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Content Note

This book is intended for an adult readership, and contains depictions of and references to: 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. As 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 are 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 her maa 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, whose 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, nursing 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 agrees to allow the fugitives to go if they leave immediately. 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 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 from 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 a secret group that they learn is called the Gaddo Company.

Back in Bassa, Esheme is crowned the new emperor.









BOOK 2: WARRIOR OF THE WIND

Hunthands from the new Bassai empire head west in search of the fugitives (Lilong, Danso, Biemwensé, and Kakutan), only to be thwarted by a company from the western colony of Chabo, revealed to be the Gaddo Company that rescued the fugitives, now hiding out in Chabo. Lilong is helping the Gaddo Company on its raids in order to repay the costs of their rescue, while Danso recovers from the death of his daa, and the Whudan women long to return home. Soon, Lilong learns that the Gaddos, the leaders of the company, have a proposition. They will help Lilong and the others return home, if they carry out a specific mission: help the Gaddos’ son, ALABA, break his partner out of a prison in Chugoko.

After mulling it over, the four agree to the mission, and after planning, set out for Chugoko with the Gaddos’ support. While scouting the prison, hiding out in the city, and carrying out the mission, they learn that the imprisoned woman is OKE, the famed daughter of the slain Bassai Speaker; it was she who first discovered the Manic Emperor’s codex—and ibor with it—before Danso. It was she whom Lilong’s daa was meeting in Chugoko when he came to his demise. Stakes heightened, the heist day arrives, and things go smoothly, until they go wrong, and the group separates. Danso is stuck in the city with UGO, the third partner in the Alaba-Oke throuple, while others return to the hideout. Alaba returns to rescue Danso and Ugo, with some success (a Gaddo lieutenant dies). While awaiting their return, Oke confides in Lilong about the true secret of the Ihinyon islands: On the seventh island, there lies a secret underground city of ibor called RISISI, a hidden repository from where all ibor on the archipelago comes, and of which only select members of the league know. Lilong’s daa, JAOUDOU, had planned to take Oke there, to help bring ibor to the rest of the continent, and to tell this truth to only one person: Lilong.

Upon the others’ return, the group separates. The Whudan women, Biemwensé and Kakutan, are given directions for a return to the mainland. The rest, under Lilong’s tutelage, head for the Lonely Roads West, to Lilong’s home on the seven islands, to find the buried ibor city of Risisi.

Meanwhile, in the desertlands, a successful inventor-businessman named Moy KANGALA, facing the drying up of his ventures, heads south to broker a deal for land with the new Red Emperor, Esheme. The Red Emperor is on a tour of the continent, with the aim of bringing all far-flung protectorates to heel. After success in the west and the hinterlands, she encounters resistance in the south, where she captures a giant swamp dragon-serpent, a NINKI NANKA, using ibor, at the cost of her health. After her return to and recovery in Bassa, she adds the serpent to her army of undeads. With the help of Nem, her maa and First Consul, she works to reignite her ibor power, resulting in a new pregnancy (after multiple miscarriages since the first), stretching her health to new and dangerous ends. (In the interim, Nem, attempting to keep peace in Bassa—new factions are rising from the ashes of the previous resistance group—visits Basuaye in prison and recalls him to join the advisory team at the Great Dome.)

When news of the fugitives’ break-in at Chugoko reaches the Great Dome, Esheme (against Nem’s advice) heads for the desertlands to investigate. There, she meets Kangala, who presents his offer for new land, which Esheme accepts, on one condition: that he and his select warriors help her (and her own select warriors) track down and recover the fugitives and the red ibor they carry. Kangala agrees, but as the trip progresses, we learn his ulterior motives—he himself has heard tell of the hidden ibor city of Risisi.

The fugitives, on their trip west, survive various encounters—with an imperial peace officer, with a beast of the wild (a genge), and with bandits (during which Alaba gets injured)—before taking refuge at the Weary Sojourner Caravansary. Overnight, Danso finds the bandit camp and punishes them (with the genge, which we learn he has secretly Possessed with red ibor). Upon departure, the group splits again: Ugo stays behind to care for the wounded Alaba, while Lilong, Danso, Oke, and Oke’s baby continue on the journey.

In Bassa, Nem, leading in Esheme’s absence, contends with new ibor-seeking beasts encroaching on the city from the Breathing Forest. She sends Basuaye off to the inner wards to dialogue with the new faction calling themselves the Nameless Republic, and he is murdered by IFIOT, their leader.

Biemwensé and Kakutan arrive in Bassa and reunite—Biemwensé with her children, Kakutan as Supreme Magnanimous of the Whudans in refuge. Amid this, an explosion (set off by Ifiot and the Nameless) rocks the outer wards, and the Nameless erect a barricade to declare the outer wards independent from Bassa. Biemwensé, wishing to return to Whudasha, refuses Ifiot’s offer to stay and fight Bassa’s riposte, and is forced to leave behind her children and Kakutan, who opts to stay and fight.

The fugitives finally arrive at the Forest of the Mist, but are captured by Ihinyon sentries and taken to Namge. Lilong reunites first with TURAY, the lover she left behind, and later her family, and she learns her daa has gone off to find Risisi, the buried city of ibor. Worse, his search has triggered an island-swallowing hurricane. With the help of Turay, Danso, and Oke, Lilong opts to sail to the seventh island of Ofen, to find and bring him back before the storm.

After narrowly missing the fugitives at the Weary Sojourner, Esheme and Kangala arrive at the Forest of the Mist, but Esheme is betrayed by Kangala, who murders her Possessed serpent (the Ninki Nanka) and poisons her warriors. Rescued by a wounded Igan, Esheme spends an indiscernible amount of time lost in the Forest of the Mist before being captured and taken to Namge. There, she is met by Turay, and then Lilong, who opts to keep this from Danso. Instead, she locks a pregnant Esheme in a dungeon and leaves her fate to the forthcoming storm. Then the crew departs for Ofen, leaving Oke’s baby, Thema, in the care of Lilong’s family.

Back in Bassa, the blockade has kept on, with Nem under pressure to wage war against the Nameless. Soon, word of Kangala’s return—without the emperor—spreads. Kangala capitalizes on this to grow his numbers in the desertlands, and soon after, mounts a successful campaign on the depleted forces at the Bassai border. Word of this breach reaches Nem, and she abandons the Great Dome to join the caravan of Bassai refugees heading to Whudasha to escape the impending invasion. She inadvertently meets and travels with Biemwensé, and she learns that the Ajabo islanders—thought to all be dead—have returned to Whudasha, and have brought with them their ibor and power.

Across the continent, in the Ihinyon islands, the crew arrive at Ofen as the storm gathers. They trace and find Lilong’s daa and her brother, but her daa dies right after revealing the location of the buried ibor city of Risisi. Danso races to find it first, and in the course of doing so, unleashes destruction that collapses the buried city, releasing much ibor and ibor-hungry beasts into the world. Danso himself gets sucked into a gulf, and is thought dead. Lilong, Turay, Oke, and Lilong’s brother survive the collapse, only to be swallowed by the storm outside as it makes landfall on the island.

In the epilogue, a fisherman in the Tombolo hamlets discovers a large amount of ibor on the beach, and amid it, a few bodies.
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Found on a piece of slate discovered in Hoor, hastily written by a trembling hand, after the Storm that Swallowed Ofen. Translated from Island Common.



THE LAND IS ALIVE.

Her putrid breath hangs in the air—a nasal assault of rotten eggs, silty and sharp like a blade. She exhales. Flecks of her yellow spittle leave deposits on our leaves, our roofs, our rocks. The mouth she has chosen is far away, but her breath carries, finds us even six islands away. It is not kind. It does not promise succor. It is angry, and intends to be for a while to come.

The Great Land is alive. The Great Forces have awakened. We are now in the age of the end.
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Biemwensé

Whudasha

First Season of the Five States

Fourth Mooncycle, 13

BIEMWENSÉ HAD LIVED LONG enough alone on Whudasha’s edge to know when the clap at her doorway did not come from familiar hands. Yet when she swung the bamboo curtain aside, she was surprised to find the familiar face of Rudo staring back at her. That is, until she peered behind the girl to find three figures—strangers—standing with her.

“Dehje, Yaya,” all greeted.

Biemwensé leaned on the doorway and pretended the strangers weren’t even there.

“How is your uncle?” she asked Rudo.

“Old,” the girl replied. “Sick. Soon dead.”

“Don’t speak of your Elders like so.” Biemwensé clicked her fingers. “I have a remedy for his sore throat.”

“Oh! You will visit him in town?”

Biemwensé scoffed. “Not even him can lure me to that forsaken place. Wait here.”

She went inside and returned with the remedy wrapped in broad leaves, handing it to the girl. “Tell him to mix it with honey and drink at morning and night.”

Rudo looked the package over. “It smells foul.”

“One of these days, you will learn how to shut that mouth of yours.” Biemwensé squinted, to the figures behind Rudo. “I bet it’s your wide mouth that’s led these people to my home.”

At this, one of the strangers—a young athletic-looking man, probably a performer of some sort—stepped forward.

“Forgive our intrusion, maa,” he said, speaking Mainland Common. “We come in good faith, and do not quite consider ourselves to be strangers. In fact, we are—”

“They say they know your friend!” Rudo interjected, leaning in conspiratorially. “You know, the one you said I should never speak of?”

Biemwensé reined in the desire to reach forward with a knuckle and give the girl’s head a good rapping.

“Child,” she said, “before I close my eyes and open them, you better run off to your uncle now.”

After Rudo had scurried back to the heart of the protectorate, cackling as she went, Biemwensé turned her attention to the strangers, who so far had exercised the patience of predators. After squinting hard enough, she surmised they were all young (forty to forty-three seasons at most), of Bassai Emuru caste (they stood like they belonged here even though they, too, were refugees), and bearing the demeanour of one who could not wait to share good news.

It had better be good news. She’d received enough bad tidings to last a lifetime.

“So, Danso’s friends, you say?” she asked.

All three nodded enthusiastically.

“We were shocked when they said what he did,” the second—a woman—said. “We knew him bone-deep—we never believed he would do those things. Thank moons the truth is finally coming to light.”

“We’re trying to see if we can learn what really happened to him,” said the third, another woman. “Where he went, and where he is now.”

Biemwensé sighed, nodded. “Well, don’t just stand there, then. This is not the kind of tale I can tell on my feet.”

The strangers came in and sat, introducing themselves as Abu (the man) and Uria and Nowssu (the women). Only after they sat did Biemwensé realise how fidgety they were, unsure of themselves and incapable of any sort of harm. Just like Danso, in that way. Like most Bassai refugees who had settled in Whudasha, they also seemed to have aged faster than normal, bags accumulating beneath their eyes. Wartime would do that to you.

“So,” said Biemwensé, after offering them lemongrass tea, which they received gratefully, “which parts do you want to hear?”

This was not a story she’d ever borne a desire to share. The very reason she’d returned to Whudasha was to put it behind her, all that had happened since she found that young man unconscious beyond the Peace Fence, his ghastly undead bat hanging upside down from a tree. But she told these three anyway: everything she could remember—the good parts, the ugly bits, the unsavoury underpits. And it felt good too. Turned out that she desired a purging of sorts after all, an opportunity to get these memories out of her own head. There wouldn’t be many more opportunities like these.

The trio listened at first, rapt. They flinched at points in the narrative, like during her recap of how Danso got the Skopi under his control, and how he’d used its lightning power in the savanna. They were uneasy when she told them of the fight in the Dead Mines, of his actions in Chabo and his disposition in Chugoko when she’d last seen him. The more she spoke, the more she witnessed the recognition drain from their faces, as if the man she spoke of was not their friend but a stranger. Which was just as well, because she did feel the same back in Chugoko, when she’d watched that travelwagon pull away and roll out to the Lonely Roads East. The Danso who rode out in that wagon was no longer the helpless young man she’d met in Whudasha.

What she did not tell them, though, was that she was of the belief that he had not survived the trip. If the emperor of Bassa herself had not made it through, Biemwensé thought the chances that Danso and the rest of his travel group did so were slim.

As she observed the trio some more, she picked up that something else was afoot. The man, Abu, kept looking to the women, especially Uria, with whom he seemed to have a relationship of sorts. All three cast furtive glances at one another every now and then, and Biemwensé soon realised their anxiety was borne of something other than finding out the truth about their so-called friend.

“All right, spit it out,” she said, cutting her story short. “Tell me why you’re really here, or you can crawl out of my house the way you came.”

The three shared a few more glances, before the soft-spoken Uria said: “You know why, Yaya.”

Biemwensé gritted her teeth, hating that she did, indeed, know why. She’d been dreading this day from the moment she’d returned to Whudasha and parted ways with her travel companions. There was a time when she’d become startled by every loud sound, fearing that the day of reckoning had finally arrived and Whudans had gathered their cutlasses and torches and descended upon her home. She’d never expected it to happen like this: quietly, with strangers masquerading as friends.

“Go on,” she encouraged.

“We came to warn you because we heard you knew our friend,” said Abu. “That you helped him when he was here. We thought you deserved it.”

Biemwensé nodded. “Hmm. Have they found her?”

The three shook their heads.

“But everyone is growing restless,” said Nowssu. “Even some of us refugees. We hear many in the trading quarter every day talking about somebody needing to come out here and drag you to the community centre, force you to explain yourself.”

“Mm-hmm.” Biemwensé knew the Whudans would never do that—they respected her too much, especially after learning of Kakutan’s bestowal of the mantle of Supreme Magnanimous upon her. But that kind of toxic rhetoric was bound to stir up some with fewer inhibitions than most, especially people in the new refugee population, who did not always understand that Whudans talk but never do. If this continued unabated, she might be getting more strange visitors in her quiet corner of the protectorate, and they were likely to be less kind than these three strangers.

This left her with only one choice: She would have to find First Consul Nem herself.

It had not taken long after arrival to realise that the woman she’d picked up on the Emperor’s Road to Whudasha was indeed the emperor’s own maa, the de facto ruler in the emperor’s absence. Few in the refugee population had ever been to the Great Dome, and therefore had never set eyes on the emperor or her maa to recognise them. But the Idu nobles who’d also escaped Bassa recognised Nem from their days hiring her as a fixer. Biemwensé had already returned to her home here on the eastern edge when the secret came out in the central quarter, and the protectorate went into an uproar.

Things unravelled quickly. Nem and her Second disappeared before any action could be taken. Many cried for blood, Whudans and Bassai and immigrants all. They wanted their Supreme Magnanimous, the very person responsible for this travesty, to bring this enemy of the people to heel, satiate their desire for revenge and retribution. That very woman and her daughter had made them refugees, and they wanted to stick a knife in her, make her—and in tandem, the empire—bleed.

But Biemwensé had no interest in more bloodletting. She would rather never return to town, if that was the only way to avoid it.

“What about the Ajabo?” she asked the trio. “What do they think?”

Abu shrugged, as did the women. “Nothing. They are yet to come out of their caves.”

“Has anyone tried to talk to them?”

“Not since last time,” said Uria. “Not after what happened.”

“Mmm.” It was just as well. Biemwensé reckoned that if generations of her people had been driven out of multiple lands, she, too, would largely distrust strangers trying to poke noses into her business. If she had the same power of ibor that the Ajabos did, and knew how to use it like they did, she’d employ it in guarding herself too, drive back everyone as the Ajabos had done the one time a Whudan contingent attempted to approach their caves.

