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“Have you come upon any of the Red Emperor’s declared enemies at this time?” she asked.


Her mouth said this, but what her eyes really said was Are you the Red Emperor’s enemy? to which Danso’s eyes were, unwillingly, answering Yes.


“Not any that I have recognised, officer,” he said, forcing his lips to ignore his brain. This question was another trap, and the next was likely to be the one with the trip rope, the one that snapped and held the weak animal tight in place, helpless.


The mouthpiece took a moment before she posed her last question.


“Have you, at any point, aided any enemies of the empire, or those who have strayed from the Red Emperor’s guidance?”


Yes, yes, yes, Danso’s brain said. Thankfully, his mouth did nothing but gulp. And perhaps that moment of pause was too long, because the peace officers responded. Their arms, which once hung by their sides or were folded across their chests, dropped to rest on their cutlasses, spears, axes.
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Content Note


This book is intended for an adult readership, and contains themes, depictions, and/or instances of: albinism, animal death, artificial insemination, blood/gore, caste and class segregation, colourism and discrimination, death, pregnancy loss and miscarriages, murder, PTSD and anxiety, violence, and xenophobia.


Reader discretion is advised.









The Story So Far


IN THE UNICONTINENT OF Oon, surrounded by the Neverending Sea, the prosperous city of Bassa sits at the geographical and political centre of the mainland. Being the most fertile of all three regions (mainland, desertland, and islands), the empire of Bassa has long ruled by might and by tale. But everything is changing—the land, the winds, the seas. As resources dwindle, so does Bassa’s might. And unknown to the city, its story is about to be rewritten.


BOOK 1: SON OF THE STORM


DANSO, a disillusioned scholar at the University of Bassa, stumbles upon an ancient manuscript while skimming a restricted section. The written codex of the Manic Emperor contains stories about Bassa’s past that challenge everything Danso knows about his nation, raising even more questions about his past: his mixed heritage of an islander mother and mainlander father, which has earned him the lowest caste position of Shashi (though he is let into the scholar guild reserved for the elite Idu nobles, the highest caste position, due to his excellent memory). The codex also discusses a mythical mineral called IBOR, with which a gifted user, called an IBORWORKER, can perform supernatural feats. His quest for further answers puts him in trouble with his family, the university (which suspends him), and most importantly, ESHEME, his intended.


Things come to a head when an intruder breaches Bassa’s border. LILONG, from the Nameless Islands (believed by most Bassai and mainlanders to be extinct, alongside its peoples), is chasing the Diwi, a family heirloom of inert red ibor that has been stolen by NEM, a fixer (and Esheme’s mother). By a twist of fate, Lilong ends up in Danso’s family barn, where she is spotted by him. Her presence confirms Danso’s beliefs that the codex’s words were true: Islanders aren’t extinct, and ibor is real, proven by Lilong’s use of amber ibor (to change her skin shade and control her blade, among other feats). When Lilong leaves, Danso opts not to report her presence.


In the course of retrieving the Diwi, Lilong discovers that Nem has learned iborworking, and ends up attacking her. Both get wounded, Nem more so than Lilong. Lilong returns to Danso’s barn, and Danso helps her, but encounters Esheme in the process. In a bid to protect herself, Lilong attacks Esheme, and Danso’s Second, ZAQ, is dutifully required to attack Esheme’s Second, who intends to harm Danso. With a search for the intruder on, the three—Danso, Zaq, and Lilong—are forced to flee to Whudasha, a coastal protectorate where other Shashi are permitted to live outside of Bassa. To do this, they must head through the Breathing Forest.


Their journey through the forest is filled with challenges, including constant quakes and an attack by a lightning bat called a SKOPI. Here, Danso learns that such beasts are attracted to ibor and feats of iborworking. But after killing the beast, the Diwi—which has been inert in Lilong’s family for generations—is awakened by Danso’s touch, and the dead bat is brought back to life under his command.


Back in Bassa, Esheme has taken over Nem’s affairs while she recovers from a coma. She comes into possession of a broken-off piece of the Diwi, held by Nem. She also inherits a debt Nem owes to the powerful First Elder DỌTA. Dọta, who knew about Nem’s dalliances with ibor, wants his hands on the mineral, and tasks Esheme with retrieving the full Diwi from the fugitives, threatening consequences if she doesn’t. This sends Esheme down two paths. The first: sending her Second, OBODA, to Whudasha in pursuit of the fugitives. The second: a meeting with the Coalition for New Bassa, in which the coalition’s leader, BASUAYE, and one of his generals, IGAN, sign up to protect her and her house until Dọta’s threats wane. But Basuaye wants something else in return: to use the funeral of the Bassai Speaker—who died in a strange attack (later revealed to have been facilitated by Nem for his knowledge of her actions)—to push his goals for the coalition, which are to disrupt the Bassai elite and galvanize the people to his cause. Esheme, chosen to give an address (on behalf of the absent Nem) about the recent attacks (which have been pinned on the intruder), is asked to speak in favour of the coalition.


On the day of the funeral, Esheme delivers her speech, which she infuses with her own rallying cries, revealing truths about the Bassai elite’s secrets. Her speech ignites a fracas, during which Esheme is rescued by Igan. Afterward, Dọta sends his people after her, but due to the protection of the Coalition for New Bassa (and her newfound respect by the Bassai), is unable to reach her.


Back on the road, the fugitives (Danso, Lilong, Zaq) arrive in Whudasha on the back of a tragedy: an attack by a crop of bounty hunters on their tail, which Danso deals with by setting the Skopi’s lighting on them. They are discovered by BIEMWENSÉ, a Whudan outcast who nurses them back to health. Zaq, harbouring doubts throughout the trip, finally abandons Danso, but is picked up by the Whudasha Youth, led by the Supreme Magnanimous, KAKUTAN, who pressures the truth out of him. Kakutan sets upon Biemwensé’s home, hoping to avoid Bassa’s wrath by rounding up the fugitives and returning them to the city. But Biemwensé holds her ground, defending Danso and Lilong—before Danso quells the attack using the Skopi. Kakutan allows the fugitives to go if they leave immediately, which they agree to. They head for the headquarters to retrieve Zaq, but more surprises await.


Oboda, who has traced the fugitives to Whudasha, has commandeered the Whudasha Youth and set Zaq to a pyre in order to draw out the fugitives. This leads to a battle wherein Oboda is killed by Lilong, and Zaq is burned at the stake. Zaq’s death weighs greatly on Danso. Kakutan, realising what Oboda’s death means for her people, decides to lead all of Whudasha across the border—underneath the Soke mountains, through the Dead Mines—to the desertlands beyond, where they may be safe with a secret group who runs these passages. Danso, Lilong, and Biemwensé follow on this journey.


In Bassa, Esheme learns she is pregnant with the child of her desertland immigrant lover. While processing this, she receives Oboda’s deceased body, which, upon her touch with the small piece of red ibor, is brought back to zombie-like life (like Danso’s bat) and is compliant to her commands. When Dọta shows up in person with his personal army to retrieve the red ibor, she decimates him and his group in a bloody attack by her newfound weapon, Oboda. Afterward, Nem awakes from her coma, and Esheme fills her in on everything. Nem pieces together that Esheme’s carriage of a mixed-heritage child must be the reason she can wield red ibor (giving us an insight as to why Danso also can). Nem believes that protecting this secret is important, and therefore all mixed-heritage peoples must be prevented from learning it—especially Whudans.


This leads Esheme into capitalizing on her newfound power (and support from the people) to take over the Coalition for New Bassa (which she does by murdering its generals and imprisoning its leader, Basuaye). With a rousing speech, she commandeers the coalition into an attack on the Great Dome, which she leads herself, using Oboda and Igan. In view of the public, she gives the Bassai elite over to the people to be maimed, after which she is rewarded with their support and loyalty, and is proclaimed by them as saviour and the new emperor.


With her newfound position, Esheme gathers Bassa’s best forces and sets upon the Soke border, catching the escape of the Whudans in the nick of time. On the last bridge across the moats, where Danso, Lilong, Biemwensé, and Kakutan are escaping, she tries to barter the Diwi for Danso’s father, whom she has brought along. This ends in a battle where Danso’s father dies at Esheme’s hands (by burning), Oboda and the Skopi are lost in the moat, and the four fugitives escape. They are picked up by the secret group, who they learn are called the Gaddo Company.


Back in Bassa, Esheme is crowned the new emperor.











The Written Codex of Danso DaaHabba, First Jali of Bassa to Journey over the Soke Borders: Hereafter lie his personal accounts of travels and travails through the desertlands, from the western vagabond colony of Chabo, to the fabled eastern Forest of the Mist.


The Third Account: The salt-taste of triumph.


Triumph is salt. It is blood rushing back from throat onto tongue, warm and stale and sick. It is the ache of bones after victory, the agony of wounds treated.


—The Manic Emperor, Nogowu, Twenty-Third Emperor of Great Bassa





I FIND SOLACE IN a madman’s words once we have crossed underneath the border’s mountains and make our way to a future beyond Bassa. Our journey across the lower Savanna Belt lasts many days and ends in a colony obscured from the naked eye, whose roads only familiar feet know. Here, we dismount and venture into the shadows.


