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	A Man With The Snake Tattoo. 


	 


	 




 


	It is evening, in Anagu town, one of the new provinces conquered by King Okaeze of Odoeze. The province was formerly part of the Iche kingdom. The new business district has become more of a town to trade used household goods, gold, slaves, and materials banned by the royal court. Its an idle town for traffickers who operate across the border town. Anagu is livelier than it used to be, years before the annexation of the territory. The tiny territory saw hundreds of human blood poured on its streets, and death of thousands of Iche soldiers who fought vigorously, and failed to protect her from King Okaeze of Odoeze. 


	It has been eighteen years since the bloody war ended. Everyone has let go of his loss and pains and moved on with their lives inside the new kingdom. King Okaeze of Odoeze is not an ambitious man, though he used to be but not anymore. King Okaeze is not looking for many more kingdoms or territories to conquer. He preferred the smell of food and wine for blood and burning flesh ‘from the battlefield. The ill-tempered king preferred to keep Odoeze kingdom that way.


	Olaoma, Princess Ilonwaeze’s maid, was walking Nebe, the princess’ horse home. She took an evening horse ride with Princess Ilonwaeze and the princess's bodyguard, Agu, to the border town. And they had great fun. Princess Ilonwaeze was happy and felt accomplished. To her, it was an amazing ride. Riding Nebe is not an easy task. When Olaoma requested to ride Nebe, Princess Ilonwaeze didn’t think twice about her answer. After all, she wouldn't keep the two pains in her neck close at the same time. She often considered getting rid of them, and she had to choose a better place to do that. It will be nice to desert them in a faraway land, where they won’t find a way home. As much as the princess has thought of these two, one a maid and the other a horse, the truth is they knew more than she knows, and also have covered more ground than she did. Well, it won’t be today; she will choose a better day for this. Princess Ilonwaeze dropped a relaxed smile. She is relieved, at least she can have a nap under one of these shrubs without the nagging from her maid, and a horse that behaved more like a boyfriend than a horse. 


	The little trees seemed to have known of Her Highness's visit and had prepared a great shade for her. Olaoma ‘came with the princess’s second choice, Ahasi. Ahasi is a great horse; she is shy and has the speed of a stallion when she races. Olaoma took Nebe because the princess favored him and forbade her to ride him. But with the beautiful sky, cool breeze, and great joy from watching the beautiful nature, Princess Ilonwaeze gave in to Olaoma’s pressure and let her ride Nebe. 


	Olaoma, rode Nebe to make the princess jealous and was angry when she found out Princess Ilonwaeze wanted two of them gone from her sight. The princess wants to spend the evening alone. Well, not really alone, Agu, the one whose job is to worry about the princess's safety, was with them. Agu is one of the princess's bodyguards; he was the only bodyguard she chose to go with them.


	 All was going well until forty minutes ago when the palace guards met her with an urgent message from the king. Princess Ilonwaeze was asked to go with them immediately. Agu is the princess's bodyguard, so, Agu has to accompany Her Highness to the palace as anyone could be a threat to the princess overnight, even the king’s messengers. Though it was the king’s order - they claimed, Agu was suspicious of everyone. Agu and the princess of Odoeze left Oduana forest before Olaoma’s return.


	When Olaoma returned, she found a message left for her by the princess's bodyguard to return home immediately. It was written in a code. 


	It didn’t go well with the chief maid’s fantasy. 


	Olaoma was riding back; nothing was what she hoped for. She has a lot she wants to show to the princess. She planned to tease her, to make her angry. At least, to brag of stealing Nebe’s love from her, but not anymore; the princess has gone home, and every gossip will be meaningless now, even at home.


	Maid Olaoma walked down the business street of many people as she dragged her brain before her. Surprisingly, Nebe was putting up with her silly romance throughout their journey home. 


	The two were colorful as they walked through the busy street. Soldiers, traffickers, healers, and street thugs were visible. Olaoma liked the freedom she saw and would want to spend one or two hours before riding back to the palace-,but. The thought skipped her. Her heart sank to her chest, and then to the fear that faced her. She had the suspected men in her mind a few minutes ago when they passed her. She believed the one with an angry face doesn’t have just the gaze of a thief but also the feature of an assassin. To the undernourished-minded maid, every face with an ugly scar or a tattoo is evil. So, it didn’t take her long to agree that the stout guy with the snake tattoo was the meanest of all she had seen. Olaoma feared more. 'Let it out, let it out, sweet Olaoma,' the maid cried deep in her heart. She was encouraging her feeble mind not to respond to the fear in her heart. After all, this wasn’t the first time danger lurked behind her neither would it be the last. As long as she serves the palace, danger will always stand next door.