“All right.” Biemwensé rose. “Thank you for this information. I appreciate it. Now, you should be on your way before anyone knows you came here. Don’t need you getting in trouble with the locals.” She wagged a finger. “Remember, you are visitors here. You can be kicked out of the Peace Fence, upon which you’ll be forced to see what it’s like to return to a home that has become the jaws of a leopard.”

She shuffled them out of her house. At the door, Nowssu kept prodding Uria, angling her head in Biemwensé’s direction.

“What is it?”

“Nothing that matters,” said Uria. “But one Ajabo woman did come out of the caves. We hear she came to the quarters, asking around about a child she was looking for.”

“Nobody really paid her any attention,” Nowssu said. “They were too busy staring.”

“Okay? And why is this of use to me?”

“Well,” said Nowssu, tentative, “she asked for the Supreme Magnanimous, and someone did point her in this direction. So perhaps you may receive another visitor soon?”

Biemwensé thanked them and sent them on their way. She began to plan for the impossible task of finding First Consul Nem. But in the meantime, she would have to do something unthinkable in Whudasha: She was going to build a door.
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A day later, before Biemwensé could get to work building a door, there was another clap at her entryway. A middle-aged woman—small hands, a warm smile, and a strict demeanour—stood there.

Not just any woman. An Ajabo woman.

Biemwensé, having already met an islander, was not quite as perplexed by this woman’s presence as the rest of Whudasha seemed to be, and had been from the moment the Ajabos suddenly showed up in the protectorate. Yet she did not know what to make of this woman. She did not quite look like Lilong did—she was high-brown in the way that would’ve placed her in the Yelekuté caste if she’d lived in Bassa, but also close enough to the Bassai concept of yellow that she would be instantly deemed an islander. Neither here nor there, it turned out. A Shashi, in every sense of the word.

The woman appraised Biemwensé patiently, as if trying to decipher if she was worthy of the words she was yet to speak. Biemwensé appraised her in return, noting that her forearms and neck bore decorative inked markings, many depicting images, figures, concepts, and tongues Biemwensé had never encountered. The woman wore her wrappers differently too, in a way that was reminiscent of older manners, before the current Whudan adoption of Bassai styles. And her hair—it was cut close to her scalp. A walking Bassai abomination. Perhaps she belonged here after all, in more ways than one.

“Greetings, Yaya Biemwensé,” the woman announced, finally. “I am Chwytu of the Ajabo. I hear you are looking for the First Consul of Bassa?”

Biemwensé leaned forward, interest piqued.

“Indeed, Chwytu of the Ajabo,” she replied. “And what of it? What can I do for you?”

The woman smiled a small, self-satisfied smile. “Perhaps the better question is what I can do for you. And the answer is that I know exactly where the First Consul is, and I can take you there if you wish.”

Biemwensé angled her head. “I see. But you want something first.”

“Indeed,” said the woman. “I am looking for my child, and I hear you’re the person to speak to.”

“And who is this child of yours?”

The woman softened for a moment, her expression wistful.

“I don’t know if he still goes by the same name,” she said, “but last I laid eyes on him, his name was Danso.”
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BLACK MOTES DRIFTED OVER Chabo.

Little by little, piece by piece, the former colony had begun to char. Starting from the ramshackle communities in its outskirts, those which did not have the same protections of the companies as those nearer the centre did—they were the first to turn black, to drown in thirsty orange flames. Next were the company settlements, emptied one by one by little pressures—changes to the climate, changes to desertland power structures, changes to the accessibility of merchant caravans that formed the very source of their survival (the trade routes, too, had become just as empty). So it was that they ventured farther into the grasslands in search of better raid targets, and so it was that an empty abode was kinder to kindling than a lived-in one.

In the desertlands, the most dangerous weapon wasn’t a spear or sword or even magic. It was fire.

Kangala had spent enough time in the Sahel to know that not only was fire a quicker mode of weakening an enemy, it was also economically sound. A cheap ambush, wild and unpredictable, with a wide area of impact. Every attacking force’s pleasure dream, especially when said attacking force had travelled this far from the mainland and did not quite have the wherewithal to engage in an on-the-ground battle.

Last to become a blackened husk, and finally—because this was Kangala’s aim after all—was the hiding place of the Gaddos, the garden amid Chabo’s greenest thicket. This, it turned out, had to be helped along with a variety of fuels. Every flower, every fruit, everything alive and blooming—roasted. Down came the thicket, then the hut, then the garden and its hanging lanterns and its well-cultivated grass and shrubbery. The smoke was thicker, whiter, rising in a column and mixing seamlessly with the clouds. Down came black and grey ash, settling and clinging to clothes, skin, tongue, eyelash.

Kangala, stationed at the colony’s only ridge, blinked. Ash fell from his eyelids into his eyes, and he wiped it away, a wet blackness smearing the back of his hand. He rubbed that on the camel next to him, then returned to his gazing over Chabo. The southwest overlook on which he stood offered him an omnidirectional view of the burning and evacuation below.

Unfortunate was his singular thought.

The Gaddos, like most companies, had moved most of their operations elsewhere, and so were nowhere to be found when he’d sprung this surprise raid. Sacking the colony, therefore, left a bittersweet taste for him. The only people still here were individuals who didn’t work for any particular company, hands and alms-seekers trying to survive the hard conditions of their circumstances. These weren’t people he considered threats, which was why he’d given strict instructions that they not be harmed. Their abodes had to be torched, though, sadly. Everything had to be razed to the ground. It was the only way to be sure no enemies were left.

Well, the missing Gaddos—and the other renegade companies—weren’t his enemies yet. But they were breeding grounds for rebellious spirits, and therefore a wellspring of potential enemies. As every former emperor of Bassa had learned the hard way, it wasn’t people who needed to be attacked in order to squash a rebellion—it was their spirits. So here he was: saving people, killing spirits. At least no one could accuse him of being a murderer.

Standing beside him on the outlook, his daughter, Ngipa, said: “Well, that’s the last of that.”

Kangala knew it wasn’t the last of anything. Enemies were like ticks—one had to pluck them quickly from underneath a camel’s fur, lest they thrive, get fully engorged, produce countless more ticks. One had to pluck an enemy at the right time, before it became engorged with power. It was the lesson the Bassai emperor and many before her had refused to learn, but he was not unwilling to learn and act swiftly upon it.

He might have missed the Gaddos and their counterparts today, but he’d at least made sure they’d have nowhere to return to. But this was by no means over. If anything, it was just the beginning.

“Tell Oroe it’s time to head back,” he said, and turned from the ridge.

They’d been away from Bassa for a while, longer than he was comfortable with. To be fair, he had little to worry about in terms of an attack. His camp had grown exponentially since he’d settled on the mainland side of the border. More of his extensive family had made the trip down from the Sahel, with the last batch soon to arrive. Most of the desertlanders who had fought alongside him had also set up satellite camps around his, seeking protection. And then there were the mainlanders who had no love for their last emperor, but also no love for the mainland movements that rallied against her, as well as no desire to become refugees on the coasts. They, too, stuck with him.

All were now calling it Kangalaland, or Little Sahel. He hated that.

Kangala had thought he’d made it clear that he wished to have no banner. It was why he had made sure, after emptying the Great Dome of its inhabitants, to never move in there himself. That was meant to be a signal that he did not want to rule Bassa, did not want to bear the weight of being emperor of any kind. All he wanted was his own patch of land in which to exist.

Now that he had that, it sadly came with multiplying enemies. Most, thankfully, still existed beyond his immediate proximity. The nearest threat so far was those still loyal to the empire, living independently in the sliver of unclaimed territory between—he hated to say this—Kangalaland and the newly installed Nameless Republic. Fifth and Sixth Ward, if he was to be precise (not that wards existed anymore, in that sense). It was there that former peace officers and civic guards roamed the corridors, insisting upon loyalty to the Bassai Ideal, upon waiting for a new emperor to retake the Great Dome, or amassing numbers and taking it themselves. They called that slice of land New Bassa. But the name did not catch on for the same reason their investment in a recapture did not—even they knew it was over.

Bassa was over—for good.

Then there was the Nameless Republic, behind that blockade. A whole other matter he would need to take his time dealing with.

Oroe and Ngipa returned and joined him in the former colony’s mainway. Kangala checked each building himself to be sure everything had been brought down: the public house, the depository, the abodes, the stables. He had to be sure. There was no room for a survivor who would then grow up to make his demise their sole goal in life. There was to be no future banner-bearer for the Ravaging Mongrels or the Tremor of the Sands, or worse, the Gaddo Company.

Once he was satisfied with the depth and completeness of the incineration, he rode to where Oroe’s troops had gathered the survivors.

They looked just as stricken and emaciated as he’d expected. Living out here in the desertlands without some form of community support was brutal. Even before the weather had begun to turn so drastically and all water had begun to slowly disappear, even before these monstrous beings had begun to emerge from the sands—the desertlands had always been near impossible to survive. And that was all he needed to remind them of.

“You have two choices,” he announced, while Ngipa translated. “You can come with us, and set up camp outside of”—he groaned, gritted his teeth—“Kangalaland. Or you can stay here and die. Choose wisely.”

He did not wait to see if they understood, or had a response. He did not really care. He simply wanted to return home, to a warm bed, to the warm cheeks of his younger children, to the warm thighs of his wives, all of whom were making their way down from the Sahel. Especially his favourite—he’d forgotten her name now. They’d only just gotten joined before he’d made this trip south. They’d never even gotten around to consummating their joining. He was looking forward to that.

“What now?” asked Oroe, as Kangala alighted from his camel and transferred into a royal travelwagon—the only imperial symbol he’d retained. Not simply because he enjoyed travelling in style—he did—but because the vessel was perfectly built for these very purposes.

“What do you mean?” he asked, settling inside the wagon. Ngipa joined him, and Oroe brought up the rear, shutting the door behind them.

“What next?” Oroe pressed. “Where next?”

Kangala retrieved a duster and worked the ash off his clothes. He shut the window to prevent more of the choking smoke from making its way inside.

“That is the wrong question.” He settled in for the journey, pondering the right question, the one that brought results, that had finally landed them where they’d wanted to be all this time: Where not next?
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FIRST, TONGUE: SEEKING, TICKLING, finding. Small joys blossomed in Kakutan’s lower belly. Beads of perspiration gathered above her lip. She gasped, and licked at them.

Ifiot retracted her head from between Kakutan’s thighs, slipped in fingers, and began to move. Her opposite hand found Kakutan’s lips, which took them in and sucked. The slow movement below mirrored that above, syncopated. Fingernails, filled with slick, dug into Kakutan’s tongue, releasing salt and steel.

She turned over and let Ifiot enter deep inside her. Every movement a sensual brush, the tingling of a bell fingers could not reach. Moons, she thought, or said, she wasn’t sure which. Satisfaction escaped her throat, wisps of hair matted to her temples. Ifiot responded with slower, deeper strokes, all lean muscle and suffocating musk.

Sweat gathered in their armpits, charted rivulets down their backs. Kakutan bit her lip, fell to her elbows, arched her back. Thoughts melted away, replaced by an insatiable hunger for more, more, more.

Soon, she was atop a hill, falling. She opened her lips and let go, limbs quivering. Everything went white and empty, and nothing existed. Then she was back to the wet, soaked present, after which it was time to return the favour.
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Ifiot always dressed first, which Kakutan did not mind because she preferred to lie in bed, smoke, and watch. There was something mesmerizing about that body, the way Ifiot’s angular shoulders tapered into a back that was tender but sturdy, that fed into buttock muscles that tensed whenever she moved. In the near-darkness of the room, Kakutan had trained her eyes to see and memorise every inch of her lover’s body.

They were in one of the small abodes the Nameless faction once used as safe houses, back before the blockade went up and they became an independent state. This one was tucked into an outskirt of Twelfth, with an entry level only accessible via a corridor. Which was why even though the light of late morning shone outside, their room remained in shadow, like much of the Nameless faction had once been.

Kakutan took a drag of her pipe and watched Ifiot’s firm buttocks disappear into a pair of pantaloons. She did not think it was fair that she was the warrior here, yet Ifiot was the one blessed with a warrior’s edges. An attractive one, too, who was yet to begin to feel the pressures of aging, like her. She did not hate her body, of course—curves and softness had their uses. Besides, it made people underestimate her, which was good. She was small, older, rounder—often invisible. They would not see her coming.

Especially at the meeting today.

“Nameless, eh?” Kakutan said, as Ifiot put on her tunic. The woman never dressed in Bassai wrappers, despite being Bassai herself, but preferred to wear desertlander clothing, often gifted to her by immigrant friends and comrades. It was part of her resistance—to never put on the fashion of the oppressor, as she would say—as well as a demonstration of her allyship with the now-free immigrants.

“Nameless,” Ifiot repeated, a wry smile tugging at her lips.

Kakutan blew a plume of smoke from her pipe. “They will want a name. And a leader.”

“And I will tell them the same thing I have said many times over,” said Ifiot. “It is not a nameless or leaderless revolution. It is—”

“—all our names, and we are all its leaders,” Kakutan finished. “I’m aware.”

“You can’t cut the head off a snake if it has no head.”

“Also aware.”

“Then that settles it.”

“For you, maybe. Remember, this is not a matter of truth or reason. This is war. War is politics, and sadly, politics is emotion.”

Ifiot turned to regard Kakutan, who was still naked in bed. She gave her lover an endearing once-over and chuckled.

“Is that from the Supreme Magnanimous education you received?”

“Don’t start.”

Ifiot held up her hands. “I’m just saying…” She angled her head. “Our people say that If you wrestle another into the mud, you must stay there to keep them down. We got here by wrestling in the mud. We’re not going to win now by trying to get out of it.”

“This isn’t about winning. These are our allies.”

“Everything is about winning, Kaku.”

“Maybe. But for this meeting, at least, we should be most focused on getting a good bargain.”

Ifiot scoffed. “Bargaining is the tool of one who has already lost. I mean, you once tried to bargain for your people. Look how that ended.”

Kakutan sucked deeply on her pipe, biting down on the wood, trying not to show how much that stung. But the red of her pipe burned bright for too long, and Ifiot knew she had overstepped. She sighed and sat on the bed.

“I’m sorry. I should not have said that.”

“Yes, you should not have,” said Kakutan. “You young people have no respect for elders.”

Ifiot burst into laughter. It was big and throatful, with a whinny buried within that made her sound like a little child and a mature adult all at once. Kakutan had no choice but to chuckle with her.

“You’re not even twenty seasons older than me!”

“Fourteen seasons is enough.”

“Let me guess, your friend Biemwensé used to say things like that.”

Friend. Kakutan tossed the word in her mouth, savoured the taste. Once, she would not have thought that woman her friend. But after the places they’d gone together, the things they’d seen and experienced, the truths about themselves and each other they’d come to recognise, friend was too inadequate a descriptor.

Sister, maybe. Kin.

“My sister-kin, Biemwensé,” Kakutan corrected. “And yes, she’s a big advocate of the elder argument.”

Silence came after the laughter, as the weight of all that had been lost since the blockade settled on them. Aside from the loss of friends now trapped on the Bassai side of the blockade, times had become much harder for those living on the Nameless side too. Bassai or immigrant or Whudan—they all felt it equally. Even with support from the hinterlanders and swamplanders, who were now arriving in the outer wards no longer in trickles but in droves, there was still much to be desired.