In the quiet, I discover madness. What else is left to lose but sanity when one has lost everything they love, has left behind all whose freedoms may well depend on their actions? So, while around us people sing happy songs, seek friendship, eat good food, and make home, I find no respite, and neither do my companions; there is only dust and sweat and hearts jumping into our mouths.


Silence is safety, but also anticipation.


As an old jali’s saying goes: There is no rest under the throne. But a child who says their parent will not rest, will not rest either. All of us, eyes open, will stand through the dark of night.
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Five Hunthands




The Lonely Roads West


Fifth Mooncycle, 19–21





CHABO WAS A COLONY of vagabonds.


Every soul in Chabo was running from something. People of disrepute who, if their feet were to touch the dust of any city or settlement in the Savanna Belt, would be pounced upon and sent into a forever darkness. Those who lacked ambition, aspiration, or resourcefulness, making Chabo the only place on the continent that would not eat them alive for it. Those who moved between worlds, who needed a place of dishonour that operated by its own rules to pause and rethink their strategies.


Chabo asked nothing of those who came. There were no councils, no civic guards, no warrant chiefs, no vigilantes, no peace officers. Nothing but a haphazard collection of rogue communes in the western armpit of the Savanna Belt. It was generally agreed that any soul without a wish to be absorbed into this colony was to remain on the northward trade routes that sprouted from Chugoko, a real city. It was advised not to turn even one’s neck westward, let alone one’s kwaga.


Except, of course, if one wanted to turn their sights on Chabo in search of something that did not wish to be found.


Five mooncycles into the second season of the Red Emperor, a wagon carrying five men turned westward like so, sidling the Soke mountains and border moats, and set themselves upon the Lonely Roads West to Chabo. Each man was dressed in armoured hunthand garb—skirts, chest plates, iron headwear—and bore a short spear and long blade. Faces half shielded by veils, eyes alone betraying grim temperament. In their wagon: shackles, blindfolds, an iron crossbolt.


They rode in the open wagon and spat in the browning grass by the wayside, not an eye taken off the roads, minds focused on the colony ahead of them. They camped without event on the first day. By the next day, they came upon the first person they had seen in a long time: a wrinkled old desertlander who sat in the dust and batted flies from his lips.


They kicked aside his alms bowl and shoved a worn leaflet into his nose.


“In the name of the Red Emperor, tell us what you know of this,” the leader of the hunthands—a dark man with tribal marks etched into his cheeks, remnants of his hinterland origins—said in halting Savanna Common.


The almsman cocked his head and licked his dry, cracked lips. He squinted at the sheet of paper, struggling to make out the faint markings in the glare of the sun. It was unclear what language the words were written in. Besides, the man couldn’t read. He shrugged after trying, pointed at his ear, then at his head, to say he understood neither their words nor the markings.


“We seek the jali who made this,” said the leader, switching to a smoother border pidgin, more easily understood. “We are led to believe it came from Chabo.”


The almsman shrugged again. The leader smacked him on the cheek.


“Listen, you millipede,” he said. “This jali and his accomplices are fugitives of the Red Emperor. If you have seen a Shashi in Chabo, you better tell us now.” When the almsman struggled to process the word Shashi, the leader added: “He rides a dead bat that is not dead, and can call on lightning. He may be travelling with a yellowskin.”


The almsman blinked at that, then stifled a chuckle, and that was all it took.


One of the men punched him in the face and broke his nose. They left him bleeding into the dry grass, red reflecting in the hard heat of noon.


Next, they came upon a nomadic group of cattle and goat rearers. They stopped and asked the same questions. The rearers, a ragtag group of poorly armed men, said they sounded ridiculous. A bat-riding Shashi and a yellowskin? They had walked the length and breadth of this Savanna Belt and had never seen such things. They waved the hunthands aside and asked to be left alone.


One of the hunthands took off his veil to reveal his mouth: lips sewn shut, copper wires criss-crossing top to bottom, leaving dark, reddish patterns where they pierced.


Immediately the nomads saw this, they fell to their knees, heads bowed in the sand. “We did not know you were the Red Emperor’s peace officers,” they pleaded. “We thought you were bandits or swindlers trying to take our goats.”


The lead hunthand, in response, mounted the crossbolt and shot it between three goats. The rearers swallowed their hurt and rage and sorrow as the hunthands made them chop up the meat, dry it over a fire, and salt it for the rest of their trip.


On the third day, a few hours outside of Chabo, the hunthands met another vagabond.


This man happened to be headed away from Chabo, toward Chugoko, and luckily for them, knew about the tract. He had seen others like it being read back in Chabo, passed from hand to hand. All nonsense stories, he said, lies about the Red Emperor and Bassa. But it was popular in the colony, often read around night-fires among the companies that plied their trade there.


They thanked him, but for good measure, stripped him of his belongings.


They had barely gone another hour when they met another vagabond, this one cloaked in every sense of the word. Their wrappers went up to their wrists and ankles, and a veil shielded their face, leaving only their eyes visible. Even their hands and feet were wrapped in strips of cloth, as if they’d once been buried beneath the sand.


Upon sighting the hunthands from afar, the vagabond stopped in the middle of the road.


The men, unsure of what they were dealing with, disembarked from their wagon. The leader shouted his questions—in Savanna Common, in Mainland Common, in two border pidgins. None evoked any response. Then the man with the sewn lips revealed his face, and the vagabond snickered.


“If you were truly peace officers,” the vagabond said in High Bassai, “I would already be dead.”


The leader’s eyes narrowed. The man with the sewn lips removed the false wiring, tossed it in the sand, and wiped the fake blood from his lips.


“Who are you?” asked the leader.


“Come and find out,” said the vagabond, then ducked into the bush.


The men moved before they thought, drawing, unsheathing, a synergy born of seasons of hunts together. They piled into the bush, but one ran to the wagon, mounted the crossbolt, aimed it in the general vicinity of the vagabond, and fired. The iron bolt whizzed through tall grass, parting vegetation, headed for the retreating figure’s spine.


Out of nowhere, a flash of colour, as a gem-hilted blade appeared and struck the crossbolt clean in the head, altering its trajectory. The bolt missed the vagabond narrowly, tearing through their wrappers, splintering one tree, embedding itself into another.


“Ambush!” cried the leader, but it was too late. The vagabond had stopped running and had now turned to face them.


A second figure materialized in the grass: a man in a boubou kaftan, head in a turban, the curved sword in his hand pointed at the hunthand leader. Various people dressed and armed in a similar manner began to appear, their curved swords pointed likewise. In a moment, the hunthands were outnumbered, outarmed, outfoxed.


“If you know what is good for you,” the man in the boubou said, “drop your weapons.”


The lead hunthand, though not fully understanding the Savanna Common spoken, recognised the language of a well-executed trap. Especially once he spotted the vagabond from much earlier—the one who’d told them about the tract—among the group.


He surrendered his weapons and signaled for his men to do the same.


The cloaked vagabond stepped forward. Up close, he could see it was a woman: young, low-brown, desertlander. Raised scars peeked out near her collarbone, stretched and leathery, as if belonging to some other skin.


“You will be returning those,” she said, of the belongings they stole.


The lead hunthand nodded solemnly, then asked again, softer this time: “Who are you?”


“We,” she said, “are the Gaddo Company.”
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Lilong




Chabo


Fifth Mooncycle, 21, same day





LILONG RODE BACK TO the colony beside Kubra, in the lead and on the kwaga gifted to her by the company. This was how crucial she had become to company affairs over the few mooncycles since her arrival. So integrated, in fact, that she barely spared a thought for their targets anymore, especially when they deserved it like the hunthands they had just stripped of everything and abandoned in the savanna.


It’d started with Kubra asking her to join their raids. Not a request per se: It was customary for Bassa escapees to work off the cost of their escape. Between the four in her group, Lilong was the best choice, being the most skilled, most easily adaptable, and least recognised.


Initially, she’d accompanied them only on food raids, robbing Bassai merchant caravans along the trade routes. But the caravans soon became harder to defeat as the routes saw increased patrols by the Red Emperor’s bounty force of peace officers. So Lilong opted instead to provide first points of attack closer to home, fitting so seamlessly into the role that, within the season, she had become Kubra’s second-in-command.


They rode into the colony through the widest of the four mainways, that which contained both the depository and the public house. At this time of day—early evening—a motley selection of people milled about at the height of their business. There were no stables, so most tended to their mounts—camels and kwagas both—in back corridors. Most also trained their wild beasts in the street, like the feral camel that spat in Lilong’s direction as they went by, the owner trying to rein it in.


Chabo welcomed them as it often did: by paying no attention at all. The colony had a character of its own, a spirit of organised chaos that possessed all who arrived here. It had to be a possession, Lilong surmised, since no matter how deadly a vagrant one was before joining the colony, it was only a matter of time before they turned out differently (though worse in other ways, she thought with an eye on their tattered clothing, rotten teeth, and general lack of hygiene).


