. ‘We will bury our dead and you will give us a year. Only then will you have your taxes in full.’


The captain snorted. ‘We did not come to give; we came to collect.’


Adunola lifted her chin and silently moved her hand into a two-handed grip of the halberd. ‘Well, there isn’t much to collect right now,’ she said, not breaking her stare. Her eyes were a dire threat.


Rumi broke from the crowd to stand beside his mother. Others felt the moment too. The circle seemed to inch closer around the consular. Chattering gave way to silence. Suddenly there were ten men behind Adunola and another ten either side of the consular guard.


The one with the gold nose ring raised his weapon and narrowed his eyes.


Rumi rolled his shoulders in reply and curled his grip around the knife in his pocket. If it is to end in blood, let it flood to the ankle.
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