For once, we should stop thinking about ourselves and start thinking about what they want. This was what she had promised Biemwensé she would do, that she would look out for her boys, that she would look out for their people here as Biemwensé would do back in the protectorate. The hinterlander and swamplander leaders were coming to the table to negotiate an allyship in what was surely a forthcoming war with the Sahelian who now led Kangalaland. If their queries and demands did not serve the people’s needs, it surely was an unwise time to play such politics.

Perhaps Ifiot was right: It was time to be rooted, firm, and unyielding.

Ifiot, as if listening to her thoughts, rose then. Something shifted in her expression, and the jovial, laughing woman that once sat before Kakutan was no more. Instead, she went to the corner of the room where she often leaned her spear and grabbed it, then turned to Kakutan.

“The time for bargaining is over.” Her tone was that of a soldier ready to charge into battle. “Now is the time for bloodshed.”

Then she angled her head and cracked a smile, and the moment was gone.

“Get dressed,” she said. “I’ll check with my people to see if they’ve arrived.”

After she left, Kakutan finished her pipe and went to the bathroom. As she scrubbed with a bath stone, she went over the plans she’d made with Ifiot to tackle the hinterland and swampland delegations. Somewhere within this, she remembered something Biemwensé once told her.

One former Supreme Magnanimous to another, your plans are often shit. Kakutan found herself laughing alone in the bathroom. That woman had a coconut head, but she was not wrong. Kakutan was really no good at planning. Thank moons she had Ifiot, who was more of a mastermind.

Together, they were going to be an unstoppable force. Starting today.







[image: Chapter 4.]

Kakutan

The Nameless Republic

First Season of the Five States

Fourth Mooncycle, 9

THE FIRST MEETING OF the coalition of the newly formed Nameless Republic was attended by three sets of representatives. Representing the recently captured inner wards of Bassa—Ifiot for the Bassai and immigrants; Kakutan for the Whudans—the two women were first in the room, seated across from each other in the arranged circle. They’d agreed upon this arrangement, sitting opposite each other in a bid to banish any ideas that their relationship—which was now well known throughout the new republic—could impact their decision-making. The circle arrangement itself was to banish any ideas of hierarchy—no head, no tail. (Although, it was Kakutan’s belief that as long as they were standing on this land, where the Nameless Republic was first established and defended, there would always be an unspoken—and perhaps, maybe even spoken—hierarchy.)

First after them came Hakuoo, the swampland leader, who was now back with a representation of his people. The arrival of their party in the republic had caused quite the stir. It was a small group of twenty, and they had set up camp in the outskirts of Fifteenth Ward, perhaps also cognizant of the differences between them and the mainlanders. Not that Kakutan thought there was much different between them—the swamplanders were even more high-black than the Bassai, Whudans, and immigrants. Sure, they dressed and accessorized differently—elbowlets instead of wristlets; eyerings instead of earrings; no hairdos; no wrappers, not in the traditional sense, at least. And sure, they smelled different, too, being from so far down south. But having spent time moving around this continent, Kakutan had learned that strange was only a way of describing what one lacked themself. Strange was not the other’s problem.

Hakuoo himself did not often care how he was received and interpreted, so confident was he. He strode into the town hall with a lift in his shoulders, his expression measured, as it often was. It unnerved Kakutan that someone who had spent so much time in one of the harshest geographies on this continent, weathered and toughened by it, managed always to put on such a deliberately balanced act. She’d once asked him about it too.

“Seeing hard things all the time helps you notice soft things also,” he’d signed, by way of translation from an interpreter Ifiot had finally appointed to the swamplanders, a former Potokin from the borderlands who did not always get the translations right. “When you see all the things, you learn to stay in their centre.” Kakutan wondered if this was a wise statement, or if the translation had simply been incorrect.

After Hakuoo came the hinterlanders, Gevah and Manemena, who had become inseparable since their release from the Red Emperor’s captivity and court. In fact, Kakutan had heard that their experience had shaken them both so much that they’d bonded through it, then become lovers, then finally officially joined their clans together, which was the way hinterlanders signalled commitment to each other. It made sense, therefore, to make them official envoys of the southeast hinterland protectorates—they knew the lay of the land on both sides of the blockade.

There were no representatives from Tombolo, which was one of the matters of discussion today. And there were no representatives from the southwest hinterlands because, well, no one had heard from them in many seasons. They’d since shut down access to all but imperial envoys, an access now also gone with said empire. They remained the only region south of the confluence to show no interest in this post-empire republic.

Once all had sat, exchanged pleasantries, enjoyed a few snacks and beverages, Ifiot addressed the room with a short welcome speech and a layout of the agenda.

The matter of the republic’s naming was quickly dealt with—contrary to Kakutan’s thinking, the others were happy to accept Ifiot’s reasoning for remaining Nameless. Kakutan exchanged a glance with her, and she thankfully did not gloat, but rather offered a warm smile in response.

They went to other smaller matters. Internal trade, developing lawkeeping systems, pidgin languages between groups, the likes. The most contested was boundaries between factions, the hinterlanders and swamplanders both wanting existing land carved out for them. There was the matter of indigenous mainlanders to contend with, however. A temporary agreement was reached to extend the Nameless Republic territory into the rainforests, which would require the extensive work of clearing and resettlement, as well as treaties to ensure the land was kept thriving. On the question of what to do if one encountered these newfound creatures while doing so—especially those recently discovered at the Breathing Forest’s borders—that would be for another meeting.

And then they were on to the matter of the day: a possible war.

“No,” said Kakutan flatly, at the same time that Ifiot said: “Yes.”

“The Sahelian will bring it to us anyway,” Ifiot pressed. “If the remnants in the sliver of land called New Bassa don’t gather enough forces to do so first.”

“Then we let them bring it to us,” said Kakutan. “We can prepare, as we always have. But until then, we wait.”

“We have always struck first,” said Ifiot, turning to Hakuoo. “Isn’t that right?”

“Not while I have been here,” Kakutan interjected before he could offer an answer.

The two women stared at each other across the circle. This part, they had not rehearsed. Kakutan had always known that Ifiot preferred not to waste time debating, and was eager to answer the question of what to do about their enemies to the north. But Kakutan believed in giving people time. Who knew how many people beyond the blockade were willing to join the Nameless Republic, but were currently tied down by the influence of Kangalaland? How many individuals in New Bassa did not wish to follow the sway of the former imperial civic guard captains who now informally ran that sliver of land, awaiting a day when they could take back the empire for their slain emperor? How many more in faraway lands the Nameless Republic was yet to touch—in Whudasha, Undati, the southeast clans, the whole of the desertland north? Would it not be wise to wait first and see how many more could be spared the perils of war?

Reasoned enough, to the mind keen on reason. But Ifiot had never been one given to such delicate balancing acts. Kakutan had always known this, right from the blatant and unplanned murder of the Cockroach. Perhaps she held out hope that Ifiot’s tendencies could be tamed—by her, of course. How wrong she was. Instead, the quest for reasoned balance would now drive a wedge between them.

“We agree with Ifiot,” Gevah said, after they and Manemena had put heads together. “The last time we waited for the Great Dome to come to us, it did so in a manner that destabilized us in ways that have left deep scars. We do not wish to repeat that. We would rather go to the Sahelian in diplomacy, but we have seen, like you have, that the Sahelian only speaks in the language of war and destruction. So we will gladly respond to him in his own tongue.”

“And what of you, Hakuoo?” Kakutan knew that the hinterlanders would go with Ifiot—she had rescued them from the Red Emperor’s clutches, after all. She hoped that this man of balance could somehow bring more symmetry to this clearly tipping conversation.

“I see reason with Ifiot’s position,” Hakuoo signed, by way of translator. “However, I cannot say that even our combined forces are a match for a northern force that overran the empire’s.”

“Then we get more allies,” said Ifiot. “I hear Whudasha has had an influx.”

“You take your people to war if you want,” Kakutan stepped in. “But leave mine out of it.”

“You think your people will be spared if they stay out of what is coming?”

“Perhaps not. But I would rather their concerns be considered by one who cares for them, and not one who simply cares for conquest.”

“Conquest?” Ifiot looked genuinely hurt. “Is that why you think I ask for this?”

“What other reason? Conquer my enemy before he conquers me, isn’t it?”

Ifiot shook her head, disappointed. “I wish I could say we had the luxury of delaying, the security of waiting. But alas, we do not.”

Kakutan bit her tongue. She knew Ifiot was referring to her title as Supreme Magnanimous, one necessitated by their protectorate status under Bassa. She brought this up often, Kakutan accepting the deal with Bassa—We will conduct ourselves as you wish, as long as you stay away. No matter how many times she’d explained it as a survival tactic—Biding time, as she’d said—Ifiot had never fully come to grasp it as anything other than selling out her own people. I would never offer my own on the altar of empire, she’d said, and Kakutan had thought: You don’t have people. You only have yourself. And then she’d regretted thinking that.

Listening to Ifiot now, however, she realised she’d been right about that thinking. Ifiot only had herself to think of, what she would do. She had never had to attend to a small child whose parents had died of poverty and starvation, to place them with another family and watch the confusion and unanswered questions materialize in their eyes. She had never had to listen, day upon day, to her constituents speak of slowing scavenging yields and poor market days; to crying about Bassa’s increasingly stringent laws; to the dead-eyed family members of those who defied said laws and crossed the Peace Fence and met with unceremonious demise. She had never had to take care of a people under slow, silent, and continuous siege.

Ifiot was a wartime leader and would always remain so. Kakutan was a leader of those who had always been warring, one way or another, and had therefore found peace amid it. It seemed, now, that never would the twain meet.

“If not Whudasha,” Ifiot was saying, “then Tombolo, seeing as we are locked out from the southwest.”

“They have failed to respond to all pigeons from us,” Manemena said. “Perhaps it is time for the Nameless Republic to send an envoy?”

“Perhaps,” said Ifiot.

“Then I will go,” said Kakutan, suddenly, unaware of where the proclamation came from. The others, too, turned to her, surprised. Especially Ifiot.

“Are you sure?” Ifiot asked.

“I am sure.” She was sure that she wanted to delay whatever Ifiot had planned. “As long as this council holds off on any further actions until my return.” This she said while pointedly gazing at Ifiot, who returned a wan smile.

“So be it, then,” Ifiot said. “Kakutan meets with the Tombolo to find out if they are willing to fight with us.”

Kakutan wanted to disagree immediately, to say, No, I am not going there to ask them to fight. But she decided—and she realised now that she’d decided this a long time ago—to play this game with her stones hidden in a tightly closed fist.

On the way to Tombolo, she would figure out exactly what she was going to ask them. In the interim, she simply smiled and nodded.
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After the meeting was over, and plans had been ratified for Kakutan to immediately head east to the hamlets, she called aside Hakuoo, away from the eyes of the rest of the council. His interpreter came along, but she waved the woman away, trying instead for the progression of hand signs she had since practiced for herself, to deliver a very specific message.

Typically, she would have gone to Ifiot to teach her these signs. But the message itself was one she did not want Ifiot to know. So she had instead found one of the swamplanders to teach her, using the Potokin interpreter as a go-between only that first time, to explain her aims, and then never inviting her again.

“I know you are a level-headed man,” Kakutan began, signing slowly and deliberately. “It is why I am coming to you with this.”

She waited to see if he understood. Hakuoo, wearing the same unimpassioned expression he often did, gave only a short nod.

“When I am away,” she continued, “I want you to promise me something.” She discreetly angled her head in the general direction of Ifiot, who stood a distance away, in conversation with the hinterlanders. “I want you to help me ensure that that one does not do anything rash in my absence. That you will do everything in your power to ensure that she does not commit us all to a long and extractive campaign of destruction.”

Hakuoo, only very slightly, turned his gaze to Ifiot, and then back to Kakutan. He grunted, gave another short nod, and then angled his wrists and fingers, so that they formed the sign for one simple word: Promise.
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HOW DOES ONE TELL a woman that her child may be dead?

Every day since that first visit, Chwytu showed up at Biemwensé’s doorway. She watched, patiently and silently, as Biemwensé painstakingly crafted a bamboo door. In the beginning, Biemwensé hated it, being perceived like this. She hated that the woman was so patient, so persevering. She hated that the woman never asked any questions—at least not with her lips, because her body, by simply being there, did all the asking.

Slowly, though, she began to enjoy the company. She began to anticipate Chwytu’s arrival, to be concerned whenever she was late. She even began to make warm beverages for her, which Chwytu received thankfully. And when the door was finally completed, when Chwytu asked to help hoist it, nail in the hinges and secure the doorway, Biemwensé let her.

Only once this was done, when there was no way to avoid the question any longer, did Biemwensé finally speak.

“He was a good boy,” she said, “despite what the stories say.”

Chwytu peered into her now-empty cup of lemongrass tea, turned it over so that the dregs plopped in the sand, and handed it back to Biemwensé.

“He is,” she said, meeting Biemwensé’s eyes. “And I will find him, so that he can continue being so.”

Biemwensé hadn’t yet decided if she believed this woman was truly Danso’s maa. There didn’t seem to be a strong facial resemblance—Chwytu had wideset features, where Danso’s were long and narrow. But what they seemed to share, what threw Biemwensé for a loop, was that twinkle in the eye, that complete commitment to a cause, that infinite investment. This was Danso through and through. Any fool could see that. What other gain would there be in claiming relation to a fugitive despised throughout the empire as a traitor?

In this way, Biemwensé realised the decision had already been made for her. Unfortunately—and as usual—she was going to have to help this woman.
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She invited Chwytu to stay, and offered help on one condition: They would solve the Nem problem first.

Chwytu agreed.

Over the next few days, they prepared together to head out to the caves where the Ajabos had opted to plant themselves. It wasn’t a trip that required any preparation, but Biemwensé found herself being overly cautious. The last time she’d jaunted out on a seemingly short journey, she’d ended up trapped in the desertlands for many mooncrossings. She could not take such a risk this time.

Chwytu’s task, mostly, was to wait. This fascinated Biemwensé even more—the woman waited as an active and practiced thing, a way of life. Biemwensé was starting to see that waiting was all she knew: for a time when it was safe to return to her erstwhile land; to reunite with her family; for the opportunity to make herself whole.

In this way, Chwytu reminded her of herself. Everyone she’d met since Bassa’s upheaval sought to fill a long-opened chasm within them. Danso, Lilong, Kakutan, Nem, Oke—even herself. Each bore wounds they thought they could heal by simply filling this void, some long-lost puzzle piece finally clicking into place. They would soon learn, of course, that there was no such thing as a final piece, that filling one chasm just made room for another. Which was why she’d given up that quest, focusing instead on living with what she had. For her, the solution was simple: return. This simple act of rootedness, of refusing to be tossed around like a leaf in the wind: This was her returning, and she could see that the same applied to Chwytu.

In these few days, Biemwensé told the woman all she knew. She began with the hardest bit of news: that her husband, Danso’s daa, was dead. Murdered by the now-deceased emperor herself. She was surprised by Chwytu’s nonreaction to this revelation, before discovering that she’d already learned of this from the most unlikely of sources: the former First Consul Nem, the emperor’s maa herself.

“And you still let her live?” Biemwensé was aghast.

They were squatting in Biemwensé’s backyard, securing the plants in the small garden patch. A late-evening fog had sauntered in and enswathed them. Biemwensé wasn’t sure when she’d return from this trip, so she wanted to ensure that the vulnerable crops were wrapped in sackcloth and protected from the incoming cold.

“Did the First Consul murder my husband?” asked Chwytu. “Or my son?”

“She bore the woman who did it. Bred her, even, to do those very things.”