There was an odd sense of belonging one developed to the place, something Lilong had sorely missed in all her time traipsing the mainland. The full-bellied laughter of colourful strangers who did not wish her death, and whom she did not want to strangle in turn. Singing by the night-fire. Combat training with fighters she barely knew yet shared a common goal with.


But that feeling, she reminded herself often, was dangerous. No one here had anything in common with her. No one here had to return home—a home that awaited with jaws open—to reclaim their family’s honour. No one here held the future of the continent in their hands.


“It’s time,” said Kubra, pulling Lilong out of her thoughts.


She blinked. “For what?”


“The meeting. The audience with Gaddo you asked for?”


Lilong’s eyes narrowed. “You said after fifty successful raids. I have not done fifty.”


“And yet they would like to see you anyway,” said Kubra. “Something urgent. Come by our quarters tonight and I’ll take you.”


Lilong wanted to allow herself a moment to exhale, to scream with joy and say, Finally, Lilong, you’re going home! She wanted to envision her daa’s face, pretend he was still alive (until she knew otherwise for sure). She wanted to imagine her siblings’ excitement when she returned with the Diwi in hand. She wanted to envision the Elder Warriors of the Abenai League patting her on the back for doing the right thing.


None of those things were going to happen. But that was not the reason for holding her breath.


She didn’t detest the Gaddo Company. She could even say she enjoyed working here. There was recreation, camaraderie, gifts like the kwaga. Two mooncycles in, Kubra bestowed upon her a “colony name,” which the company used in the field in lieu of one’s true name. (He named her Snakeblade—snake for her ability to, in his words, “shed skin,” and blade for her skillful ability with her short sword). It was a nice gesture, even though it was in keeping with the Code of Vagabonds—the loose list of rules of conduct by which every resident of the colony lived—which stated: Never inquire about a person’s past or their true name—a colony name and all the past they offer is sufficient. (Other rules: Stay within assigned territories; keep weaponry unconcealed at all times; company leadership must remain secret.)


Regardless, her impending journey east was an open secret. Traversing the Savanna Belt to the eastern coast where the Forest of the Mist lay would be a perilous task. There was a bounty on her head. Peace officers prowled the region. Bandits and wild beasts littered the open savanna. Even if she could somehow overcome these, there was the little matter of food, water, and reliable transport for the length of the trip, costly things she could not afford. She’d learned the hard way on her initial trip to Bassa that lacking these could kill you just as quickly as a sword.


So she’d requested a meeting with Gaddo to ask for help.


The Gaddo Company was one of the largest companies headquartered in Chabo, bigger than the Savanna Swine, Ravaging Mongrels, Tremor of the Sands, and other fledgling companies roaming the savanna but keeping base here. The Code of Vagabonds ensured that every company adhered to Chabo’s rules, but also served to strengthen the standing agreements between the companies and the law, which once consisted solely of vigilantes employed by Bassa-ordained warrant chiefs. But with peace officers now in the region, the warrant chiefs’ vigilantes no longer held as much sway—not even in Chugoko. The identities of company leadership were now at a premium. A headless group is a multi-headed one, Kubra had said, not as prone to decapitation.


So Lilong ended up never meeting Gaddo, despite working for them for a season and a half. But suddenly, out of the dust, an invitation?


“Tonight is not good,” said Lilong. “That is no time to prepare.”


“There’s nothing to prepare,” said Kubra. “They know all there is to know about you.”


Lilong eyed Kubra. “What have you gossiped?”


“Me, gossip?” Kubra chuckled. “Your suspicion knows no bounds, Snakeblade. You four need to keep an open mind until the meeting.”


Lilong lifted an eyebrow. “Us four?”


“Yes: you, the Whudans, the jali. Gaddo wants to meet you all.”


Lilong did not like the sound of that.


“And speaking of the jali,” Kubra continued, “can you tell him to stop distributing those tracts? We have better things to do than intercept hunthands.”


Lilong pursed her lips. “He is … going through some things.”


“Then he better go through them fast,” said Kubra. “Or one day, it will land in the hands of a peace officer who can read, and then we’ll all be doomed.”
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Back at her quarters before the sky turned sunset orange, Lilong took the secret entrance—the rear one built of wood, made to look like an abandoned shack. She made straight for the washroom, wiped her sweaty parts, and switched back to her regular complexion before heading for the common area, praying that the evening dish would already be laid out. Sure enough, as she emerged from the darkness into the only room with windows not boarded shut, Biemwensé and Kakutan sat on short stools at the dwarf roundtable, surrounded by pounded yam, dika nut soup, and ram.


“Ooh, ram,” Lilong said, reaching for the bowl of meat. Biemwensé, without looking, stretched out her stick and smacked her hand before it reached the dish.


“Wait until your brother joins us,” she said.


Lilong massaged her smarting hand. She wasn’t sure if it was just a language thing, the way Biemwensé used brother to refer to Danso and auntie to herself and Kakutan. Other things she insisted upon: all four of them living in the same quarters; requiring everyone to be home before dusk; having the evening meal together. It was play-acting family, a fantasy, and Lilong hated it. Each had their own family, and this little gang of four was not it. Biemwensé herself never wasted an opportunity to speak about how much she missed her children, how much she wished she was back in Whudasha with her boys. Even Kakutan spoke often of returning to do right by the Whudans, gather them from every corner of the mainland and lead them back to safety.


Each had their own way of coping with the limbo they were stuck in, but Lilong’s patience for indulging them was wearing thin.


“Maybe you should tell brother,” Lilong said, “to stop leading bounty hunters here.”


Biemwensé pretended not to hear, instead resetting each dish in scalding water to keep the food warm. Lilong took the opportunity to snag one of the diced chunks of papaya lying in a side dish and stuffed it into her mouth.


Kakutan, transformed from Supreme Magnanimous to Chabo commoner by losing her warrior garb and cutting her hair short—part camouflage, part comfort, she’d say when asked—leaned in. “What happened?”


“I have good news and bad news,” said Lilong. “Pick.”


“Bad,” said Kakutan, at the same time Biemwensé said, “Good.”


“More hunthands who can read,” Lilong said, pulling out the yellowed tract seized from the men and slapping it on the table. “Mainlanders, these ones. I don’t know how this travelled all the way there.”


The women stared at the tract. Not that they needed to. As much as Danso denied it, everyone in this house knew it was him writing and distributing them.


Kakutan shook her head, saying, “Several times I’ve warned him. And yet.”


“Please don’t bring outside on my table,” said Biemwensé. With her stick, she shoved the tract onto the floor.


“He has to stop now,” said Lilong, “or all this hiding is for nothing.”


“Then tell him,” said Biemwensé. “He listens to you.”


Lilong shook her head. “Not anymore.”


Silence bit at them, interrupted only by Biemwensé’s impatient tapping of her stick.


“What’s the good news?” asked Kakutan.


“Meeting with Gaddo. Finally.”


The former Supreme Magnanimous sat up, flush across the face. “Say again?”


“Tonight. Kubra will take us.”


“Us?” Biemwensé said, at the same time Kakutan said, incredulously, “Tonight?”


Lilong nodded. “They want to meet with all of us.”


“Why?” asked Biemwensé. “You’re the one who needs help.”


“You are the ones going back to the mainland,” Lilong retorted.


“Right,” said Kakutan, rising. “Well, we can’t eat now! I hear meeting company leaders is like meeting royalty. I suspect there will be a hearty meal, and we cannot disrespect them by suggesting we’re full.”


“So what happens to all this?” Biemwensé gestured at the meal. “After I spent seasons preparing it?”


Kakutan shrugged. “We are sorry?”


“I can eat,” said Lilong, reaching for a bowl. Biemwensé’s stick came back up, but this time, Lilong was ready and caught it.


“What is wrong with you?” said Lilong. “You are not anybody’s maa here. Stop this.”


“Lilong,” said Kakutan, cocking her head. “Be gentle.” To Biemwensé, she said: “You know she’s right.” Then the former Supreme Magnanimous left it at that and went to prepare.


Biemwensé remained unfazed. “We all eat,” she said, strengthening her grip on the stick, “or no one does.”


Lilong slapped the stick away and left the room.
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Danso was holed up in the dark, writing in his codex, when Lilong knocked and entered. He did not acknowledge her.


“You missed evening meal,” she said. “Biemwensé is upset.”


“Not hungry,” he said without looking up.


A beat, then she said: “We caught hunthands today. They had your tract.”


“Not my tract.”


Lilong collected herself. Be gentle.


“I know you are bursting with stories, and that you want to”—she put on his voice—“liberate people’s minds. But this actually hurts us.”


Danso said nothing. Lilong changed tack.


“Listen,” she said, stepping closer. “As a jali, I know this is the one power you have.” She did not mention the other power, the one he had forever abandoned and forbade her to speak of. “Your codex—its purpose is storytelling, yes? Tell all the stories you want in there. I promise you these tracts will not be missed. Nobody wants to hear the truth about Esheme—”


“Don’t say her name.”