	Olaoma calmed her nervousness and turned quickly to the men. She forced a pretense smile, but the smile faded before it even began and was replaced with fear. She was looking straight at Ezi and Ude, who were halfway returning to her. 'Oh-no, the princess loves Nebe. What should I do if they are coming for him? I won’t let them take Nebe away; he is a good horse. Princess will take my head for it. What shall I do?' The expressions on Olaoma’s face betrayed the thought in her heart.


	Ezi and Ude have reached her. They were mean and menacing, careful not to attract people’s attention—not because they feared people would intrude into their business, but because many would see them as weak for bullying a vulnerable woman. Olaoma hated snakes, so the young maid didn’t like the tattoo on Ude’s face. Ude and Ezi were acting as if they knew Olaoma, which irritated her more, and she felt weak before them. Ude was checking out Nebe. The black stallion seemed to have grudges against him.


	“Isn’t she beautiful?” Ude glanced up delightfully at Olaoma. He was seductive but not the one any decent woman would want to meet in the dark. Ude was the son of Odoeze’s once the most powerful man. Even though the ex-prime minister’s glory has faded with ashes, he still wields enough power to threaten the royal family.


	“It is not she—Is he!! He is a man and not a woman! And I won’t let you steal him; he is my mistress’ horse.” Olaoma found herself bold again.


	“Who said we are going to steal He—the horse?” Mocked Ude.


	“You! You are the one we come to kill.” Ezi grinned a bitter smile. Ude agreed to it. They were relaxed and confident and were wearing intimidating smiles. They gave Olaoma no space to flee.


	“What in the name of the gods are you saying? I am Her Highness’ maid. I am from the palace!” Olaoma thought being Princess Ilonwaeze’s maid or coming from the royal palace would force those men to think twice before hurting her. She believed even if the king’s name was unpopular with the people, the prince's name wasn’t. Though the royal statue had saved her twice, it doesn’t seem her charm is working today. 


	Olaoma didn’t seem to be afraid of them anymore. After all, none of the stories she heard reminded her of a killer that confronted his victim and unveiled his identity and his intention before attacking her. And why would anyone want to kill her? Olaoma shook off the possibility and then nodded agreeingly the possibility. These are dark days; powerful men rule the earth. A maid has no honour, even in death. Olaoma gave thought to it, she is confused about all.


	“We know who you are, maid. Now tell us where your mistress is, or we cut you bit by bit, and do not lie to us.” Ezi is tired of Olaoma’s dramatic expressions. Olaoma feared. She is sure they heard everything she said to herself.


	Olaoma shrank at her thought, wishing Nebe would protect her. To her surprise, Nebe has taken a liking to Ude. “Horses!” Olaoma groaned. Only she can fend for herself; she is sure of it now. Even Nebe has betrayed her; her spirit wept. She is driving strength from her stomach, and it comes to her nostrils. Olaoma exhaled. Ezi has taken notice of the maid's stupidity and finds everything a waste of time. What is he doing here with a foolish maid who can’t discern jokes from danger? He was shying from passers, whom he believed would misjudge him to be bullying the innocent girl instead of picking his size.


	Olaoma inherited her late mother, Mrs. Agola’s innocent face, whose face she may not remember. Mr. and Mrs. Agola and her tribe were destroyed fifteen years ago. Odoeze war with the Okoanu tribe lasted eight days. Olaoma and a handful of her tribe’s women and men who escaped Odoeze’s blade were taken or sold into slavery. Olaoma was three years old when her home was destroyed, and she was taken into slavery. The young Olaoma was wrestled out of the slave market by princess Ilonwaeze, who found her pitiful. Young Princess Ilonwaeze has many maids and servants. She made Olaoma look special, and the reason did not add up. Apart from her beautiful look, there is nothing any mistress would want from a maid of her statue, and yet she was highly favored.


	“The princess did go home before me. I swear, I am telling the truth” Olaoma humbled her voice.  “She will be home by now.” continued Olaoma.


	“Liar.” Ude forced to smack her on the face and stopped halfway. Ezi's facial expression was telling him otherwise. He is afraid of Ezi. Ezi is to be feared. He is a killer, and Ude is just a want-to-be thug for reasons known to him.


	“Don’t, don’t hit me, please. I swear am not lying.” Olaoma pleaded. Her eyes were still closed. She was afraid and had hidden her face when Ezi raised the hand against her face. She waited and was relieved Ezi didn’t smack her face. Ezi has relaxed. He seemed to have believed her, and he could feel her innocence. Olaoma is never the type who would fight back or throw back a punch. Ude has seen Ezi’s stand towards the maid has changed and has to do something about it before Ezi turns against him. He is sure Ezi cannot be controlled.