“Well, then. I guess I should be culpable for Danso’s actions, since I also bore him.”

That quelled Biemwensé’s disapproval. They worked in silence, before, out of the blue, she asked Chwytu: “Were you there? When it all… happened?”

Chwytu nodded slowly, not needing to clarify where or what it was. There was only one tragedy that had struck the Ajabos on this mainland, and everyone in first-lander territory—the whole of this coast—knew of it.

“I was too young to be versed in the origins of the animosity many mainlanders had for our people,” said Chwytu. “I grew up here, amid this animosity, knew it like the back of my hand. But I was also raised among kind mainlanders, even married one myself. These same people protected me and my family during the pogroms. And even after our expulsion, after we were put on those vessels and sent to die, it was still mainlanders who rescued us.”

“Mainlanders? Or hinterlanders?” Last Biemwensé heard, the rumour was that the Ajabos had been hiding all this time in the southwest hinterland protectorates. Now those were hinterlanders no one had seen much of in a while. If this was the reason, then it made sense.

“Mainlander, hinterlander—what is the difference?” Chwytu clicked her tongue dismissively. “You all live on this land. You are all the same—good, bad, neither, both. Even us islanders—how different are we? We have ibor, yes, and we can use it, yes, but does that really make us different as people? It is simply a mineral, one we did not ask to have—it is just another resource we find, like you find copper and gold here. There is no more power in ibor than there is in your coin. Both are capable of helping and hurting. It’s how you use them that matters, right?”

They tightened more sackcloth knots, Chwytu’s upper arms flexing, decorative markings shining with sweat.

“The only differences that exist are those Bassa impresses upon us,” she continued. “That we then in turn impress upon ourselves. I do not wish to partake in that. That very poison has destroyed my family and my people. I have dedicated myself instead to choosing to see what unites us, and to accord blame only to the specific people who perpetuate evil. Emperors and their acolytes, the likes of them. But not ordinary, everyday people, who are ourselves victims, whose desire is simply to live in peace, comfort, and prosperity.”

“First Consul Nem is more than an acolyte,” Biemwensé reminded her. “She made the emperor.”

“Agreed. And I’m sure that she regrets that now.”

Biemwensé scoffed. “That is naive.”

“How so?”

“Monsters don’t feel things like regret.”

“You travelled with her,” said Chwytu. “I’m sure you know she’s not a monster.”

“Monsters come in different shapes, my friend.”

“Perhaps. And perhaps the First Consul was a monster, once. But the woman I spoke to knows what she’s done. She may have run to us knowing we were unlikely to treat her like Whudans would—like a runaway goat, to be beaten back to senses or slaughtered at the slab. My people are satisfied that she poses no further threat for now—to us, and to you.”

Biemwensé stopped knotting. “And you come to that decision by, what, your excellent powers of foresight?”

“No, we—”

“You nothing.” Biemwensé rose. “You have no right to decide on our behalf. I may not be in favour of handing her over to the Whudans to be lynched, but you don’t get to tell me she poses no threat. You don’t know that! You weren’t there!”

The air turned dead between them. Chwytu, perhaps sensing the risk in letting the grievance between them stay still and fester like a wound, continued working. Slow, deliberate movements: a knot here, a knot there, with only the brush of leaf against cloth and the scrape of each knot tied between them.

A moment later, Biemwensé returned to her haunches, but she did not continue working.

“Perhaps you are right,” Chwytu said, breaking the silence. “Perhaps I am naive. My people surely think so. And perhaps I have always been—why else would I agree to be joined to a mainlander, to bear a Shashi child? How dare I believe in a different world, right?” She chuckled self-deprecatingly. “Maybe the answer is that it is the only way I know how to live. It is impossible for me, I think, to hold on to hate. Not because I’m perfect—you have no idea how many times I’ve practiced putting a blade through many a mainlander. But I cannot do it, will not do it, because just thinking about it eats me, consumes me. How much better am I than them if I choose to live that way, if I give in to the same angry desires that caused the destruction of my people and my life?”

Biemwensé remained silent, but slowly returned to separating sackcloth, selecting the edges to use for her next knot.

“I want to recover the one thing I have left to live for,” said Chwytu. “I’d rather die pursuing something worthwhile than wait for this broken empire’s death to come find me here.”

They finished their task and washed their hands. Biemwensé made them some refreshing lemongrass tea. They drank in silence, sitting spread-eagled on the veranda, the very veranda where, what seemed like a lifetime long ago now, Danso and his Skopi had stood and fought back the Whudasha Youth.

The sun went down, and with twilight came the usual coastal fog, the very kind that had ambushed them here on that same night. Biemwensé looked to her companion, who she could only now faintly see, features disappearing into the thickening greyness. The woman kept staring seaward, a lot like Danso had done most of his time here. She wondered if she was thinking about the Ajabo Islands, if they were still there. She wondered if there were other islands out there like this, somewhere beyond Bassa’s reach where they could sit on verandas like this, blanketed by fog like this, and know that they were safe.

So while she did not at all approve of Nem, and did not quite approve of this woman’s choices, she could understand that they were driven by a need to keep those they loved safe. She had just completed a backbreaking, dangerous journey herself, attempting to bring said safety to children she thought of as her own. These two women had lost their children to this empire too—just like she had, real and adopted both—and now sought a way to reclaim something from that experience.

Perhaps them coming together could be the start of that something.

Whether they would recover their children would be another matter. But for now: to heal; to purge this loss; to reckon with an empire that had squeezed them out like the unwanted pus of a ripe boil. Three broken hearts, it felt like, were better than one.
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THE KANGALA CAMP BEGAN in First Ward and spanned in all directions, most prominently to inward Bassa (where most mainlanders orbiting his camp planted themselves) and the now permanently open Soke border (where most desertlanders settled midway between camp and border). The once-haughty abodes and commercial ventures of the inner wards had mostly been emptied—where not cleared by their owners and occupants, now stripped of any valuables by scavengers. Since the declared defiance of the Bassai empire on two fronts—Kangala from the north, the Nameless Republic from the south—not much else remained of the city that defined the nation-state.

It was a time—possibly the first ever in the mainland’s history—of two states.

Kangala did not consider Kangalaland (grrr) a state in that way. But now that his whole family had moved here, he might be forced to soon. They would need to restart their ventures here on the mainland, perhaps even spread them across both lands. He foresaw a myriad of cross-continental ventures, all linked together by the Kangala name, each helmed and secured by his children, carried on from generation to generation. An empire, in a sense of the word, except nontransferable and fortified enough to never be toppled.

It was these visions that energized Kangala, filled his body with childlike excitement, as his caravan crossed the former border and headed for his abode at the heart of Kangalaland. They went by an increasing number of desertlanders moving south, coming down from various settlements along the northern trade route. Workers, warriors, families, stragglers, and vagrants—all headed for Kangalaland in search of some kind of future.

Each, upon sighting his caravan, paused to acknowledge his presence, to perform recognition of his deeds as the catalyst that had indeed afforded them this opportunity.

They bowed—not by the neck, but by the waist—and proclaimed their gratitude.


Hail Kangala, the Man Beyond the Lake,

who stretches imperious arms from Vezha to Bassa.

Hail Kangala, who breaks open the mainland gates.

Hail Kangala, who casts our enemies to the wind.

Hail Kangala, who embraces us all without prejudice.

Hail Kangala, our one and only solace. Hail Kangala.



Kangala offered them a silent response—a return bow, from the neck.

As they neared the heart of the settlement, he could tell—from their hairstyles, complexions, clothing and accessories, choice of beast of burden, and even the dust of long-term travel settled into the folds of their clothes—that some had come from as far as the Sahel. The rush of recognition upon seeing these Sahelians was palpable, even in the typically muted Oroe and the often-guarded Ngipa. Oroe, too, had left behind his partners and children, as had Ngipa, who had partners but no children. All three peered out the window, eager, hungry. Seeing these people was a testament, it seemed, to the fact that their own family had made it safely.

The caravan finally entered Kangalaland proper and snaked into the settlement, which so far consisted of temporary structures, ranging from flimsy and sturdy tents to hastily built timber-and-thatch. Social structures had sprouted—there were designated and allocated farming patches, designated well locations (equipped with Kangala-designed pumps), a designated marketplace, a learning centre for young ones that mostly taught language and counting, and a small administrative outpost run by one of Kangala’s other children but overseen by Ngipa. All temporary, for sure—there was room for more—but the joy in the settlers’ hearts was beginning to look permanent, as evidenced by the caravan’s welcome: hearty smiles, cheers, and a summarized version of the welcome chant they’d heard all the way back: Hail Kangala. Hail Kangala. Hail Kangala.

Soon, they were at the family abodes. Kangala jumped down from the royal travelwagon with his children and headed for the main abode—one of the largest houses in First Ward, which he’d chosen for his base of operations. As they neared the house and ran into more family members, something changed in the spirit of the place. All joy had suddenly been sucked away, and every face they came upon was long, sullen, sad.

“What happened?” asked Kangala, shaking a nearby wife, child, grandchild. “Where are they? Where is Wokoma?” He remembered her name now, his new wife. He remembered, too, the name of his favourite granddaughter, Oroe’s oldest—Popi, fourteen wee seasons old. Also Swuigale, Ngipa’s dearest, who happened to be his wife Wokoma’s half sister. They were all travelling together from Lake Vezha. His mind was suddenly free, empty, all thoughts of empire and conquest washed away by the thought that something had happened to them.

They were there, thank the Four Winds. Weary from travel, yes, but very much alive. Popi, upon seeing her daa, Oroe, rushed into his arms. He lifted her, kissed her cheek and placed it against his. Kangala turned to Wokoma, who buried her face into his shoulder, deeply, deeply sad. The rest of the family who had seen the caravan arrive crowded into the small entry chamber, all wearing long faces.

“What happened?” asked Kangala.

Popi—a robust, precocious child—blurted: “Yaya Swuigale.”

The rest of the sentence went unsaid, for it was obvious, now, that Swuigale was not in the room, and therefore had not survived the journey south.

All eyes turned to Ngipa then, hands reaching out to squeeze her shoulder, rub her back, offer comfort. Ngipa, always one to conceal her internal ruminations, stood rock-solid. It was clear to all that she was in shock, but it was also hard to tell what she would do next.

“Tell me” was all she said in a croaky, contained voice.

The story of Swuigale’s demise, it turned out, was the story of the demise of the Kangala clan members in the desertlands. First, the Lake Vezha had finally dried up in Kangala’s absence. One day a vibrant stream, next day a still, receding pond, and soon after that dry, dry land. But even before that, the water’s disappearance happened at such an alarming rate that, before the final drop of water left the lake, the ventures at the docks had themselves dried up.

Workers, vessels, salting—all gone.

With Kangala himself away, and hungry necks suddenly craning over the dry land, eyes focused on the remaining family, minds reminiscing on the economic stringency Kangala had placed over them with his control of resources, it became an increasing danger to remain there. Fearing the double blow of a paucity of employ and a revolt against them, the family packed up and headed south to join him.

But the journey proved more treacherous than in times before. The sandstorms were no longer usual, but had become violent behemoths, rising to unimaginable heights, swallowing everything within distance, so that one could not see their own hands even if they held them up to their faces—even if one managed to keep the dust out of their nose, and the sand out of their eyes, ears, mouth. The caravan lost more to the winds and sands than to attempted robberies by an increasing number of bandit companies. But that which most attempted to wipe them from existence were the beasts.

It was hard to be sure, in the vastness of the shifting sands, which among these beasts were true, and which were figments of their imagination. Wokoma, who told the story, attempted distinction between the two. But there was no distinction to be made about the one that had taken Swuigale’s life. All had been there to see it happen.

They called it a Damisa-Maciji, a leopard-serpent, a serpopard. Tail of a scorpion, neck of a Ninki Nanka, body of a spotted desert cat. It came with the sandstorms, slipping between walls of dust, so that when one finally realised it was there, looming over you, it was too late.

This was how it had happened to Swuigale. The caravan had paused, as usual, to hunker down and let the sandstorm wash over them rather than wade through it. But amid the storm, a shadow appeared above, darker than that cast by the dust cloud. A slinking, muscular darkness. There was no teeth, no claw, no menace. But before the dust stilled, there was a cry—Swuigale’s—and then there was silence.

The storm passed. A trail of red dotted the sand. Swuigale was no more.

Ngipa was eerily silent after the tale was done. Kangala watched her carefully. Of his children, she had been the most disapproving of this campaign. She had remained loyal to him, sure—that was one of her foremost qualities—but he was aware of her growing discontent with him, with Oroe, with the whole of Kangalaland. And now this—the one person she loved most in the world, gone, taken by the conditions of said campaign.

He watched her carefully. Luckily, she offered little, except to say, after one long exhale:

“We should never have come here.”

She left the room. Wokoma made to go after her, but Kangala put out an arm.

“Let her grieve,” he said. “If she must purge, give her the space and time to do it. We need her sharp and ready for what comes next.”

He turned then to his family, his clan, the sprouts of his future empire.

“We have no choice now, do we?” he announced. “This is our new home. We must, therefore, make it so. We must solve the problems of this place. We must solve our enemies, if we are to have a long and prosperous future on this mainland.”
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CROSSING THE PROTECTORATE FROM west to east took Biemwensé through the very same roads she had taken in escape barely a few seasons ago. The circumstances, though, could not be any more different. Where she’d once traipsed to the headquarters with the Supreme Magnanimous and an undead bat in tow, now she walked with a stranger from a sunken island, and had to circumvent the quarters altogether. She had felt safer in an even less safe situation then, versus now, when Whudasha was at its most stable and peaceful in a long time, and she was the most unsafe she’d ever been on this land. The absurdity wasn’t lost on her.

The only thing that bonded both situations together was that both times, she was fighting for the survival of her land, of her people, even when those very same people hated her for it—both then and now.

She took Chwytu on a route just outside the Peace Fence. With the looming shadow of Bassa now partially receded, the Peace Fence did not hold as much weight, and therefore was easily crossed these days, often by the newly arrived refugees. They tried hunting in the savanna, to little success and to the demise of a few who didn’t know their way around these parts. Most Whudans continued to hold back on breaking the rule, seasons of mental conditioning being so hard to override. Overall, a good thing for Biemwensé, who did not consider herself a rule follower in any sense of the word, and who knew how to navigate the savanna just fine.

The caves they sought, where the Ajabo had holed up, marked the eastern edge of the protectorate—it was where the Soke mountains arose on this coast. Chwytu had explained earlier that the Ajabos had journeyed from the southwest hinterland protectorates through the Breathing Forest and sidestepped the small mountain range that blocked off Whudasha in the west, preventing arrivals from that direction. But the Ajabos knew this, and knew this route—it was the same one through which the surviving few had escaped when Bassa pushed them off the edge of the continent.

“And they didn’t come find you?” Biemwensé had asked. “It’s not like Bassa to just let things lie.”

“It is not indeed.” Chwytu shrugged. “Maybe they didn’t know? Maybe they didn’t think us a threat anymore, seeing as so many died out there once put back on those boats.” She paused, as if trying to shake off the memory. “But we survived, just a few of us. We wanted—no, needed—to live. We’re the last living remnants of our people, our heritage. We had to go somewhere, lay low, and preserve that. So we journeyed to the one place that Bassa never goes—south.”

But the uncharted swamps were a deadly place to be, as the Ajabos soon learned, which was why they ventured southwest instead. And that was where they encountered the hinterlanders.