Lilong held up her hands. “Fine. The Red Emperor.”


“Don’t say that either.”


Lilong scoffed. This was fruitless. “Look at us, arguing about names and tracts. We could be putting this time to better use. Like practicing with the Diwi.”


Danso stiffened. She hurried forward, giving him no time to respond.


“I have thought it through, Danso. We wrap ourselves up like I do on raids. No one recognises me out there, even when I do not skinchange—no one will be able to tell! We ride off to the outskirts, start out with the small critters—lizards, scorpions. Try bigger after.” She waved a hand over the scattered papers of his codex. “This isn’t the power that will save us if we come upon the emperor’s forces. Ibor is.”


Danso’s writing hand stopped moving. A shadow of a smile tugged at his lips.


“You have been practicing that argument.”


Lilong wrinkled her nose. “And what if so?”


“It’s a good argument.” He went back to writing. “But I told you. I’m not touching it again.”


Lilong exhaled, defeated. “Danso …”


He turned, anticipating the rest of her sentence. His hair, now moon-sized and unbraided, had not seen grooming in many mooncycles. His beard was the same, encroaching down his neck, moustache threatening to block his nostrils. His eyes were bloodshot from peering in the dark, refusing to light anything more than one candle.


What exactly are you going to say, Lilong? she thought. That she understood what it meant for one’s family, friends, home, livelihood—everything they loved, knew, and believed in—to be snatched away forever? Had she seen her daa murdered by her own intended’s hand? Had her closest associate been burned to a crisp right before her eyes? Had her sole actions broken the world and cost everything in the process?


She, too, had lost things, but not like this. It had to be hard, living every day knowing he escaped Bassa’s grip, but everyone else he cared about was still trapped there: friends, uncles, mentors. Had to be hard knowing he could do little or nothing to help them—not even with stories, the one thing he was good at. And how could he save them if he wasn’t safe, if he couldn’t even go outside without a disguise?


At least everyone under this roof had something to look forward to, a people to return to, no matter how fractured the situation. Danso had nothing.


So what did she really know about what he was going through?


“Never mind you,” she said. “I just came to give the news.”


This made him perk up. He put down his charcoal stylus and gave her his undivided attention.


“We have the meeting. Tonight.”


His eyes lit up. “Gaddo?” She nodded. “All of us?” She nodded again.


“The aunties want you to … make yourself proper.”


“Ah,” he said, then chuckled. She hadn’t heard that sound in a while.


“So, this is real?” A small vigor had crept back into his once-defeated manner. “We’re going home?”


He said home like the Ihinyon islands were theirs to share. Maybe they were. Agreeing to come east with her was the right choice, seeing as he had nowhere left of his own. Perhaps it wasn’t a bad idea to start thinking of Namge as home. And who knew? Maybe the seven islands might be more welcoming than she envisaged.
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MEETING GADDO WAS INDEED like meeting royalty. Now that company leaders were only learned of by word of mouth, tales about them abounded, each trying to outdo the others through exaggeration. Lilong doubted the commander of the Tremor of the Sands had ever slain a lion with his bare hands, or the matriarch of the Savanna Swine truly descended from a desertland goddess of war. Such tales were primarily to instil fear into merchants who were unlucky enough to encounter their companies.


Of Gaddo, the songs were more realist. No one had seen enough to tell if they were man or woman or neither or both. While every other company leader was a fugitive of some sort, Gaddo was best at disguises, hiding in plain sight, and therefore had never been caught or imprisoned. Lilong knew it was a huge feat to orbit the savanna in this way yet remain anonymous, so she was equal parts curious and anxious about this meeting.


Kubra took the party of four on a trek through an extensive thicket, one of the last few of such still standing in the desertlands. Chabo boasted a couple only due to its closeness to the coast.


“You’d think that weeks in the Breathing Forest would make me less uneasy about walking into forests at night,” Danso, beard and hair now trimmed, whispered to Lilong as they went deeper and deeper into the thicket. “But look.” He stretched out trembling hands.


“Kubra cannot harm us,” Lilong whispered back.


Danso appraised the man, who was walking in front of the Whudan women.


“I wouldn’t know,” he said. “He and his employers are still blank slates to me.”


Lilong shrugged. “Do we have a choice?”


Kubra meandered some more, holding a lantern up, until they finally arrived at a dense wall of vines. He handed the lantern to Kakutan and pulled the vines apart. Behind them was a sturdy wall built with slender trunks, disguised as trees by greenery tied to the top of them. Kubra led them in, squeezing through some space, and they finally arrived at a tunnel-like opening. They trudged forward, toward light streaming in from the opposite opening.


A scent wafted over to greet them.


“Is that—” Danso started.


“Bean pudding?” Lilong said.


“We call it moi-moi here,” Kubra said. “Come, let me show you.”


They emerged from the opposite end into a clearing, and it was all Lilong could do to keep from gasping.


Before them was a garden, set into the mist of night. Lanterns hung from branches and cast soft glows on flowers arranged in various patterns. At the centre of it all was a large hut—couldn’t call it a hut, really, because it was too large, but it was built to look like one anyway. The grass was soft and inviting, meticulously tended to. Off to a side was a tiny patch of farm with various plants growing. In that farm were two figures: a woman, holding up an open-flame lamp, and a man, bent over and picking some fruit from a shrub.


“They are here,” Kubra announced.


Both figures rose as one, and the woman lifted the lamp to show their faces. They were both elderly—Lilong surmised them to be about the same age as Biemwensé. The woman—mainlander, high-black as humus—had a permanent warm smile affixed to her face in a way that uneased Lilong. The man—low-brown, desertlander—presented as aloof, as if only just remembering people existed outside of the woman next to him, and Lilong couldn’t decide if this was a front or not. He rubbed the fruits he had been picking up—yellow lantern peppers—in his palm.


“Welcome, dear ones,” the woman said in crisp High Bassai. “Please, have a seat.” She waved them toward open space outside the hut, mats spread over the soft grass. To Kubra, she said, in Savanna Common: “You may guard the entrance.”


Kubra went over to do just that. The party remained standing, confused. When no one else seemed willing to ask the obvious question, Lilong blurted out: “Is it you we are supposed to meet?”


“Ah,” the woman said, dusting her palms together and interlinking her arm with the man—Lilong assumed they were some sort of partners. They made their way over to the group.


“You must be Lilong,” the woman said, the smile still plastered on her face. “The Snakeblade.”


“And skinchanger, don’t forget.” The man had a shrill voice, as if he was perpetually excited. “Also: extraordinary Ihinyon warrior.”


Lilong frowned. Kubra had been right. They knew a lot.


“We take it upon ourselves to know everyone who works for us,” the woman said. She pointed at Danso. “You’re the scholar—my apologies, jali, yes? And you”—she pointed to Kakutan—“must be the Supreme Magnanimous of Whudasha. Well, former Supreme Magnanimous.” She looked Biemwensé over. “And you’re the one we’re still trying to piece together.”


The Whudan women glanced at each other. Danso, the only person who seemed pleased to be recognised, offered a wry smile.


“Jali novitiate,” he corrected. “But I was close to graduating.”


Lilong offered nothing, turning things over in her mind. She had expected to be recognised, sure, but these people did not even refer to the seven islands as Nameless like everyone else. They had used their real name.


“So you are … Gaddo?” asked Kakutan.


“As we live and breathe,” the man said. “You may call me Pa Gaddo. This here is Ma Gaddo.”


“And those are your real names?”


The two looked at one another and smiled.


“Real enough for our purposes,” said Ma Gaddo.


“So there are two of you,” Danso added. “And, you are …”


“Old? Not warriors? Warm and welcoming?” Pa Gaddo said.


“From opposite sides of the border?” Ma Gaddo said.


Lilong was wary of people who answered questions before you asked them.


“There is nothing to be said about us that we haven’t heard. Come, sit.” Pa Gaddo placed the lantern peppers in Ma Gaddo’s hand. “Let us spice up that moi-moi and then we will tell you everything you need to know over a meal.”


Lilong watched the couple through the door of what she assumed was their kitchen as they fussed over steaming pots. She noticed that Kakutan, seated next to her in the grass, watched with the same intensity. Biemwensé and Danso had wandered off to a corner of the garden, whispering over flowers and fruits.


“You really believe it?” she whispered to Kakutan. “Chabo’s biggest company led by two old lovers living jolly in the bush?”


“They sure have much explaining to do,” Kakutan whispered back. Lilong, who once found the former Supreme Magnanimous a risky ally, considered this moment one of the reasons Kakutan was a good fit for their group. She often held a healthy amount of scepticism, a trait useful for continued survival.


The moi-moi, when it came, was indeed spicy—those peppers were no joke. When the leaf wraps were opened, steam rose from the pudding-with-meat, stinging the eyes. With it came the wave of a memory for Lilong: Ma Guosa doing the exact same back home, though her daa’s wife made her pudding with a different kind of beans, steamed with a different kind of leaf and often containing fish and shrimp rather than meat. She remembered her older brother, Issouf, and her younger brother, Kyauta, scrambling to open every wrap to find the one with the biggest fish and take it for themselves. They would dig in, just like Biemwensé and Danso did now, sucking in their breaths to calm the pepper’s heat, eyes watering. Lilong would fight them for the biggest piece of fish or crayfish they had found, and hand it to their baby sister, Lumusi.