	“Did she go with legs? Hours I looked for her she was riding on this horse? You see, you are not just stupid but a foolish liar.” Ude grew impatient and was in a hurry to do away with her.


	“Palace guards gave her a message to return to the palace. I know you won’t believe me, but it is true. They said it was an emergency from the king and did ask me to return to the palace afterward.” Olaoma was thoughtful of the princess. She is emotional. She is not afraid of the men anymore. Ezi had his eyes fixed on her and realized Olaoma was more worried about the princess than she feared them. Olaoma was invalid to them. He turned to Ude, who was thinking about what to do.


	“The target has escaped,” said Ezi. Ude knew that, but how? Ude has tried to assassinate the princess over the years and failed, and this is the sixth time. Ude was sure no one knew about this plan. He was with Ezi when he spotted Olaoma returning with the horse and whispered his plan to Ezi. Ude was thinking, the answers were not opening up to questions in his mind. “The king is waging a war against the kingdom of Osani as we speak now. Is it the weak princess who has never seen bloodshed or has lifted a sword against an enemy would the old king recruited if indeed he ran out of soldiers? Liar. Let’s kill her.” Ude hurried to Olaoma. 


	To Ezi, Ude’s protest made sense. Princess Ilonwaeze had never seen a sword or visited a battleground before. Also, Ezi knew Ude’s logic was out of order, not the reason to have him kill the princess’ maid. Ezi believes Ude wanted the maid dead for a reason not made known to him. Killing is his job, but someone who can’t even discern danger from fun will hurt him forever.


	“Wait! I heard rumors hours before, maybe she is telling the truth.” Ezi guessed.


	“That little whore escaped us!” Ude regretted.


	“Whore? Escaped you? Are you planning to hurt the princess?” Olaoma asked angrily. 


	Ude was furious, staring at Olaoma with great hatred. His eye was sinking into his past.


	Sixteen years ago, he was twelve, Olaoma was eight, and Ofenna was fifteen. They were inside Okaeze’s palace, having visited with their father, the former prime minister. They wandered within the palace on their own after their father excused himself to meet with King Okaeze. Young Ude and Ofenna, his older brother, were wandering in the palace compound when they found young Olaoma, Princess Ilonwaeze’s maid. Ude and Ofenna decided to bully her, as she reminded them of their maids. Young Olaoma was cornered, and Ude and Ofenna were threatening her, making her scared to death and causing her to cry. Young Princess Ilonwaeze was looking for her but didn't see her. She hurried to Prince Obodoeze’s pavilion to look for Olaoma and found them bullying her.


	“What do you think you are doing? And who are you people?” the young princess asked. Princess Ilonwaeze was nine. Ofenna turned teasingly, facially unbelieving what he heard from her, filled with pride, ego, and anger.


	“Who are we, people? What if we say we are the most important persons in this kingdom? What if we say we are the sons of the great prime minister?” Ofenna wore a proud look and was menacing towards them. Olaoma sought protection from Ilonwaeze. “Save me!” Olaoma cried out. Ofenna stopped, wondering who could have the power to save anyone from him. Even his father, the former prime minister, didn't care who he killed or hacked to death as long as he was safe. For troublemaking, Ofenna was one of a kind.


	“And who are you, kitten?” Ofenna directed his pride at Princess Ilonwaeze, provoking her ego.


	 “Leave this compound now, and do not touch her again.” Young Princess Ilonwaeze warned.


	“And if we do not leave?” Ofenna was aggressive and gave the princess no breathing space. Young Princess Ilonwaeze was humiliated. Ofenna was teasing her hair and bringing his hand to her body. “Stop it, stop it. She is the princess.” Olaoma cried behind.


	“What if she is? I am going to make her my maid someday.” Ofenna had singled the princess out and teased the helpless girl. He wanted his younger brother, Ude, to join him, but Ude, being the more cautious of the two, was reluctant and afraid someone might see them.


	The young Prince Obodoeze, fourteen, was coming from behind, curious and disapproving of what was happening. As he quickened his walk, he met Ofenna in a flash of confrontation. His feet dropped on the ground, and he turned quickly, facing Ude. The prince had placed Princess Ilonwaeze behind him and waited for Ude to come to him. Ude was scared, afraid to look at Prince Obodoeze. His eyes never left the short sword in the prince’s hand. He believed the blood on the sword was his big brother’s. He saw Prince Obodoeze’s moves and thought the young prince was too quick and impossible to be human. Ude glanced at Ofenna, who now believed the young prince did something terrible to him. Ofenna was struggling to stop the flow of blood spluttering from his neck like rushing water. Young Ude feared more, staring at Ofenna with trembling lips and a quivering gaze as if he was staring at a ghost. Then he glanced at Prince Obodoeze, whose look was calm and innocence staring in his direction. Ude’s lips were struggling to say a word, and he stomped the ground forcibly.