“What are they like?” Biemwensé had asked.

Chwytu angled her head. “Different. The same. But different.”

Unlike the southeasters, who weren’t shielded by rogue mountains along the coast, and to whom the journey from Bassa through the rainforest was easier to access, the southwesters were shut off and never heard from. Only a single emperor in the history of Bassa had visited there: the ninth emperor of Bassa, the Salt Emperor, Akuchi. He had been the one obsessed with trade, establishing the salt trade with the desertlands before setting his eyes southward, making protectorates of the clans that lived there. Often through violent means, but also via negotiation. His deal with the southwest hinterlands was one of the latter.

The southwest hinterlanders had never seen war with Bassa, and had never maintained any Bassai presence. Their singular agreement with the empire was a commercial one, carried out via envoys who never met one another, delivering exchanges via waystations on either side of the Gondola River. Crossing to the western side of the Gondola river was deemed an act of war—Akuchi himself had agreed to this, knowing that it would be difficult, if not impossible, to beat the southwest hinterlanders in their thick rainforest terrain. Therefore, these arrangements had stood for many, many seasons without breaking. No reason had ever arisen for Bassa to go there, or for the southwest hinterlanders to venture northward.

Biemwensé wondered what would’ve happened if the Bassai had learned that the Ajabos had crossed the Gondola and gone there.
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The two women passed the first night in the bush. Biemwensé cautioned against lighting a fire, and pointed instead to the sister moons above.

“If I, with my failing eyes, can see with them, you can too.”

Chwytu chuckled. They sat cross-legged in their small camp, eating nuts and the dried dates Biemwensé had stored upon her return from the desertlands.

“Which of them do you have?” Biemwensé asked. “The stone powers.”

“None,” said Chwytu. “I never learned.”

“Really?”

“I’m not a fighter, if that is what you are asking.”

“Is that all ibor is? For fighting?”

Chwytu offered a wan grimace. “Bassa seems to think so. Back home…” She trailed off; she often did when talking about the past. “Back on the islands, ibor was just daily life. Cooking, building, hunting, sailing, surviving. Only those who needed it for those uses learned the powers. It was just like any other vocation—you learned if your work needed it, and you didn’t if it didn’t.”

She poked at the nutshells gathered in the bow of her dress, a dam between her cross-legged knees. “It was Bassa who taught us the violence of it, forced us to find new ways to use ibor in defence. Bassa made ibor a dangerous mineral, not us.”
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The next morning’s trip took them around the Whudasha Youth headquarters. Here, they had to exact extra caution, as the few Youth remaining still actively scouted for arrivals from the Emperor’s Road. They passed successfully and without hiccup. They were only a half day away from the caves now.

“When we get there,” said Biemwensé, as they curved back into gamba grass, “what next? We ask for your leader?”

“We have no leaders,” said Chwytu. “We have run as a collective since the hinterlanders took us in. We make decisions as one.”

“How so?”

“By vote.”

Biemwensé frowned. “And how does that work?” When Chwytu explained it, Biemwensé scoffed. “Well, that sounds like a recipe for disaster and bad decisions.”

“It can be,” Chwytu acceded. “But it is what we have right now. It is our best way of keeping everyone involved and responsible for our safety and continued growth.”

“So you all voted to come here?”

Chwytu nodded. “To find a way to integrate with the people on this land. We may have lived here once, but you live here now. This place is very much yours too.”

Biemwensé sighed. “To what end, though? Bassa now knows you’re here. You could’ve stayed hidden with the hinterlanders.”

“Perhaps. But we had outstayed our welcome there. No matter how kind the hinterlanders have been to us, there was no room to grow there, to slowly return to who we were—Ajabos, proud and alive and thriving. Of what use is smothering every aspect of ourselves? We only aid the empire’s aims by doing so.”

“How so?”

Chwytu stopped to regard her. “You can’t be seriously asking that?”

“Why?”

“Because reclaiming ourselves, refusing to be smothered by the empire’s long hand, refusing to tie ourselves up with the ropes it hands us—that is the best resistance.”

They went on. Perhaps she was right after all, Biemwensé thought. Her attempt as Supreme Magnanimous failed for exactly this reason—she simply had found it impossible to allow that hand to smother her and her people, no matter how soft and scent-filled the hand was.

“We simply had to return home,” Chwytu continued. “If not to the islands, then at least our second home: here. So when we heard about the impending doom of Bassa—when imperial envoys stopped arriving at the Gondola waystation—we knew it was time. It was time to reclaim ourselves and our land and our home.”

They had come to the point where Whudasha began to give way to the wilderness, the cleared-out portions of the land beginning to rewild, to return to forest. Unlike the barren trail to the Dead Mines—which Biemwensé, unfortunately, remembered too vividly for comfort—this trail flourished with life, bursting with colour. Said wildness had crept much closer to the settlement now, reclaiming the land in the absence of people. It struck Biemwensé how much of a parallel this was to what Chwytu was saying: the land refusing the very act of colonization by forces bigger than it; the land returning home regardless, even while more and more people arrived in Whudasha for refuge from a big war that surely was coming.

Also unlike the road to the Dead Mines, there were no waystations here. These caves were not often visited, having been acknowledged to possess no precious minerals of import. The caves were located in this tiny portion of the Soke range—a “northwestern tail for a mountainous beast,” as Chwytu herself put it—that gave the mainland its northern boundary.

Soon, the caves themselves came into view, gaping mouths riddled into hill faces. A number of them, scattered, so that an oblivious observer would not know which to enter in order to approach the Ajabos. Smart, thought Biemwensé.

Chwytu stepped forward into the clearing that preceded the caves, cupped her two hands over her mouth, and made a piercing, ululating sound from her throat. For a while, all was quiet. Then, faintly, from somewhere within the caves, an answer, a returned ululation. Soon after, two people, dressed similarly to Chwytu, emerged from one of the gaping mouths, each sporting a spear.

“Whatever you do,” said Chwytu, beckoning to Biemwensé, “let me do the talking. Say as little as possible. And if you can help it, keep your Bassai sarcasm to yourself.”

[image: ]
The two guards—sentries, as Biemwensé thought of them, as Whudans thought of the Bassai’s—spoke to neither her nor Chwytu, keeping their distance and walking ahead as all four disappeared into the darkness of the caves. Open flames lined the surprisingly smoothly hewn corridors. If she had to guess, Biemwensé believed it would be impossible to do this by human hands in the short time since the Ajabos’ return—this had to have been done by ibor.

It took her awhile to settle into this fact, and then for the unease to creep in, realising she was among people who could wield this power like no others she had encountered so far, not even Danso or Lilong or the Red Emperor. These were people who, since time immemorial, had built their societies upon the existence of this material. Of course they could simply move rocks within a cave system and make a home in it. The scary part was—what more could they do that was not that?

She emerged from the corridor, and she saw what.

In the epicentre of the otherwise nondescript cave system was a city.

Perhaps not a city in the way one traditionally thought of it. A collection of abodes cojoined each to the other, sharing openings and closings, walls and belongings. A community more like, but not in the sense of a village, because these abodes were exquisitely built, despite being within the hills. Smooth walls—smoother than any human hands could polish—with a sheen so ephemeral it was unclear if it was a trick of the light. And then, the light, a system of specially designed reflective surfaces ping-ponging one to the other, so that there was not the darkness expected here, but no less light than in any other building. And within these systems, a people—a small people, from the look of things—thrived.

“Welcome to the new home of the Ajabos,” said Chwytu.

It fascinated Biemwensé, as they descended stairs that looked freshly cut into rock, this willingness to adapt. An island people, so connected to water, now willing to become a cave-dwelling people, connected to the earth, all in a bid for survival. It made her feel a little foolish. All this time, she’d been so invested in returning to the very same life she’d always had, living alone and undisturbed on the edge of Whudasha. But here was a whole people—generations, even, of them—willing to shift and shape accordingly, as the circumstances demanded.

“How?” was all she asked.

“You know how,” said Chwytu, and that was answer enough.

The guards, unfortunately, did not lead them down to the heart of the city, where the everyday Ajabo lived, but down another corridor, which soon opened up in multiple directions.

“You wait here,” one of the guards, suddenly dropping back, said to Biemwensé in Mainland Common. To Chwytu, they said something else in a language unfamiliar to Biemwensé. Chwytu chuckled in response.

“Time to face my punishment, I guess.” Then she went off. After a moment of standing there alone, confused, the other guard—sentry—approached Biemwensé.

“You, you go somewhere else.”

They followed some more turns and winds in the corridors, sometimes descending, sometimes ascending, none surprisingly hard for Biemwensé to tackle, despite needing her stick. The inclines had been done perfectly, similar to the ramps Biemwensé had built all over her house for easy movement. Funny how these caves were much more accessible for her than the whole world outside.

Eventually, they came to what looked like an isolated space. Without warning, the guard lifted her hand, and a whole section of a nearby wall moved. Behind it was a person. Well, people. But not just that—a whole abode, with sleeping and eating and relieving areas.

“You stay here for now,” said the woman, urging Biemwensé in. Sensing her hesitation, she added: “No worry—there is breathing inside. And light.” Then, curtly, she slammed the whole section of wall shut.

Biemwensé, after waiting for the claustrophobia of being trapped in an enclosure-within-an-enclosure to hit her—and after it didn’t—turned to the two people before her.

“Well,” she said. “At least this time I can address you by your real name.”

“Well,” said Nem. “At least.”
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THE ROOM WAS REALLY a house—a home, even (it was decorated like one). Lanterns dotted the enclosure, keeping it warm and lit. It had been a bit chilly outside, but in here, it was on the cozier side of toasty. The decoration contributed to that. Recently woven fabric in various sizes—many pieces misshapen, like they started out as one thing but ended up as another—hung from the walls, nailed up haphazardly in a manner that suggested one was not to be deceived by the decor itself: This was only temporary.

The former First Consul of Bassa, MaaNem, sat in a raffia chair, rocking like a woman who had retired from her days on the farm, hands together as she slowly, casually, wove a fresh piece of fabric yet to take shape, but which Biemwensé suspected was to end up as one more of the same kind hanging up. At the far end of the room sat the other woman, her helper of sorts—Second, was it called?—whose true name Biemwensé was yet to learn. She sipped slowly on some brew, clutching the clay cup in a small, nervous grip, watching Biemwensé with a hawkish gaze. Sitting there, one would not have guessed at all that these two were captives, and that this was a prison, but rather that they were welcome guests.

Perhaps they were, in a way. Judging by her time with Chwytu, Biemwensé had so far gathered that things did not often function in Ajaboland as they did elsewhere.

“So,” she said, regarding the two women.

“So,” said Nem, offering nothing else by way of explanation. When she saw Biemwensé waiting for one, she gestured half-heartedly toward her Second. “That’s Satti. You may believe that is her real name, or you may not. Your choice.”

Biemwensé snickered at that, then found herself one of the empty woven raffia chairs and lowered herself slowly into it. Camping regardless, this trip had been backbreaking work. Her tiredness was bone-deep, and she did not have time or energy for bickering. Especially since the very person she had spent this journey trying to find couldn’t be bothered.

“Can I get one of those?” she gestured toward Satti’s cup. “Being on the road is thirst-making work.”

Satti rose without comment and fished a cup of it from a nearby clay gourd. The brew, when Biemwensé brought it to her lips, was cool and sweet and mildly spicy, the product of a fragrant herb of sorts. It made her heady for a moment, but once things steadied, she settled into the drink, relaxing one moment to the other.

An uneasy silence filled the room, with only the sound of weaving and intermittent sips between them. Only once it had gone on for too long, and Nem had consumed said uneasiness, did it break.

“Spit it out,” she said. “If you’re going to accuse me of anything, I’d rather hear it now.”

“Accuse you?” Biemwensé asked, sipping her drink. “What of? Lying? Deceit? A betrayal of trust?” She shrugged, shook her head. “The only accusal I have is to myself—for being gullible enough to think that a cripple surely cannot be a conniving criminal.”

“It had nothing to do with you,” said Nem. “Nothing personal.”

“And yet here I am, weathering the fruits of this deceit. Do you know that in the central quarters, they’re calling for my head? They think I knew who you were all along.”

Nem shrugged. “Tough luck. You would have done the same in my shoes.”

“Except I would never be in your shoes, would I? I would never be a murdering tyrant.”

“That was her daughter, not her.” It was Satti, speaking for the first time. Biemwensé turned her attention to her.

“You know you do not have to defend her, yes? The empire has fallen. Your employ no longer has any standing. You do not have to stand by her any longer.” She returned to Nem. “If you have truly turned over a new leaf as you claim, then why have you not released her from your employ?”

“I am sitting right here,” said Satti, at the same time Nem said, “I claimed no such thing.”

Biemwensé sighed, relaxed into her chair. “You people are insufferable.”

“Who is you people?” asked Satti.

Biemwensé waved a hand. “Bassai. Pro-Bassai. Your lot. Blinded on all sides by loyalty to something unfounded, something held up by sticks and stones, blown away by the littlest instance of wind.”

“I am not pro-Bassai,” said Satti calmly. “I find it insulting that you insinuate that I am.”

“Then why are you here?” Biemwensé shot. “Why do you insist on keeping this woman going? You do know that without your help, she would have met her demise a long time ago, right?”

“I am aware,” said Satti, with a brief, knowing glance exchanged between her and Nem. “She is aware too.”

“Then why do you do it?”

“Because you do not know her,” she replied, “and you do not know me. And while there may be a modicum of truth about the things spoken about MaaNem out there in the world, that is often woven around a barrage of half-truths and lies. I guess which ones you choose to believe says a lot about you.”

“You enable one whose stock in trade is deceit and destruction,” said Biemwensé. “Do not lecture me about says a lot about you.”

“It does say a lot about me, I agree,” Satti countered. “But, again, you know little about me, and little about MaaNem, and little about the circumstances that have caused me to remain at her side.”

“Fine. I know little. But it is still wrong.” She pointed a finger at them both. “You are wrong.”

A charged silence now filled the room, soon again broken by Nem.

“If we are so wrong,” she said, “then why are you here?”

“I’m here to take you back to Whudasha, to answer to your crimes.”

“No, thank you,” said Satti. “We’ll take our chances with the Ajabo.”

“Oh, you think you will get better treatment from them, is it? Wait until I regale them with the tales of who you are and what you’ve done.”

“Oh, we have already helped with that,” said Nem.

Biemwensé lifted an eyebrow. “I assume you left out all the horrible parts?”

Nem shook her head. “We told them everything,” Satti added.

Biemwensé frowned.

“I know what you’re thinking,” said Nem. “If they know everything, why do they still treat you like this? A valid question I have also asked myself. And perhaps it is in attempting to answer it that I have learned so much more than I have for much of my life.”

She put the weaving away, stretched her back so that it creaked, and interlocked her fingers, facing Biemwensé squarely. She looked older, worn, tired. In many ways, she was now very much the ordinary peasant she’d spent all this time pretending to be.

“Desire,” she said, with an exhale that suggested a history untold behind that word. “It has ruled me for too long, I will admit. And yes, it has led me to do a great many things I am not proud of, a great many harms. I have been selfish, I have been proud, I have been naive and stupid. I have followed my heart, sometimes to a near-grave. I have charged headlong through life and through the world in a bid to satiate this heady desire. And where has that left me?” She tapped the chair. “Unable to move through the world without the help of my Second.”

“Forgive me if I reserve little pity for one who stole a people’s heirloom,” said Biemwensé. “And was rewarded with the second-highest title in the empire.”