Lilong shut her eyes, letting the memory wash over her and remind her why she was here. Ground yourself, Lilong. She opened her eyes, but did not touch the food. Kakutan, next to her, did not either.


“The doubters of the bunch, I see?” Pa Gaddo said.


“We just want to know why we are here,” said Lilong. “And present our ask.”


“We know your ask,” Ma Gaddo said. “You want to journey east, so you’ll need a mooncycle’s worth of food and water, maybe a few weapons, all stocked in a sturdy travelwagon drawn by kwagas trained for the wilderness.” She angled her head. “Well, at least you need that. These two”—she pointed at the Whudan women—“want to return to the mainland.”


The four glanced at one another.


“I reckon you must’ve heard,” Ma Gaddo said, “what the Red Emperor is doing to your people?”


Biemwensé and Kakutan tensed. The news had indeed filtered into Chabo little by little—a companyperson here or there, returning with tales gleaned from those who had managed to escape the mainland. They had learned that every Whudan left on the mainland who wasn’t old, frail, or a child too young to possess agency had been given two choices. One: leave Whudasha and be integrated into Fifteenth Ward, where the civic guard could keep an eye on their activities, but they’d still be far enough from the centre to bother anyone of note. Or, two: be taken into First Ward’s prisons and left to rot for the rest of their days. Seeing that both were the same imprisonment by different names, many Whudans opted for Fifteenth Ward. Only a few had ended up in prison.


“How do you know so much?” Kakutan asked.


“Our job is to know things,” Ma Gaddo said, then tapped a bowl. “Now eat. It would be disrespectful for us to put forward our proposition before you have eaten.”


“What is the proposition?” Lilong pressed.


“Eat,” Ma Gaddo said. “Talk after.”


So Lilong ate, reluctantly at first, but soon a bit more eagerly than she’d expected. The food was surprisingly tasty, the black-eyed beans well ground and the chewy bits of meat—camel or goat or kwaga, she still couldn’t differentiate—soft.


“If I may ask,” Danso said, mid-meal. “What is the tale here?” He pointed to each half of the Gaddo couple.


“Is this going to be in one of your tracts?” asked Pa Gaddo.


Danso swallowed and looked away.


“If we tell you,” said Ma Gaddo, “perhaps it will make you trust us a bit more?” She said this with an eye on Lilong, who didn’t respond. Ma Gaddo continued anyway.


“I was given over for joining at a young age. Too young. The man I was joined to was … well, bastard is the kindest word I can use to describe him. Pa Gaddo was a soldier—too young, just like me—conscripted under the Manic Emperor to fight for the Bassai side. He helped me cross the border. Back then, the Soke Pass was more porous than it is now.”


Danso’s eyes widened. “You two were alive for the Second Great War?”


“The tail end of them, mostly,” Ma Gaddo said. “I was much too young to remember anything of note. Pa here might have some stories for you.”


Pa Gaddo shrugged. “Eh. I never fought, was never close to the coast, which is where the real battles with the first landers happened. For me, it was mostly orders, orders, orders. I was in supplies transport, see. Scrawny little travelhand driving teams of kwagas. Boring, depressing. Most exciting thing was meeting Ma when she stowed away in one of my wagons.”


Lilong noted how much of their story—stowaways, intendeds, sneaking past borders—mimicked hers and Danso’s. Was this why the Gaddos took an interest in them, among all the people they had liberated from the clutches of the mainland?


Danso, on the other hand, seemed ready to burst with curiosity. “I have so many questions.”


“I have only one,” Lilong said, cutting in. “We have yet to pay the debt for our crossing, and you have said nothing about erasing the rest of it. If we are not yet free to leave, then why do you speak of our journeys?”


“As I said,” said Ma Gaddo. “We have a proposition.”


Lilong rose. “Then say it now, or we are done here.”


“Sit,” Ma Gaddo said, so sharply Lilong had no choice but to obey. She started to speak, but the woman held up a silencing finger. The couple, done with eating, washed their hands together, a small, silent ritual they seemed to take seriously. As the group watched, the couple muttered prayers under their breaths, whispering into the air, turning their faces up, down, side to side.


“To the Four Winds,” Pa Gaddo said, after they were done. “One must give thanks after a meal and ask for favour.” He waved his hands in the air to dry them.


“You are indeed correct,” said Ma Gaddo, finally. “We do not speak of your debt, because we are willing to erase all that’s left of it. Transport, supplies, maps with the safest routes—name it, and you’ll have it for your journey east. For those of you who wish to return to the mainland, we will sneak you back in and connect you with our network, who will hide you until you can make your move.”


Lilong nodded. “But you want something from us first.”


“Yes,” said Pa Gaddo. “We want you to break into a prison.”
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“YOU WANT US TO do what?” Lilong spat.


Ma Gaddo shushed her violently. “You will wake the baby!”


A gurgle started up somewhere within the hut, then broke into a cry that pierced the stillness of the thicket’s night.


“Ah, now you have done it.” Pa Gaddo kissed his teeth and went into the hut.


“You have a baby in there?” Kakutan asked. “Who are you people?”


The crying soon stopped. Pa Gaddo emerged, a wrapper tied about his midriff. Nestled in the cocoon of wrapper folds at his back was the child—less than three seasons old, by Lilong’s guess. Pa Gaddo danced foot to foot, bouncing and humming a song to lull the child back to sleep.


“This one has peed,” Pa Gaddo whispered. “I’ve wiped her, so she will be back asleep soon, if you can manage to keep your voices down.”


Lilong watched Pa Gaddo with the child, images flashing through her mind: her daa, the day Lumusi was born, strapping her to his chest. Dancing in the house to keep her quiet. Chiding the boys for playing noisily while she was asleep. It was a long time ago and the details were fuzzy, but Lilong remembered how she’d felt back then: jealous, upset that her daa had chosen someone else over her. She shook off the memory.


“What is in this prison?” she asked.


“Not what, who,” Ma Gaddo said. “And perhaps that answer will interest you more than you think. But first, I will tell you the story of this baby.”


Ma Gaddo rose, went over to Pa Gaddo, and patted the child strapped to his back.


“This is Thema, daughter of our one and only son, Alaba.” Ma Gaddo kissed the baby. “Now, Alaba should be here to take care of his child, should he not? But our son, winds bless his soul, is a coconut head with a heart of gold, a burdensome combination. He is off in Chugoko, seeking to release Thema’s maa—whom he has decided is the love of his life—from the Chugoko Central Prison.” She patted the baby once more, then turned to face the group. “Now, I understand young love. I have felt it once, and look, Pa Gaddo and I are still here because of it. But this foolish quest Alaba is on, he cannot succeed. Reasoning has never been his strength, though, and Thema’s birth has made him all the more determined to free her maa. So, because we are loving parents and do not want our son to needlessly perish, we’ve decided to get help—proper help—to see it through. That is where you come in.”


“We are to help him … break his lover out of prison,” Kakutan said. “Are you being serious?”


“Am I smiling?” Ma Gaddo shot back. “Do you see my teeth?”


“Let me understand,” said Lilong. “You want us to risk our lives for your son because he is foolish.”


“Or,” Pa Gaddo inserted, “maybe wait until you hear the person you’re rescuing.”


Ma Gaddo turned to Kakutan. “The high-ranking Bassai you once helped secure passage through our route in the Dead Mines, you know who she was, yes?”


“Oke,” Kakutan said, nodding. “The former speaker’s daughter.”


“Surely you must know her story?”


“I hear she got lost over the border.”


“Not lost, no,” Ma Gaddo said, turning to Danso. “But did you know that she also read the Manic Emperor’s codex? And left the mainland right after too? Luckily, her leaving didn’t raise as much dust as yours. But unluckily, before she could do anything with that information, she was caught by vigilantes, arrested, and placed in prison. The Chugoko Central Prison.” She angled her head further. “You see what I’m getting at?”


Danso’s and Kakutan’s eyes bulged.


“So that is who you want us to risk everything for?” Biemwensé, since quiet, suddenly found her voice. “A spoiled Bassai Idu and her wayward desertland lover?”


“Wayward desertland lover, yes,” said Ma Gaddo. “Spoiled Bassai Idu, no.”


Ma Gaddo turned to Lilong.


“You are here because someone from your side of the continent was at the Weary Sojourner Caravansary when it burned down. Meeting with someone from this side of the continent. A Bassai.” Ma Gaddo held Lilong’s gaze. “A Bassai who knew about ibor.”


The mention of ibor stiffened the group’s countenance. Humidity sucked away, leaving behind air that was bone-dry, prickly, prone to catching.


“No,” said Lilong. “It can’t be. Everyone who didn’t die in that fire was a merchant or worker. The housekeep told me so.”