	“It is Prince Obodoeze!” Young Ude cried out and ran cowardly with tears wayward.


	Ude’s thoughts shifted away from his past as he glanced at Olaoma, who was glaring questioningly at him. “Kitten,” Ude controlled his bitterness. Olaoma sensed that something was wrong with Ude; she believed he was troublesome, and even the tattoo on his face served as a warning for her to stay away from him. The word "Kitten" sounded familiar to her, but she couldn't recall where she had heard it first. Ude appeared relaxed, and Ezi remained calm and collected.


	“Ezi, what do we do to the scourges of our kingdom?” Ude turned to Ezi.


	“We cut off their heads and hang their bodies on the street,” Ezi replied affirmatively. Ude approached Olaoma angrily. At first, Olaoma wasn’t afraid of the knives in their hands, but the expressions on their faces made her feel that death lurked behind her, waiting to happen just like it did to many on the streets. Olaoma desperately searched for a chance to run or call for help, but the only space left was the one in front where Ude stood. Olaoma found herself trapped between two nightmares, both fighting for her life. She tried to shake off the fear, and her little brain failed to devise a way out.


	“Do you watch them do it? Do you enjoy watching them make love to one another? When was the last time you saw the brother and sister making love to each other?” 


	Ude turned to Ezi, his tone filled with bloodlust. “This maid is an accomplice; let’s take her head first.”


	“I swear by the gods I am innocent of what you accuse me of. I am innocent, and I don’t even know you,” Olaoma pleaded bitterly, tears streaming down her face.


	“Have you forgotten this face, Kitten?” Ude pushed forward into Olaoma’s space. Olaoma rinsed the tears from her face. She was curious, thinking and wondering who he was. 


	“You are that boy from long ago!” Olaoma remembered wrongly, speaking in a friendly manner. To Ude’s surprise, she wasn’t showing fear or remorse. Ude nodded, mustering the strength to strike her. Ezi was thinking of something different and did not want to be part of it. “That is not what we agreed, Ude. Let the girl go; she is just a maid, not the scourge we came for.” Ude wasn’t disappointed to hear that from Ezi. He became suspicious of Ezi from the beginning and wondered about the side Ezi would choose when he discovered Ezi’s mind was shifting to the maid. Ude wasn’t surprised when Ezi chose to spare Olaoma. He knew he must have his revenge, even if it means taking them both down. First, Ezi must be taken down, as Olaoma posed no threat to him. A glance at Ezi told Ude that Ezi knew what he was thinking and did not want surprises. Ude knew Ezi was a monster in the dark, and that was the reason he had paid him upfront to assist him in land cleansing—to kill those he deemed to be polluting the land. It would be terrible to make an enemy of him, and Ude needed him to strike back at the palace. Ude felt he had no choice but to back down. He was staring thoughtfully at Olaoma. Olaoma had not snapped out of the trauma, even after the men disappeared into the crowded street.


	  


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 2


	 


	Odoeze Kingdom


	 


	 




 


	Prince Obodoeze was hunting. He is a skillful hunter. Captain Ofor, Prince Obodoeze’s bodyguard, is with him. Prince Obodoeze and Captain Ofor were tracking a deer. The prince felt the deer was nearby and went for it. Captain Ofor was reluctant to cross into Azali’s territory, and he later followed after the prince. They were making their way through the bushes into the Azali’s forest. Azali is an enemy of Odoeze; the two kingdoms have never fought a war since the separation of Odoeze from the mother kingdom. And there have been scuffles here and there. Azali is larger than Odoeze and was blessed with higher grounds. Deaths and the destruction inflicted on Odoeze during the years the kingdom struggled for her freedom, from the Azali kingdom were so huge that they left not only scars but fresh wounds in the heart of the rising kingdom.


	Captain Ofor stopped. He was reasoning in his mind. Obodoeze seemed to have known what was in the captain’s heart and ignored him. “We are deep into the Azali kingdom, my prince?” Ofor warned. Prince Obodoeze stopped and turned to Ofor. 


	“I know that. Animals don’t belong to any kingdom, do they?” Prince Obodoeze was mindful of tracking the deer. Captain Ofor is silent and is staring at Prince Obodoeze. Prince Obodoeze’s logic made sense to him, also dangerous. Prince Obodoeze is never afraid of anything; worst, he doesn’t know how to compromise even when his life is in danger. A few months ago, Prince Obodoeze killed five Azalians soldiers that raped a woman of Odoeze and flared up the fragile peace between the two nations. Unlike King Okaeze of Odoeze, King Akwate of Azali is an ambitious man; he wants to conquer kingdoms and territories and build a stronger nation. His next target was Odoeze.
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