“Fair,” said Nem. “But I hope to no longer be moved by personal desire. Remaining here affords me the opportunity to try that: to reel in this need, or want, to harm; this need to devour others for my own success. To learn that my success lies in their success. That all our successes lie in collective gain.” She put up a finger, circled it in the air. “This place was built by every Ajabo channeling some ability or the other, Iborworker or not—rock, air, fluid, heat—working it all to realise a collective dream. It is how they have survived all this time, holding fast, locking arms, building a chain so strong as to be unbreakable.” She stabbed the finger at Biemwensé. “That is what I desired for Bassa, as First Consul. Success for all of us. Perhaps the Nem of old wanted it most for herself—selfish, yes—but today, I wish to desire differently. And if everywhere else desires otherwise, and wishes to destroy itself in the course of that, I can’t help it. But I will gladly stay here, where at least one people on this forsaken land desire differently.”

With that, she sat back, exhausted.

Biemwensé began to laugh.

“What is funny?” asked Satti. But she simply continued laughing, coughing when it came near the end, and finishing with a long, long exhale.

“Who would imagine it,” she said, finally. “The prime fixer of Bassa, First Consul to the bloodiest emperor in recent history, has suddenly become a peace-loving jali in her old age.” She turned down the ends of her lips. “Only a fool, maybe.”

“Perhaps,” said Nem. “But I am at least honest. I have seen what such a headlong pursuit of said personal desire can do to a person. And I do not wish that for myself.”

It was the first time she was hearing Nem address the matter of her daughter’s death, even though tangentially. There was a crestfallen tenor to her voice, though she was trying hard not to let it show. It reminded Biemwensé that she was speaking to a grieving woman, one who had not only lost all that she had worked her whole life for, but also her child with it. Perhaps she did not have to speak so bitterly toward her. For now, at least.

“If you wish to do collective good,” Biemwensé said, evening her tone and changing tack, “the best way you can do it is to come with me, back to the protectorate.”

“I am no good dead,” said Nem, quietly. “And unfortunately for you, I wish to live.”

“You are not going to die. As Supreme Magnanimous, you have my word. I have other plans. Besides, what makes you so sure the Ajabos don’t have worse planned for you?”

“The Ajabos do not kill,” Satti said.

“Maybe not now,” Biemwensé said. “But wartime claims its victims without discrimination. They will not be exempt.”

“Until then,” said Nem, “I will take my chances.”

“For your atonement,” said Biemwensé, “Whudasha requires that you acknowledge the fall of empire as a good thing. That you, like most, are happy for the fires that burn for Bassa and all empires, past or future, to be extinguished. And then you commit openly to making this a reality, spending the rest of your days atoning for your sins. Now that would be collective good.”

There was movement somewhere in the caves. Biemwensé interpreted the faraway noise as dry grain rubbing against dry grain, and as soon as she did, the rock before them shifted, slowly began to give way.

When it opened fully, Chwytu was standing there, backed by a fresh duo of Ajabo guards.

“We are ready for you now,” Chwytu said, without much joy in her tone or expression.

Biemwensé sighed and rose to follow, but Chwytu was still looking into the enclosure.

“All of you,” she said firmly.

Biemwensé sighed again. This was going to be the longest day of her life, wasn’t it?
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“IT IS GOOD THAT you have come to us,” the Ajabo man Biemwensé had come to know as Imamu said in sharp Mainland Common, “because the northerners have sent a message.”

They were in a cavern of sorts that wasn’t much different from the place they’d been kept previously, except that this one was not blocked off in any manner. Rather, it was open on all sides, and as they met, other Ajabo walked down the corridors on each side. It occurred to Biemwensé that the Ajabos liked to do most things out in the open, even supposedly high-level leadership meetings. She remembered a time, too, when Whudasha had been like this, when there were no doors or Youth headquarters. Perhaps there was something shared here between them, beyond the cultural trappings of island life.

“A message?” she asked. “For you?”

“No, sent to you,” replied an Ajabo woman who’d been introduced as Kidiso. Much like Chwytu, she bore a complexion closer to the average Whudan. Imamu, on the other hand, looked almost exactly like Lilong—a yellow man to the core. It took Biemwensé some time to get used to it; she had so far not met another islander who looked like this, and particularly not one from the west. Worse, the other Ajabos she’d seen so far resembled the average Bassai or even the average northerner, their complexions ranging from the high-black to the low-brown. A mishmash, a people with no demarcations, a reality that gave Biemwensé pause—borne of confusion—then guilt that she wished to divide these people in a manner that they did not apply to themselves.

She shook off the thoughts. “How did you get the message?”

“Intercepted,” said Chwytu, who made up the third of that faction. There were two other factions seated behind this row of three, making up a council of nine. Those others neither spoke nor were introduced. These three were the ones Biemwensé was allowed to interact with—along with Nem and Satti, who both sat adjacent to her.

“The pigeon, I mean,” Chwytu clarified. “Which we did no harm to, by the way.”

“So you just, what, plucked it out of the air?”

“Of course not.” Kidiso was horrified by the idea.

“There are many things we can do, Supreme Magnanimous,” said Imamu. “Guiding a bird by air, changing the trajectory of its flight, leading it to another homing station rather than its intended one—the likes of that.”

“You mean white ibor,” said Nem.

Imamu nodded. “Precisely that.”

Biemwensé shot Nem a glance. “How do you know these kinds of things?” Without giving her an opportunity to answer, she returned to the Ajabos. “You do know who you have in the room with us, do you?”

“We are aware of the First Consul and her history,” said Kidiso. “We appreciate the reminder.”

“Okay, then.” Biemwensé sat back. “She’s your headache.” She motioned with her chin. “What did the message say?”

Kidiso produced a cloth from within her wrappers. The Ajabos, for some reason, had come to wear a fashion that closely resembled the Bassai styles, but a bastardized version of them. The textiles themselves were Bassai; the wrapping patterns started off Bassai too. But midway, they became something else, something that was not one thing or the other, almost as if the Ajabos had adapted a new method from every new people they interfaced with. If she peered closely, she could see vestiges of the hinterland styles mixed with coastlander styles, mixed with mainland styles.

“Can you read?” Kidiso was holding the cloth to her.

“No,” said Biemwensé, but she took the piece of cloth anyway. She peered, taking in as much as her failed eyesight could. The scribbles were neat, stately, even if the cloth bore no markings of nobility. Once she was done inspecting it, she passed it back, but Imamu nodded for her to hand it to Nem. Reluctantly, she did.

Nem ran her eyes over it and read aloud:


War is trade. All in the market must know your stall. In this market, you are either a trader, a buyer, or simply a thief seeking to deprive both of their rightful goods.

The days are coming. Choose your stall. And choose wisely, because you know what we do to thieves and rivals in the Sahel? We serve them, scorched, to the desert.

Choose wisely. We will be by in a fortnight to hear your answer.



Nem rolled it up carefully and passed it back. Biemwensé noticed she was grinding her teeth.

“They want you to choose, Supreme Magnanimous,” Imamu was saying. “Kangalaland, or the Nameless Republic.”

“I know what the message means,” Biemwensé snapped. “Why didn’t you bring this to me immediately?”

“We are bringing it to you immediately,” Kidiso said. “Only you came to us instead of us to you.”

Biemwensé scoffed, settled in her cane chair. “That is not a decision I am allowed to make, unfortunately.”

“You are Supreme Magnanimous.”

“Says who?”

“Says your people.”

“You mean the same people ready to sacrifice me because they think I brought death to their door?” When she said death, she pointed to Nem.

“They will settle down,” said Imamu, “once they hear of this message.”

This part, she couldn’t disagree with. Angry as they were, these were all refugees. Any mention of envoys from Kangalaland would be hair-raising.

“So, why are we here, then? What do you want?” Biemwensé was beginning to regret this trip. “I came here for the First Consul, not for this. I cannot decide this for the people. Let them do that for themselves.” She snapped her fingers. “That’s how you people do it, is it not? What did you call it again—voting?”

Chwytu, who had so far been quiet, spoke.

“You and the First Consul will return to Whudasha, if you want.”

Biemwensé glanced at Nem then, who seemed unperturbed. To Chwytu, she said: “Have you asked her? Because last time I checked—”

“She does not want to come with you, yes,” said Chwytu. “And she has said that much. But she will go.” Chwytu was staring at Nem as she spoke, and Biemwensé was surprised to see Nem fold slowly under her gaze.

“And then what?” asked Biemwensé.

“And then she will atone,” said Kidiso. “She will offer herself to the community. But not to satiate bloodlust, no. To work for the community and secure its well-being for the future, using all the skills and knowledge she has.” Kidiso leaned forward here. “Am I right, Consul?”

Nem said nothing. It was her Second, Satti, who said: “She hears you.”

Biemwensé, unconvinced, said: “Say this happens. How does that solve our problem of Kangalaland?”

“Because I will go with you too,” said Chwytu.

Biemwensé remained confused.

“When I came to you, I told you I wished to find my boy,” said Chwytu. “And I continue to want to do that. This war—it is not extractable from that. I can only find him if we survive and save ourselves and are able to brave the mainland again. The only way for that to happen is for Whudasha to stand.” She straightened. “Apart.”

Biemwensé’s eyes widened. “You mean fight?”

“With our help,” said Imamu, “yes.”

“Against Kangala? The man who conquered the Great Dome?”

“We will help you,” said Chwytu. “We have something he doesn’t.”

“Ibor,” said Nem, quietly, as if it was the only word she knew.

“Precisely that,” said Imamu. “But also, our friends in the southeast remain faithful to us. They might have recused themselves so far, but if they have a reason to fight, they will. And they know that conquering the coastlands will be the Sahelian’s way of getting to them. They will send aid, if we ask for it.”

“So—you, us, them, drawing up forces of ordinary people to take on battle-hardened companies from the desertlands?” Biemwensé cackled dryly. “Are you listening to yourselves?”

“We did not say it would be easy, or straightforward,” said Chwytu. “We did not say we will need to fight either. Remember that Kangala has a bigger enemy much closer to home. We do not need to stand with the Nameless Republic—but we do need to stand. It is the only way to ensure your safety, for now and the future. Because it is not just Kangala that threatens, but the Nameless Republic itself.” She shifted in her seat. “Tell me, as Supreme Magnanimous, do you see that republic representing your people even if it wins against Kangala?”

Biemwensé flashed back to the argument she had with Kakutan at the blockade, the smirk on Ifiot’s face. She did not know what had become of the republic since then, but she knew one thing for sure: Whatever existence was planned for behind the blockade, it was not going to be pleasant with the kind of leadership they’d chosen so far.

“Fine.” She relaxed in her chair. “What is your suggestion?”

“Let us meet their envoys,” said Chwytu. “You on behalf of your people; me on behalf of mine.” She pointed to Nem. “And we take the First Consul with us.”

Biemwensé scoffed. “What for?”

“Political leverage,” said Imamu. “A surviving member of Bassai royalty carries a huge weight. She will be useful in helping to convince the Bassai refugee contingent in Whudasha—they may be angry now, but they will listen once they hear about Kangalaland’s message. And then, of course, her voice will be useful in said meeting with the envoys.”

Biemwensé regarded Nem again. “And she has agreed to do all this?”

Nem shrugged. “It has been made clear to me that I must atone in this manner.”

“In exchange for the opportunity to stay,” Kidiso added, to which Nem replied, with an exhale: “As you wish. But I must make it plain now, I will not—will never—attend any trial, present or future.”

“Beggars do not get to choose,” said Biemwensé.

“Lucky for us, then, that I am not a beggar,” said Nem. “You can use me for your ends, and I am happy to oblige if I get something out of it. Or you can kill me now—do it by your own hand, even. But it will not be anything else.”

With that statement, the tension in the room finally began to deflate. Biemwensé shrugged and sat back. The Ajabos conferred among the rest of the council to confirm that they were in agreement. Satti fetched Nem a beverage, then surprisingly brought one over for Biemwensé as well.

“You should not discount her so easily,” said Satti, quietly, as she handed Biemwensé the drink. “Do not let her state deceive you. Remember, she raised the Scion of Moons herself. If there was much uncontainable vigor in that woman, imagine how much more there is where that came from.”
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THE LETTER FROM KANGALALAND arrived by pigeon only a few days after Kakutan had left for the Tombolo hamlets. Ifiot was busying herself in a hideaway in Twelfth Ward, trying to stay out of sight of Hakuoo, whom she had decided was now less sympathetic to her desires for a republic since the blockade went up and the Great Dome fell. She wasn’t sure if it was because he now considered himself in less need of allyship with the Nameless Republic—after all, the swamplanders were the only ones yet untouched by the empire’s long hand, and she surmised they would be quite happy to continue that way. Hakuoo, therefore, was less interested in this additional project of further conquest. He did not think defeating Kangala was a project worth risking his own people for.

This letter, therefore, was to be a test of such loyalties.

But as Ifiot read the letter, which had been passed stealthily to her by Sileya—now her right hand on the Nameless side—she realised that this letter was more than simply a test. It was the complete opposite of what she’d expected it to be.

A call to armistice discussions, the letter began, in surprisingly fluent Mainland Common, a rejection of the High Bassai often employed in communications from the Great Dome.

The letter went on to set the terms for the meeting to discuss said amicable conditions. It would be held on Nameless turf, as a show of faith. There would be an equal number of representatives, so as not to give the appearance of an imbalance of power—Ifiot was to set the terms of the number of representatives allowed. (She’d already calculated, mentally, that she’d leave out Hakuoo and bring in only the hinterlanders and her own advisors to that meeting. Hakuoo gone and Kakutan away meant fewer dissenting voices in the room.)

There would be no weapons. No hostilities, no hidden or ulterior motives. Just an opportunity for both leaders to air their grievances in person, for the first time, and see if they could arrive at a place where a full-blown, large-scale, bad-for-everyone war didn’t have to happen.


War is bad market,



the letter concluded—and for a moment, Ifiot wondered if these were the Sahelian’s words, or if someone else was speaking in his voice.


It is a trading place set on fire, no stall or soul left unburned—not even that which survives. Therefore, let us attempt to avoid it with amicable agreements. Let us make the sensible choice.



Ifiot snorted. Easy for him to say. She remained unconvinced. Whether this letter advocated for an amicable solution or not, she would treat it, for now, like she’d always treated everything that came from the Great Dome: as a declaration.

In this case, a declaration of war.
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When Ifiot was a child—when she had another name, and Bassa still saw her differently than she knew herself to be—she had made a singular decision: to extricate herself, and anyone who wished to come along, from this empire’s hold.

The decision had not been made lightly. Hers was a situation where she had narrowly escaped Shashi status, despite the fact that both her parents had been bona fide Emuru, and had simply been cursed with lighter complexions, which in turn had been magnified in her. This led to significant darkening sessions filling much of her childhood, forced to spend hours in the sun in little but a loincloth, performing the manual labour that ensured the sun beating down on her face, shoulders, and back would sink into her pores and stay there.

She will be excitingly dark in no time, the specialist had informed her parents, who were surprisingly thankful to a known criminal (seeing as such darkening sessions were deemed illicit, if not illegal, in Bassa). These sessions made her the laughingstock among her peers, every child in the outer wards taking the opportunity to mock those cursed enough to require darkening (not that children in the inner wards didn’t undergo darkenings—even more so, they did, but typically in private sunroof chambers prepared specifically for this purpose).