“That’s because Oke wasn’t there when it burned down,” said Ma Gaddo. “She left long before, sensing something amiss. She was captured in the wilderness nearly a season later, dehydrated and pregnant. She’d been trying to make her way east.” She held Lilong’s gaze again. “East.”


Lilong looked at the baby on Pa Gaddo’s back, now fast asleep. She tried to imagine the parents’ faces—the stubborn daa, the dogged maa. She tried to imagine Oke and her own daa, Elder Warrior Jaoudou of the Abenai League, seated together at the Weary Sojourner, ibor on the table between them, him divulging the secrets of the seven islands, inviting her to the Forest of the Mist. She tried to imagine Oke in the middle of the savanna, wading through grass, evading bandits and wildlife, regretting leaving the comforts of her daa’s wealth.


The web was simply too tangled, even a spider couldn’t weave it. A tale so convoluted could be only one thing.


“Let us assume what you say is not a lie,” Lilong said, slowly. “Why me?”


“There’s not a skilled companyperson I can hire who will not immediately be recognised in Chugoko and rightly pounced upon. Now someone who can alter their appearance …” She left that trailing.


“A throwaway Bassai escapee is not worth the risk,” said Lilong. “And your son does not deserve my sacrifice.”


Ma Gaddo smiled, then ushered Pa Gaddo to return the baby to bed. Once gone, she sat back down.


“You know what it means to traverse this Savanna Belt. You’ve done it once before, Lilong—have you told your friends what it’s like? If I remember correctly, you got wounded by bandits on your way west—and that’s you, a trained warrior with … abilities. Now imagine all that, tripled by the dry harmattan, plus a bounty on your heads.” Ma Gaddo sat up straight. “Stop being so stoic. You need help, and we are willing to give it. You need answers, too, or you’d never have come west in the first place. If this goes well, you get both those things.”


Lilong hadn’t really thought of rescuing Oke as a pathway to finding answers. Mostly, it was anger that filled her belly. Like: How dare it be a Bassai that may have led her daa to his demise? Like: How dare her daa spill the secrets of the seven islands to some stranger, when his own daughter was right there? If anything, she was happy to rescue this Oke person from prison if it meant she’d get to put a blade through the woman herself.


But then there was also the promise of return: of traipsing the Forest of the Mist, crossing the isthmus, Diwi in hand. Receiving a hero’s welcome. Reclaiming her family’s honour. Saving the continent. Saving her daa—if he was still alive.


Ma Gaddo was right: The next best thing to killing Oke was finding out all she knew about the islands, ibor, her daa’s plans—then using that to her advantage.


Lilong turned to her comrades. “Thoughts?”


The Whudans looked conflicted and Lilong could guess why. They now understood why the Gaddos had wanted to meet with all four of them—to make it difficult for Lilong to refuse their offer, since they’d all benefit from her success. If Biemwensé and Kakutan told her to accept the proposition now, it would seem selfish. But telling her not to would sound like they didn’t care about her own desire to return home. It was a perfectly laid trap, and Lilong decided that the Gaddos were much more calculating than their warm disposition let on.


“Maybe,” said Kakutan, canny as ever, “it doesn’t have to be just you? Partaking in the heist, I mean.” She turned to the Gaddos, Pa Gaddo now returned from laying the baby down. “We can all play a part, can we not?”


“Depends,” said Ma Gaddo. “What can you bring to the table?”


“Assume we possess a variety of useful skills.”


The Gaddos glanced at one another, shrugged. “I guess we can use more hands with no ties to the company,” said Pa Gaddo. “Four of you plus Kubra could mean no one else need be involved.”


“Four plus Kubra and Alaba,” said Ma Gaddo. “He’ll be there to represent our interests.”


Kakutan turned to Lilong. “You stand to lose the most if something goes wrong, so I say it’s your decision.” She nudged Biemwensé. “Right?”


Biemwensé, who had something else at the tip of her tongue but decided against it, acceded: “Your decision.”


Lilong turned to Danso. “What about you?”


Danso looked distant. “I don’t know. If we get caught, you—we—will never go home. Everything we’ve struggled through, everyone who’s died, everything we’ve lost …” He trailed off, a faraway look in his eye. “I just want a chance to fix things, and I need to be alive to do that, you know?”


“We understand it’s not an easy decision,” said Ma Gaddo. “Go home, sleep, speak among yourselves. But be hasty about it.”


“Why?” asked Lilong.


“Because the Ochela, Chugoko’s Festival of Nomads, is about a fortnight away. And that is when we move.”
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TWO DAYS AFTER THE meeting, Lilong ventured into the outskirts of Chabo at twilight, soon finding herself in a less crowded locality. Here, all the roads disappeared, and the real belly of the colony showed itself. Unlike the abodes near the centre where company powers held sway, constituents living closer to its edges had less of an affinity for order.


Lilong’s path took her into the only thoroughfare available—the space between ramshackle abodes and lean-to constructions, stacked precariously upon each other like chickens in an acrobatic pyramid. All navigation was done via such alley-like connections, zigzag mazes no person in their right mind could memorise. Lilong herself had learned to navigate by using the clotheslines criss-crossing overhead from one abode to the other. Most residents labelled their clothing and wares tied to the lines using personal symbols, and Lilong had learned to read these and use them as her cardinals.


Soon, she found the door she sought and rapped on it in quick, coded knocks.


“What’s the word?” a low voice inquired from inside. Lilong whispered it and the door opened. A hand stretched out, gripped her tunic, and pulled her inside.


The clandestine public house was soaked in darkness and near empty. Lilong did what she did each time she came here: She went to the counter, ordered a spirit, hunched over the drink when it was offered, but did not touch it. As usual, she was approached by at least one drunk who wanted to know why she was so tense, if they could give her a massage and remedy that. She offered her usual response: Touch me, lose your hand.


After she was sure she hadn’t been followed, she poured the drink in the dirt and took the back exit. Behind the building was the shed she sought, and within the shed was the trapdoor to which only she had a key—because she had paid for that privilege. She opened it quickly, and within it was a strongbox, demanding another key, which she also had. Soon, that one opened as well.


Inside, an object was bunched up in rags tied with strips of cloth. Usually, all Lilong would do was to open it and inspect, ensuring the Diwi was still in one piece. But tonight, she simply laid down the strongbox, trapdoor, and key, and walked away with the wrapped stone-bone tucked into her wrappers.


She left the public house as quickly as she’d arrived and plunged back into the outskirts. Night had fallen proper, making navigation more difficult. A deep chill had set into the air. Lilong draped an extra wrapper over her head, holding it tight and close.


Perhaps it was that which prevented her from seeing the movement around the corner. It was right next to her before she sensed it—the warmth of a person—reaching out.


She swivelled, primed to Draw and Command. Her blade rattled in its sheath, ready to swing into the face of the figure before her.


“It’s me, it’s me,” Danso said, hands up. He pulled his wrapper over his head.


Lilong swore under her breath and recalled her power. The blade stopped agitating and settled back into the sheath with a snap.


“What are you—” She stole a quick glance back at the corner she had just turned. “Are you following me?” Lilong swore again. “I could have wounded you! That is a risky joke you are playing.”


“And that was a very long evening stroll you were taking,” he said.


“What are you doing here?” She eyed the lump in his own wrappers, the shape of rolled-up papers. “Let me guess—new invitations to our enemies?”


Danso scoffed. “Whatever.” He walked away. Lilong sighed, caught up, and fell in stride.


“I did not mean it like that,” she said. “But you know me, I will not stop saying this—what you are doing is dangerous for us.”


“I know.”


“And yet you continue.”


“Because I have no choice.”


What does that even mean? Lilong wanted to press, but decided against it. She had learned the hard way that Danso was like a lever with no balance on the other end. If you pushed too hard, the return swing could knock you out.


For their first few days in Chabo, Danso had been close to delirious, muttering half sentences in which Lilong only managed to catch a name here or there—often Zaq or daa or the names of his triplet uncles and friends. Then a fortnight or two in, he stopped talking altogether. All he did was write, throwing himself into the codex (and as they would soon discover, the tracts). Lilong tried everything she could to get him to open up to her, offering everything from promises of Red Iborworker training to stories of Namge to cheer him up. Danso was a stone wall. Only after she stopped trying did the wall start to come down. But even then, he only let himself show in trickles.


“I know what you have tucked under there,” Danso said, motioning to her own wrappers. “You went to get it because you’re ready to leave.” He glanced at her. “I guess you’ve made up your mind, then.”


She had, and it hadn’t taken long. The stakes of getting caught and imprisoned or killed were high, yes, but the costs of saying no, of never going home, were even higher. What life awaited her out here, where she could never be who she truly was, who she really wanted to become? What kind of life would it be to never find her voice, her truth, her heart?


The tipping point, therefore, had been the promise of answers. The opportunity to learn what her daa had been up to. Whether she liked it or not, her fate here or in the islands was tied to those events, and she needed to understand them through and through. Better, even, if she could do so before taking a step toward the journey home.