Much of Ifiot’s childhood was spent this way, slowly turning her into a tough, weathered child whom no one wanted to mess with. Much of the mocking happened from afar, which had the unintended result of her ending up with no friends. She did have siblings, but she was a late love-child of her parents, who became old fairly quickly and passed. Her much older siblings went on to pursue lives of their own in various parts of the continent, leaving little Ifiot to face the world alone.

The world did not visit upon Ifiot the worst kinds of cruelty possible—Ifiot had seen worse cruelties visited upon others—but it did make for very lonely living. There were things the young Ifiot had begun to feel, things that were about to change, perhaps permanently, and there was barely anyone to discuss this with. The darkenings were no longer a factor in themselves—the sessions had indeed worked, and Ifiot could now be identified on sight as Emuru, especially once the clothing and hairdo matched the complexion. But Ifiot had spent too much time growing up alone, abandoned. Abandonment, therefore, flowed in her veins.

Every friendship tested, tasted, was quickly spat out. It didn’t matter whether they were platonic or romantic. They simply were insufficient, particularly once her significant others learned of the anxieties Ifiot harboured over her own body—not just the darkening, but the whole perception of who she was. I am a woman, Ifiot would tell one early friend, and would afterward never see them again. Deviant, Ifiot would later learn, was the way that friend had described this disposition to others.

So Ifiot balled her fist and accepted the title.

She would not beg anyone to come with her on this journey. She would not ask. She would walk the road that she wished to walk, the one that was before her, and any who wished to walk alongside or after her could.

She did not place the blame of their actions on them. People, after all, were generally weak, fallible. Rather, she was clear-sighted about the true culprit, the one whose big hand had grabbed a fistful of their collective hearts and squeezed every ounce of openness from them, constricted them—a constriction they therefore adopted for themselves and echoed back into the world.

This culprit was Bassa, but only for now, for today. Tomorrow, it would be another nation-state, another leadership council, another empire.

The only way to live, she decided, was to live otherwise, to never be subject to such institutions. She would create this place, if she had to do so herself. Everyone was welcome, as long as they did not try to destroy whatever she had built.

And they were welcome to try. They just had to know: She would defend it—all of it—with her lifeblood. No matter the cost.
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Kangala arrived for the meeting in a party of five, himself included, as they’d agreed. He came into the secure location Ifiot had prepared just outside the blockade in Eighth Ward, so that they were still within Nameless territory and, at the same time, outside the sliver of land thought of as New Bassa. Kangala came in swaying like a reed, gangling and modest, licking his teeth repeatedly. He was older than Ifiot had expected. She was unsure if it was all the travel and destruction that had aged him, or if his age, like most things about him, was a carefully crafted image to distract from what he was truly capable of.

Ifiot had heard many things about this capability, ranging from pure rumour—that his northern horde consisted of warriors with sharpened teeth—to the more realistic—that his conquests so far were less about military might and fighting prowess, and more about a certain kind of strategy and organisation that made his warriors seem twice the number that they really were. In this way, no one really knew how large the Sahelian’s army was, not even Ifiot.

He was a surprise at every turn, Kangala—as a man, as a leader, as a usurper, and now, as an opponent. Even this meeting, the letter before, and the words in that letter—Ifiot found it hard to accept it all at face value. What if he had other wheels spinning in his weaver? What if he’d sent similar messages to other, smaller groups, see who would bite first? What if he was playing all of them against each other; what if he was the reason the Tombolos were yet to respond to the several pigeons the Nameless Republic had sent?

The Red Emperor had made the mistake of underestimating him. Ifiot would not.

With Kangala were four people, two of whom Ifiot immediately clocked as top advisors. The woman was smaller and seemed more erudite; the man was clearly an enforcer of sorts. The other two looked like guards simply there for protection.

“You did not need to bring those,” said Ifiot, motioning to the guards, after waving Kangala to sit down. Her own group simply consisted of the hinterlanders, Gevah and Manemena, and her advisor, Sileya. The fourth person was the swampland translator—in lieu of Hakuoo’s attendance, she was here to take stock of what was said and return to give him a translated report of it. Not that Ifiot did not have guards, of course—she wasn’t stupid. They were outside, hidden, to be called upon in the event of any mishap.

The small woman translated Ifiot’s Mainland Common to Sahelian for Kangala, who smiled a small smile, settling into the chair. Based on this little interaction, Ifiot surmised that it was the woman who had written the letter, not Kangala himself. She appraised the woman with newfound admiration, a surprising thing, she decided, to feel toward a Sahelian. The woman, in return, seemed bored by this attention. It seemed, to her, that this kind of admiration was not new at all.

“You said five,” was the woman’s response, on behalf of Kangala. “We brought five.”

The party had not introduced themselves, as was typical of Bassai entourages. Ifiot, in turn, decided to leave out her own introduction, and get straight to the heart of the matter. They had, after all, refused all her offers of food and beverage, and it was best to stop pretending they were friends, and treat this as the meeting of enemies that it was.

“What do you want?” she asked.

Kangala, who it turned out did understand Mainland Common, seemed taken aback by the directness of the question, hurt even. He frowned a little, cleared his throat.

“Truce,” he said. “Agreement.”

“About what? Land?” Ifiot pointed northward. “You have your land, we have ours.”

“Farms,” said Kangala, by which she assumed he meant that the productive soil was all in the lower end of Bassa. She’d heard rumours of a creeping famine in Kangalaland. Perhaps they weren’t just rumours after all.

“Then you trade,” said Ifiot. “We name our price, and you buy. Case closed.”

“Yes, trade,” said Kangala. “Your food, our salt.” He leaned in. “Or, we make agreement. Trade is cost. But agreement? Cheap.”

“What kind of agreement?”

Here, Kangala motioned to the woman, who produced a piece of cloth, on which there were words neatly written. Ifiot received it tentatively.

“What is this?”

“Terms,” the woman replied. “The start of a discussion.”

Ifiot glanced over the supposed terms, written in High Bassai—a frustrating surprise, since Mainland Common, which she was fluent in, had been the language of correspondence so far. Kangalaland had to have done this on purpose, she decided, glancing at Kangala’s interpreter. This small woman must have somehow known High Bassai would alienate a few in the council. The hinterlanders couldn’t read at all, and neither could Sileya, nor the swampland translator. Kakutan, the most fluent in High Bassai among them, was away. Did they happen to know this beforehand?

Ifiot made her best attempt of it. She could pick out expressions that seemed to translate to things like shared landed interest and trade and border agreement and migration concerns. It sounded, to her, too much like the language of Bassa, even as it presented itself as otherwise.

“This is unacceptable,” she said, putting down the cloth as ungently as she could.

“What about it is?” the Sahelian woman asked.

“All of it.”

The woman frowned. “You have barely considered it.” Her eyes drifted to the hinterlanders and the rest of the troupe, who were yet to speak a word. “Perhaps you should take your time to consider it with your council?”

“There is nothing to consider,” said Ifiot. “We will not be giving up any part of our hard-fought land or resources in exchange for peace with Kangalaland.” She pointed a finger at Kangala. “I don’t care that you conquered the Great Dome. We have been on this land longer than you have. You should be making compromises with us.”

“And we have,” the small woman said again. “If you will read the terms—”

“You don’t get to set any terms!” Ifiot was standing now, a move that set the Sahelian guards alert.

“You don’t get to set any terms,” she repeated. “You don’t get to tell us what to do or how to do anything. This is our land. We have built something here. You don’t get to take it from us.”

“We no take—” Kangala started.

“But you do!” Ifiot pressed. “That is how you have arrived here, is it not, Sahelian? You take, and take, and take. Whether it is you, or empire, or others that have come before or will come after you, taking is all you are good for.”

An elongated pause, the Sahelians growing more perplexed, angrier, as time stretched on. Finally, the woman said: “Then what do you want?”

“I want you to leave.”

This was the first time the hinterlanders showed any reaction. Both rose to join Ifiot on her feet.

“If we may speak in private?” Gevah said.

“No,” Ifiot insisted. To Kangala: “Go. Now. And don’t come back until you have terms worthy of discussion.” She put up a hand. “Better yet, don’t come back at all. Remain on your side of the continent, and we will remain on ours.”

Kangala smiled. It was not the smile of someone who seemed to have heard all she’d said and taken it to heart.

“You know that no possible,” he said, slowly, almost sadly. “You know that no possible.”

“Then bring your war,” she said. “Bring your war, and we will meet you where you want.”

Suddenly, there was light in the room—too much light. All turned toward the source of it: a doorway suddenly parted from its thatch covering, letting in daylight. Silhouetted against this was Hakuoo, the swampland leader.

Kangala appraised him, then whispered quietly to the small woman, who whispered back and nodded. Kangala’s eyes seemed to shine as he reappraised Hakuoo in light of new information—likely which told him he had an additional voice of dissent in the room.

“Welcome, friend,” he said to Hakuoo. To Ifiot: “Imbalance, for numbers, but we will accept it.” He spread his hands. “All voices of the land are welcome.”

“There is no imbalance because there is nothing more to be said,” Ifiot pressed. “Go home, stay home, and do not come here again.”

She turned away and walked past her council, past Sileya and the hinterlanders, all of whom turned to follow her, perplexed. When she went past Hakuoo, he stopped her with a hand on her upper arm, then signed, slowly and deliberately.

“War?”

“No choice,” Ifiot responded.

He shook his head. “No war for my people. No more.”

Ifiot shrugged, motioning toward Kangala’s party. “Then convince them to leave us alone. Otherwise, prepare for battle.”

She stepped past him, and in doing so, past every future possibility of a truce, of peace, and perhaps of any kind of allyship with the swamplands.
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WHEN BIEMWENSÉ RETURNED TO Whudasha, Nem and Chwytu in tow, she was not immediately set upon, as she’d envisaged. Rather, there was some degree of relief upon her sighting. She had made the decision to arrive directly at the eastern quarter, where the Whudasha Youth headquarters still stood, albeit now uninhabited. The plan was that, once there, Nem and Satti could hide away along with Chwytu, and then they could all strategize before calling a meeting in Whudasha Central and revealing them to the people in a controlled manner.

But when they arrived, the whole protectorate was already agog, to the point that even the eastern quarter was sufficiently populated with enough bodies to alert Biemwensé.

“A letter has since arrived,” said a former Whudasha Youth, one of the few who remained while most others had gone off to the new Nameless Republic to join Kakutan there. Not that there was any organised Whudasha Youth down here anymore either. There was no peace to be kept, no Bassa to kowtow to.

“Letter from whom?” Biemwensé asked. “The northerners?”

“We don’t know,” they said. “But it was delivered by a Great Dome pigeon.”

Back inside the Youth headquarters, she relayed this news to Nem and Chwytu.

“Good thing they can’t read,” said Nem. “I’m sure it was the same as the intercepted letter. They must have figured out that it did not reach you after all and sent another.”

But it was not the same letter. It was a different one, sent after the first. When the Youth brought it to Biemwensé and she afterward presented it to Nem to read, Nem frowned without reading aloud the contents.

“They’re sending envoys” was all she said. “Two representatives.”

“When?”

Nem looked up. “Today.”
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And so it was that before Biemwensé had a chance to present Nem and Chwytu to her people, the Sahelians arrived at the gates of Whudasha and crossed the Peace Fence.

Nem had been exactly right—there were only two of them. Two who crossed the fence, that is: a burly man—a warrior of sorts—and a small woman, likely there to do most of the speaking. Behind them was a contingent of Kangalaland warriors, who waited outside the fence, poised.

Biemwensé went out to receive them, and host them in the Youth quarters, where they could speak in private. News of her return—and then the arrival of the Sahelians—had begun to circulate around the protectorate to the point where it seemed the whole protectorate had begun to gather outside the Youth headquarters, just in time to see her taking the envoys inside.

Whispers and murmurs swept through the crowd, rattled around like a reed broom shaken. What are northerners doing here? What is the Supreme Magnanimous doing, hosting them in secret? What is going to happen to Whudasha?

It was at this point Biemwensé felt compelled to speak. She turned to them, just before disappearing into the headquarters.

“People of Whudasha,” she said, addressing them in Whudan, despite the crowd containing refugees. “Friends and kin alike. The Sahelian, who conquered our Bassai oppressors and sacked their Great Dome, has sent representatives to speak with us. I will hear their demands, but I will take no action without your input.” She pointed at them. “You are the people of this protectorate. You will decide. But for now, please exercise patience, and let me treat them like the guests that they are.”

This sent some quiet through the crowd, and she took this opportunity to usher the envoys into the headquarters. But before going in, she glanced at the handful of unofficial Whudasha Youth, the few who had stood by their once-place-of-work, unsure of what to do. After a moment’s hesitation, she beckoned them to follow her in.
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The envoys were named Ngipa and Oroe, the former introducing them in crisp High Bassai. They did not give their titles, and seeing as she had never met Kangala, she could not tell how high up in his ranks they went. Based on their dispositions, though, and the way they carried themselves—the woman with a regal, dignified air; the man with a pompous, defiant swagger—she assumed they were pretty high up. When she’d offered them the regular benches in the dilapidated Whudasha Youth, the woman had taken one look at it and opted to stand. The man followed suit. That told her enough.

She’d debated whether to bring Nem and Chwytu into the room, and decided that it was better to keep their existences secret from everyone for now. Retain the element of surprise. She’d placed them in a nearby inner room where they could hear all that was discussed, with one piece of instruction: Complete silence, at all times. The Youth she had asked to guard the outside, keep an eye on those at the Peace Fence.

And then it was time for the games to begin.

This was to be an unusual meeting, no matter how it went. Two sets of people who had never before met each other, speaking on behalf of people whom they did not quite represent, making decisions that would be sure to be rejected by at least one party. It was going to be a shit-packed situation regardless of where they ended up.

“We received your letter,” Biemwensé decided was the only way to begin.

“We not here about letter,” the man snapped. He had looked impatient from the beginning. The woman, Ngipa, shot him a quick glance, which seemed to signify that this had already begun in a manner contrary to their plan.

“Forgive my brother,” Ngipa said. “We have had a few harrowing days of travel across the mainland. It wears on the body.”

“Hmm,” said Biemwensé. “I could say the same myself.”

“We thank you for receiving us in good graces,” Ngipa continued, “and I would like to apologise for arriving earlier than our first letter suggested, and for the tone of that letter itself. Our daa, Kangala, he can be a little bit, eh, forceful.”

Daa, eh? These were Kangala’s children? Now that changed everything. She could imagine Nem’s eyes narrowing at this new piece of information.

Oroe leaned in and whispered vehemently to Ngipa, in what Biemwensé had, after her time in Chabo, come to recognise as a Sahelian tongue. Not that they would know this, of course. Not that they would know that the woman in the chair, secretly listening from another room, was the Red Emperor’s maa. Or that the other woman was from the very tribe Bassa had tried to vanquish in the Second Great War. Knowing that she would need to wield every advantage she had against these envoys, Biemwensé simply kept silent.

“It is good for us to apologise,” Ngipa was saying aloud, to Nem’s hearing and in High Bassai. “We do not want to begin negotiations with bad blood.”

“No bad blood here,” said Biemwensé. “We are simply tasked with protecting all the peoples on this coast. That is what we are here to discuss, yes?”

“Yes,” said Ngipa. “Unfortunately, however, the terms of our previous letters have become… untenable. We must move quicker than we initially thought.”

“Meaning?”

“We need answer,” Oroe interjected. “Today.”

“What kind of answer do you seek?”