“I want us to have a safe trip,” she said. “If that means we break into a prison, then we break into a prison.”


They had come upon an overlook, one among many present in the only ridge in Chabo. The colony wasn’t mountainous, but being so close to the Soke mountains, one rogue ridge had slipped off and run its way past the colony’s southwest edge. This gave passers-by a scenic view in four directions: the Soke mountains to the south and southeast, the coast to the southwest, and the expansive Savanna Belt everywhere else. They stopped and sat in the sand, gazing out to the horizon, as the two moons overhead prepared to cross.


Danso pulled the tracts from beneath his wrappers and laid them out. They were not freshly written, from the look of them, but old and worn, already read.


“Oh, that’s what you were doing—gathering them.”


He arranged them in a stack, pulled out a fire striker, and struck. Sparks flew.


“You’re not the only one who’s ready to leave,” he said, setting the papers on fire. They watched the tracts burn, Danso’s loopy markings becoming even loopier as orange flames encroached on them.


“I want to defeat the empire,” Danso said.


So driven, so raw, the way he said it. Lilong had always known, from the moment Esheme had set his daa ablaze in the Dead Mines, that Danso would want some kind of revenge or retribution. But this was bigger than that. This was about defeating the empire—not just one woman, but the entire infrastructure that held her up.


“I can’t just escape Bassa, then run away forever,” he continued. “What happens to everyone I’ve left behind?” He shook his head. “No. If these tracts have proven anything, it’s that I can’t truly help them if I cower in hiding, and stories alone cannot do the job. I need something else. Or someone else.”


Lilong could see where this was going.


“You want to meet Oke,” she said.


Danso nodded. “Someone who also read the Manic Emperor’s codex, who was also moved by its revelations to leave Bassa, seek truth, find ibor. Someone who was driven to bring change and was willing to brave a journey east to do it.”


He was right. Their journeys were truly similar.


“But she didn’t even get halfway.”


“And maybe that was fate!” A feverish quality had crept into his voice. “Now, we get to rescue her, maybe join forces, maybe finish whatever it is she started with your daa.”


That last part stunned Lilong. There was no chance that Lilong was going to help Oke with anything, especially not revealing even more secrets of her islands to strangers and outsiders. But she reminded herself that this was not the best time to have that debate.


“So you think we should do it,” was all she said.


Danso nodded. “I think we should do it.”


A handful of onlookers arrived to watch the mooncrossing happen, causing Danso to stamp out the fire. They tightened their cloaks around themselves to retain their disguises. Chabo wasn’t under Bassai rule, so there was no mooncrossing festival to speak of, but watching the sister moons cross was still an event of note for some. Sitting here together, Lilong felt this was of note for them, too, in a way. It was the closest she’d felt to Danso in many mooncycles.


“I’ve been thinking about it,” he said, motioning toward the Diwi tucked in her wrappers.


“Yes?”


“Should we destroy it?”


“Destroy?” Lilong scoffed. “What is doing you today?”


“I just thought, on the journey, we don’t want it to attract … them.”


She assumed he was referring to the wild beasts like the Skopi that could sense ibor’s presence. They hadn’t encountered any so far since the Breathing Forest, but if she had to guess, the probability of encountering one on their journey east may not be low.


She had once considered destroying it too, for this same reason, but quickly reminded herself that if she returned without it, her chances of being arrested and imprisoned by the Abenai League would rise. Worse, she would be putting Danso at risk. Though the Elder Warriors weren’t known for summarily executing people, she was sure they could make an exception for a Bassai who knew all there was to know about the islands.


But the real reason she had decided against destroying the Diwi, the one reason she didn’t want to admit, was that no matter how troubled she was by her daa’s choices, by the league’s choices, she was still an Abenai warrior through and through. She still had her duty and honour. Without those, who was she, even?


“We will need it to gain entrance,” she said. “Remember that I left without asking permission. We will not be welcomed with open arms.”


“What if we shatter it into many pieces, then, like the ones in your arm? Won’t attract them in that size.”


“We would have had to shatter it before you bonded with it. Shatter it now, and it will simply become dust.” She paused. “Besides, we would not have to worry about beasts if someone among us would just, you know, Possess the stone.”


He stared into space, impassive. The moons above them came together and shone brighter as one. The onlookers, having had their fill, began to wander away. Lilong reached out to pat him on the back, then decided against it.


“Something leaves them, you know?” he said out of nowhere.


“What leaves who?”


“When they die. You can see it fade, the life or whatever it is. And then I touch them, and you can see it return, but not really. Like it pauses midway and just never makes it back. Like I’ve stolen it from them, then prevented its return so they can come under my Command. When they open those red eyes …” He gulped.


“I’m sorry,” she said, suddenly feeling horrible for asking him all this time. Is that what red iborworking feels like? Now she understood why he struggled to accept that the Skopi was gone, why he would forever be haunted by the image of Esheme Commanding undead humans.


“I know I’m tethered to the Diwi, so I can’t run away from it,” he said. “But it deals in death, and I don’t know how much more death I can take, Lilong. I don’t know.”


He took a stone and tossed it so that it bounced down the overlook, skidding before embedding itself into a mound, spraying a cloud of sand below.


“You don’t have to touch it ever again if you don’t want to,” said Lilong.


“I know.” He paused. “You think Zaq would’ve—” He gulped again. “You think this—all of this—is what they would’ve wanted us to do?”


They, she understood this time, were all the names that hurt.


“I think they would be glad we tried,” she said. And I think, she didn’t say, they would wish they had done better by us, and that we do better for them.
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Kangala




Sahel: Lake Vezha


Fourth Mooncycle, 17





MOY KANGALA WAS KNOWN as the Man Beyond the Lake because he did not need to be known by anything else. The Sahel had only one lake—the whole of the desertlands did, to be precise—and he was the only person that mattered where it was concerned. The beyond part was a misnomer because Kangala did not actually live on the Idjama side of the Lake Vezha, but existed in various places at once, culminating in him existing nowhere in fact, other than on lips whispering into ears and tongues held back in silence.


Still, when desertlanders spoke of Kangala, the image that came to mind was uniform: He was the man who ensured that whatever crossed the Savanna Belt into the Sahel with the aim of heading into the Idjama desert—or had any interest in moving in the opposite direction—went through his multitude of ventures. The few who thought themselves clever and attempted to bypass this did not, as many believed, come to violent ends by Kangala’s hand. Kangala prided himself in not being a violent man, but a man of the greater weapons of words, tact, and innovation. But if said people thought they would not come to other sorts of ends—violent or otherwise—by hands not his, they were sorely mistaken.


Kangala himself was an unassuming fellow. He was sugarcane-thin, lanky, and often picked at his teeth. Sometimes, they bled while he did business, and he would swirl with spit and swallow, then flash a bloody grin at his guests to discompose them. He performed the same ritual at home with the youngest of his twenty-seven children, who was only nine seasons old. His young daughter would giggle with a childish mix of disgust and pleasure. He could not say the same of his guests.


Few knew what Kangala looked like, because he only met with guests of the highest calibre, and delegated everything else to his eldest children, his seconds-in-command: Oroe was head enforcer, and Ngipa ensured all the moving parts of his enterprises kept running. Together, the three ensured that the communities of travellers, vagrants, and mainstays that sprouted from the lake and made home in trading settlements littering the routes down south, or scattered across the grasslands to the east and west, knew who they must pay fealty to whenever they wished to cross the Lake Vezha.


So, it was with great reluctance that he decided to meet with a woman who was from neither of these places. His seconds-in-command informed him she was a former member of the now overthrown Bassai government on the mainland, and had arrived from exile in Chugoko to seek his audience.


When Kangala’s canoe pulled into shore on the waterfront, gentle water slapping against the wooden hull, he stepped onto the jetty less than eager. It was high afternoon, and though he walked beneath a canopy held by attendants, he sweated beneath his headdress, wrapped so intricately as to disguise his features. The heat did not stop the lakeside from buzzing, dockworkers sweating as they moved crate upon crate. Most paid little attention to the entourage; it was a recognisable though infrequent sight. Kangala prided himself in being a master of performance, establishing the element of mystery: Show the people just enough to keep them guessing, but never enough to give them understanding. Understanding, Kangala believed, bred comfort, comfort bred contempt, and contempt in the hearts of a significant populace was a considerable threat. Look at what happened to Bassa, for instance.


They crossed the jetty quickly, Oroe’s party clearing a path. The air stank of raw fish brought here from all around the lake for export. Smoke from the large smoking houses employed in drying them hung low in the air. But it was not the only thing that hung low. Kangala could see the uncertainty in the eyes of his workers, the sag in their shoulders, the conversation in hushed tones. They worried about their futures here, as did he. The coup down south and its infamous new emperor had shaken up the rest of the continent. Trade along the northbound routes had significantly dwindled, stores were getting empty, and no new stock was coming in. Everyone was waiting for the emperor’s long hand to reach north before deciding their next steps.


Kangala was less worried about the emperor and her antics and was more concerned with the things he could not control. His wells, for instance, which were drying up at an alarming rate. Salt yields from the Idjama side were dwindling. But worst of all, the lake itself was dying. He had canoed here on tide that was so low he could see the bottom of the lake even though the water was not clear. Soon, it would be impossible to canoe at all. There would be no lake, and with that, no enterprise.


He pushed the worries aside and focused on the business before him.


The woman who sat in his workroom rose when he arrived and greeted him with the Bassai bow and hand on the bridge of her nose. He’d heard enough about hair arches to tell that the number on this woman’s head meant she was high-ranking. Or once was, if she was now here seeking his audience. Her clothes were more sensible, the dust of a trip through the savanna evidenced in corners where her wrappers folded. Her travelling party, a bunch of attendants and armed private hands, carried the same signs of travel.


“DaaKangala,” the woman said in High Bassai, and Ngipa translated to Kangala’s native Sahelian. “It is an utmost honour to make your acquaintance.”


Kangala sat before the woman and waited. Another thing he understood about performance was that it wasn’t always about the things said and done, but things left unsaid and undone. Empty space was not empty just because one couldn’t see air. But people who didn’t understand this always tried to fill that perceived emptiness. And when they did, they divulged more than they’d initially planned to.


“My name is MaaButue,” she said. “I have come from Bassa to seek your audience.”


Ngipa continued to translate. Kangala nodded but remained silent. The woman took that to mean she could continue.


“I would like to propose an agreement, if you are willing to hear it.”


Kangala nodded.


“I have come this long a way because Bassa is in turmoil. The nation I once knew is no more, now in the hands of a brutal yet inexperienced emperor. As a former Second Elder and member of the Lower Council, I cannot in good faith continue to work with and for a government that does not serve my interests. To that end, I have put Bassa behind me and decided to move my interests here. I would like to settle along the Vezha, but I would also like to retain sovereignty for me and my family. Perhaps we can come to an agreement beyond fealty. I bring much that can be beneficial to you.”


Kangala cocked his head.


“I am a trained member of the craftworking guild with a specialization in textiles, and I bring with me that expertise. I can offer consultation for best practices in handling of raw textile sources, including cotton and leather. I am well aware you are a savvy man of commerce and innovation—your well pumps are acclaimed all over, and no one has yet to replicate their secret technology. But I presume you do not currently possess the kind of expertise I just put forward. Perhaps we can help each other.”


Kangala asked for a toothpick, and when it was brought to him, he began to pick and suck at his teeth noisily, mulling over his next step. She was not wrong—that was indeed useful expertise. But it did not solve his current problems with the drying lake. Worse, what she was offering was not on the same level as what she was asking for, and she knew this. She was attempting to be crafty. Kangala didn’t like people who started out crafty. They were future problems disguised as current opportunities.


“What say you?” Butue asked. “A deal? I have brought a few of my most precious textiles with me. I am willing to offer some as a gift. A sign of goodwill, if you say.” She waved her people forward, and they presented bales of various textiles to Ngipa: wrappers, headcloths, leather wraps, wool overcloths, velvet spotted with coral, bronze, gold.


Kangala eyed the bales without acknowledging them, then leaned forward, looking Butue in the eye, before saying to Ngipa: “I want her to tell us what this new emperor is like.”


Ngipa related the question. Butue frowned.


“That is not in my place to say,” the woman replied. “I would rather refrain from speaking about Bassa’s emperor, if you will.”


“Then tell her we are done here,” Kangala said. “She either offers me this information, or we do not even discuss a deal.”


After Ngipa relayed Kangala’s words, Butue was pensive, then began to speak. She spoke about the Red Emperor’s powers, about how she could command the dead. She spoke about how her eyes would turn red, and how anyone who spoke against her often ended up dead, and then resurrected again, a reanimated corpse. She commanded the corpses of her enemies like so, building a personal undead protection unit known as the Soldiers of Red.


She spoke of the emperor’s preoccupation with demanding respect and enforcing loyalty from all corners of the continent; how she was currently touring the mainland to ensure this in person. The desertlands were next, that was sure. The emperor’s continued search for her former intended, believed to be travelling with a yellowskin warrior from—Kangala couldn’t believe his ears—the extinct Nameless Islands, was sure to bring her here, if the peace officers were not already a sign. Both fugitives were said to possess a mineral called ibor, which helped the bearer perform supernatural feats—the same mineral the emperor employed in reanimating corpses.


Kangala had heard snippets of all of these before, gossip curated from traders who came up here from the settlements along the trading route. He considered it typical gossip from the mouths of merchants, traders, and dockworkers, sources that could not be trusted. But hearing it in such detail, coming out of the mouth of a Second Elder who used to walk in the very halls of the Great Dome of Bassa—now that was privileged information. In fact, more privileged than whatever else she thought she was bringing to the table.


Moy Kangala rose and walked out without offering Butue a response. His group converged to shield him, but he waved them aside, taking off his headdress and walking into the light of day. The sun beat down on his face, caused his cheeks to shine and his face to look radiant. Most workers gasped upon seeing him. Some shielded their eyes, unsure if they should be looking.


“What are you doing?” Oroe said, he and Ngipa coming to stand beside their daa. “They can see you!”


Kangala shut his eyes and inhaled the salty, smelly air.


“You see all of this, my children?” he said. “This is ours. It was not given freely to us. We have earned it through sweat and innovation, without lifting a blade in conquest. Perhaps it is time people see the face of their leader. A leader with a face means a striking hand, and a striking hand may be feared and respected. But a faceless leader is a conquerable one and encourages dissent, a lesson Bassa has learned the hard way and that perhaps we need to learn sooner.” He glanced at his employees on the dock, then turned to his children. “This new emperor the woman speaks of, ehm—”


“The Red Emperor,” Ngipa offered.


“The Red Emperor, yes. She sounds a bit foolhardy, heavy-handed, but she understands this lesson. One suspects she can be reasoned with. And this Butue woman has just given me an idea.”


He stepped forward, walking along the pier. His children followed. Workers scampered out of the way, one man falling off the jetty and into the water. At the end of the pier, he turned to look out to the lake, watching the water lap softly against the abutment. Far in the distance, on the opposite docks of the Idjama side, canoes dotted the horizon. Soon, they would be stuck there forever, unable to cross a dry lake.


“We will go to Bassa,” he said.


His children’s eyes widened.


“No,” said Oroe. “No, no, no.”


“We cannot grovel to the emperor,” Ngipa said. “We mustn’t.”


“We will do a great many things, but grovelling is not one of them,” Kangala said, patting his children’s shoulders. “We will offer gifts, loyalty, a proposition. A good proposition, one with heft, not the diluted kind Butue has brought to us.”


“Like what?” asked Ngipa.


“The secrets of our pumps.”


Ngipa was aghast. “That is your life’s work! You cannot barter with that.”


“Look around, daughter.” He waved his hand over the lake. “Those pumps will be useless soon either way, if this lake turns to nothing but sand. We must diversify, and if we don’t, we will perish anyway.”


“What do we get in return, then?” Oroe asked. “Just ask her not to kill us? Yes, I’m sure that madwoman will listen.”


“Mad, yes; stupid, no,” said Kangala. “She single-handedly took the Great Dome. She will recognise a good opportunity and won’t be as eager to put a spear through it. All we need is to gain an audience.” He counted on his fingers. “Gifts. Our pumping secrets. The services of our champions, if she needs them. In return, we ask for the same thing Butue has asked for: land to install new ventures, and the self-governance of it.”


His children regarded one another. They were used to Kangala by now, the way his mind ticked, sometimes too quickly for them to catch up. But they knew he was right. Each day saw more migrants crossing from the Idjama side, moving southward due to a complete lack of water up north. That complete lack of water was bound to catch up with the Lake Vezha at some point. Catering to their extensive dynasty would be impossible without a venture on its banks. Bassa or no Bassa, they were going to have to make the decision to leave sooner or later. Better sooner than later, if they were to have a chance at negotiation.


“Gather your champion siblings,” Kangala said to Oroe. “Prepare your parties, all of you. We head into the savanna in a matter of days.”


“All eighteen of us?” Oroe frowned. “That’s a company of hundreds. Will the emperor not think us an invasion?”


“We will camp outside Chugoko. I alone will meet her in Bassa.”


His children did not like the sound of that, but they trusted his judgment.


“What about this Butue woman?” Oroe asked. “What do we do with her?”


“Same as the others.”


“Are you sure?” Ngipa queried. “This is a Second Councilhand.”


“Was a Second Councilhand,” Kangala corrected. “Now, a mere fugitive of Bassa. And as we have always said, Bassa’s rejects will have no place with us.” He looked to Oroe. “Try to be quieter about it this time.”


Oroe nodded and left, calling his party along. Soon, there were faraway sounds of struggle, iron clanging iron, tumbles, crashes, thuds. Cries of pain, whimpers of persons succumbing to death. The dockworkers continued to work, unperturbed. Kangala and his daughter remained at the end of the pier, unmoved, their wrappers swaying in the light afternoon breeze.
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