“Join,” said Oroe, “or perish.”

Ngipa gently put a hand over her brother’s. “He means we need you to make a decision about who you and your people will declare for—us, or the rogues of Eighth. But you will need to be quick about it.”

“How soon?”

“Before we leave, if you can.”

Oroe pushed his sister’s hand away. Ngipa smoothly rearranged herself, smiling as if nothing had happened.

“So we must deliberate… now?” Biemwensé swung an arm around. “I have no council. Everyone here is a refugee. I simply cannot make a decision on their behalf.”

Ngipa’s smile remained. “Unfortunately, we have been tasked to return bearing an answer. So we will wait for you to consult whomever you want.”

With that, Ngipa finally lowered herself onto one of the nearby benches. After a moment’s hesitation, her brother followed.

Biemwensé sighed, shook her head.

“The Youth will see to you while I collect my thoughts.” Then she slipped away, back into the inner room.
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“No,” said Nem. “Declaring for that man goes against everything we have agreed.”

Biemwensé, ignoring Nem, said to Chwytu: “You came here to represent your people. Well, represent, then. Tell us what they would want.”

Chwytu remained quiet, hand on her chin. Biemwensé took the time to gaze around the room. The last time she’d been in here, they’d been preparing to leave the protectorate, head out to the Dead Mines. That seemed like such a lifetime ago now, a time of other more banal concerns than the very future of her people. Or perhaps the same, only in a different way. She wondered if she’d trade the chaos of that day for the burden of this one.

“He was in here, you know,” said Biemwensé, to Chwytu, which caused the Ajabo woman to look up. “Sitting right there.” Biemwensé pointed to a random spot she imagined was similar to where he’d taken watch over Lilong while she struggled with the effects of iborworking. Chwytu’s gaze dragged over to the spot, then turned away, as if she did not want to picture it, did not want to give herself more hope than she could bear.

“I don’t know,” she said instead. “My people will definitely not be declaring for anyone, that I can say. Besides, these people don’t even know we are here. It will be best our presence remain a secret—maintain the element of surprise. For you, though, this declaration is a separate matter. Perhaps it is a matter, as you say, of what your people want. Put it to a vote, maybe?”

Biemwensé scoffed. “We do not have time for such. They want an answer now. And you know they are only looking for one answer.”

“Then make the decision,” Nem said. “Make it and live with it.”

So Biemwensé held her nose and made a decision.

She returned to the main room, sent the Youth back outside, and once alone with the envoys from Kangalaland, said:

“On my authority as Supreme Magnanimous of Whudasha, this former protectorate declares its allegiance in the forthcoming war to… Kangalaland.”
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After the Sahelians had left, Biemwensé dreaded facing the crowd outside more than she had dreaded facing the women inside. But once she’d gathered courage to go out and meet them, she found them to be deathly silent, just as afraid as she had been about what the outcome would be.

“Well?” they asked, once she stood before them. “What did you say? Tell us!”

The remainder of the Youth, who had not heard everything, but had surmised the gist of the envoys’ visit, had relayed what they knew to the people. Now they stood, expectant, suddenly offering to her the ear they had withheld all this time.

“Did we declare for Kangalaland?”

“What if the Nameless come for us?”

“What happens now?”

Biemwensé looked across the crowd of refugees and Whudans, and her heart gave.

“Friends, siblings, kin,” she began. “I have three pieces of good news for you today. The first, I will be direct about.” She pointed toward the Peace Fence. “The Sahelian envoys you saw here today—they wanted us to choose a side in what is now sure to be a coming war on this mainland. They wanted us to choose immediately, today. So, as your Supreme Magnanimous, I met them in the headquarters of your community, and I told them: Whudasha declares for nobody.”

A hush. Murmurs across the crowd. Biemwensé sweated. Then, a tiny whoop. Another. A small ululation. And then quiet, tentative cheers of relief.

Biemwensé sighed. Lying had never come easily to her. She realised, now, why she’d failed once at this job of Supreme Magnanimous, why Kakutan was the way she was—slithering, yes; slippery, yes; but overall a good heart. It was what the work of being Supreme Magnanimous entailed.

Nem and Chwytu hadn’t loved the news of declaring for the Sahelian, when she’d told them. When she reported the envoys’ insistence that, upon declaring allyship with Kangalaland, she was to travel down within a fortnight and swear fealty to him in person, their dispositions hardened further.

“That ruins our plans,” said Chwytu.

“Indeed it does.”

“Perhaps you may send someone else?”

Biemwensé shrugged. “If you can manage to find a person.” She pointed in the general direction of where the crowd would be assembled outside. “Those are all people who have come to this place for safety. Now we must choose one of them to go back into the eye of the storm? Because we are—because I am—too cowardly?” She shrugged again. “Perhaps you can go in our stead.”

“Now that would ruin our plans even more,” said Chwytu. “Imagine what they would do to this place once they learn that us Ajabos returning is not just a rumour.”

And then Nem, who had been quiet all this time, had said, slowly: “I will go. I will go to Bassa and meet with him.”

“The second piece of good news,” Biemwensé was saying now to the crowd, “is that I have been down to the caves to meet with the Ajabos. I am pleased to announce that they have declared to me that they mean us no harm, and intend to remain in their part of the island. In fact, they have declared allyship with us, and have sworn to protect the coast from any invasions—Sahelian, mainlander, whatever.” She leaned in here. “And they do mean it. Because the tales you hear are true. The Ajabos are indeed blessed with knowledge of how to use the stones of power. And they will use them, for the safety and protection of all.”

This brought even more positive reactions from the crowd. A few even managed to send forward a Hail Supreme Magnanimous. It didn’t catch on, which Biemwensé thought was fine. She did not want to be put on a pedestal. Not yet, not ever, and certainly not before she delivered this last bit of news.

“Thirdly,” she said, “new information on something you have been seeking for a while.” She paused, breath bating, then said: “The former First Consul of Bassa has been located.”

All of the crowd’s previous enthusiasm dampened like water wrung out of a washcloth. The murmurs increased, then raced, becoming incensed.

“Where is she?” they demanded. “Give her to us! Give us our justice!”

“I wish I could give you said justice,” Biemwensé said. “But unfortunately, the First Consul is now under the protection and jurisdiction of the Sahelian.”

More anger. As expected, this did little to quell the feeling of being cheated out of enacting retribution themselves.

“I can promise you that whatever justice you seek, the First Consul will pay for it, one way or another,” said Biemwensé. “But for now, it is good news for us that she is no longer within our community, and is no longer your concern. So go home, take that as some solace, and enjoy the rest of your day.”

She stood there, refusing to answer any further questions. Soon enough, the heightened comportment dissipated, and the crowd slowly began to disperse. A few people came up to her and pressed her hand in a greeting. Thank you, Supreme Magnanimous, they whispered. In wartime, in turned out, everyone was glad to have some kind of direction, some alleviation to their anxiety.

If only they knew that the water was only just starting to boil.

Biemwensé stood there, leaning on her stick, and smiled a small, painful smile back at them. She had tried everything to dissuade Nem from going to Kangalaland. She knew this was a bad idea; she’d looked to Chwytu, who knew it was a bad idea. Even Nem herself knew it was a bad idea.

But as both women had looked down at Nem, her face set, jaw tight, teeth clenched, they realised they could not say no, because it was not a request. They could not deprive her of this chance, this opportunity to face the man who had murdered her daughter. She was going, full stop. And yet, whatever she said or did while there would shape the future of this community.

They could not say yes, but not just for this reason. Biemwensé knew that she would never forgive herself for saying yes if something happened to Nem. So instead, she’d simply said nothing. And to make things easier—for Nem, for her, for everyone—she decided she would have to lie to her own people and keep them in the dark. For now.

Seasons later, Biemwensé would look back on this day and wonder why she had truly believed this would be enough. That if this meeting in Kangalaland would just go smoothly, all would be well. What she should have thought, instead, was this: If they somehow managed to save Whudasha from the costs of this coming war, were they to be the only ones saved? Whither the fate of the desertlands, the Tombolos, the Ihinyon islands even?

Saving Whudasha was one thing. Who was going to save everyone else?
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From an old desertland poem, upon the dividing of the continent and the formation of the nation-state of Bassa.




The old world has

crumbled, and from its

rubble comes

a season of

serpents.
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SUNRISE ALONG THE TOMBOLO coast was a warm, pleasant orange, offering no telltale signs of the destruction that had visited this land only a heartbeat ago. Scavenging groups headed out to shore with baskets under their arms, and fishing groups to the Tombolo River, piercing the dewy morning with infectious happiness. Whistled work songs filled the air. In the Tombolo forests, birds whistled back from the top canopies.

These songs floated down to the hamlets, family settlements clustered around one another, dotting the shoreline. They spanned from where the Soke mountain range curved from the north round east to meet the shore on this side, all the way to where the forests blocked them off from the hinterlands. Scattered as they were, though, the settlements could not have lived any more collectively. Hamlets often joined together—in marital or commercial interests, or both—and often acted as social support systems for one another. It was impossible to go hungry or be unsafe in the Tombolo hamlets. One’s neighbour simply would not allow it.

So it was, therefore, that when a young girl, barely sixteen seasons old, entered the Ibulo hamlet, darting from household to household, screaming a name, everyone stepped out of their house—first in confusion, then in amusement, then in slight irritation.

“Chikere is at it again,” they muttered under their breaths. “Can she just stop with the tall tales?”

Tall tales was a kind way of describing what Chikere often did, which was to offer tales so bizarre and impossible that people had stopped listening. But Chikere, unfortunately, was also blessed with the kind of persistence that ground a person down; the moment she opened her mouth and announced a tale, it was impossible to ignore and easier to simply let her finish. But today, she was not announcing a tale or calling for others to gather. She was calling for her cousin.

“Fatoi!” she said. “Fatoi Ibulo! Where are you?”
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Fatoi, wrapped in the greying darkness of his bedroom, was still cocooned in the soft land of dreams when a shriek of his name yanked him out of it and plopped him onto the solid thatch beddings in which he slept. It was late morning, much later than he usually awoke on fishing days. Today was one of the few days each fortnight that he had the liberty of sleeping in.

He groaned and rolled over, onto the body of his darling, Iyanya, who groaned in turn and pushed him back to his side of the bed.

“Ugh,” said Iyanya. “What does that girl want?”

Fatoi rubbed his eyes and sat up, smiling at his grumpy partner. He leaned over, kissed the other man’s neck, then nibbled his ear.

“This is why I say we should sleep at your house,” Fatoi said. “Your sisters are not as annoying.”

“I like your bed better,” said Iyanya. “Now please go out there and stop all that screaming.” He covered his head with the beddings. “Moons! How can someone so small make such big noise?”

Fatoi rose. The bedroom, like most in Tombolo, pointed toward the forest and away from the coast. Never let the tide catch you sleeping was the maxim by which the Tombolo built their homes. Most bedroom windows, therefore, were built in such a way that the sunrise never dipped in to awaken the inhabitants. Yet it could be argued that the Tombolo were the earliest risers on the continent, being the foremost fishing people across the entire landmass.

When Fatoi opened his door onto the Ibulo compound, orange sunrise fell on him, washed into the room, filled his eyes. He squinted, shaded his face with a hand. Just ahead, between the abodes of his older sister’s and younger brother’s families, he could see Chikere and her little stick legs hustling across the hamlet, headed for his house.

“Girlie-oh,” he said, when she neared. “Why are you shouting my name up and down this early morning?”

“Call your friends, Fatoi.” Her voice brimmed with panic. “There’s something big on the beach again.”
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Fatoi sped his way past the rest of his family’s hamlet, to the abode at the tail end of the compound. A beast on the beach. If Chikere wasn’t telling tall tales this time, then they had less than a few moments before said beast would make its way from the coast to the nearest hamlet.

They’d learned this the hard way the first time. He’d been the one to find the outlanders, sprawled out on the beach, half dead. He’d barely rushed to their rescue when in their wake followed a mountainous creature, of a shape, size, and form that he’d never in his life set eyes upon. This one had remained in the water, only its head peeking above the surface—a yellow-eyed, ridge-headed, oval-snouted beast, bellowing with enough ferocity to send tidal waves onto shore. The waves met Fatoi where he was, running away from the beast and toward the three people laid out on the beach.

No matter how he told the story of what happened thereafter, it remained hard for anyone from the hamlets to fully accept it. But it was the truth. This was the way it happened:

The wave hit the outlanders on the beach, causing at least one of them to spring awake, brought back to their senses by the danger posed by this majestic creature. Fatoi was still too far away to see them, but the one who rose turned and swung their arm in a sweeping arc.

Something happened.

At the time—and to this day, if he was to be honest—Fatoi found it impossible to explain what he saw. Perhaps it was because he saw absolutely nothing. What he did was feel something—a shift in the very fragment of reality he was perceiving at the moment. Whether it was the wind, the light, the water, the shapes of bodies, he couldn’t say. But something shifted, and whatever it was sent a clear message: that it was powerful, it was dangerous, and it could do hurtful things.

Fatoi got the message—stopping him in his tracks—the same way that the beast did. The creature let out one big bellow and just as quickly as it had come, receded into the ocean and vanished. All was still on the Tombolo coast once again.

Except for the three outlanders, two of whom were now awake.

As Fatoi ran to the last house in the Ibulo hamlet, where the three outlanders now temporarily lived until the Elders figured out what to do with them, he marvelled at how short the journey had been from that first day, when every Tombolo learned to fear them, to today, when the Tombolo had grown to love and respect them, consider them their own, and even in many ways rely on them. Like today, when there was a new beast on the beach, and they would once again need the outlanders to come out and repel it.

There had been many since that first one. The Tombolo quickly surmised that the sudden arrival of these beasts clearly had something to do with the arrival of the outlanders themselves. Luckily, the outlanders did not deny this; rather, they entertained the Tombolo with their enchanting tale of an island over the mountains and across the waters, swallowed up by a vengeful storm, birthing chaos and releasing these age-old beasts into the world. It was as impossible as it was true—the Tombolos knew this because they had experienced the side effects of that storm on this side of the continent too. The outlanders had no way of knowing this, so couldn’t be lying.

Besides, it wasn’t just the beasts. The coloured minerals scattered on the beach had arrived with them too. The Tombolo soon came to learn that this was the source of the abilities the outlanders possessed. About these, the outlanders were less forthcoming, but they at least acceded to letting the Tombolo keep the precious minerals (they had washed up on their coast, after all). The outlanders even agreed to teach them how to harness the stones’ inherent powers. Now, it turned out that the process of doing so was painful, taking such a toll on the body that most Tombolos refused to participate. Only a handful—including Iyanya, who was the youngest Elder among the Tombolo—agreed to try.

No one so far had mastered it. Which was why they still needed the outlanders and their help.

Fatoi had reached the edge of the hamlet. Without knocking, he burst into the house, breathing hard, trying to get the words out as quickly as possible.

“Beast on the beach!” he said, panting. “Beast on the—oh!”

He turned around sharply and covered his eyes, because the two people he had just barged in on were naked.
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Lilong

Tombolo Hamlets

First Season of the Five States

Fourth Mooncycle, 12, same day

THE DOOR BURST OPEN. Daylight flooded the room.

“Beast on the beach!” Someone was charging into the house, shouting. “Beast on the—”

Lilong rose like a person possessed, untroubled by her nakedness, powered only by Abenai training and muscle memory. Standing atop the bed, she stretched forth her hand and pushed her mind, calling for her blade, wherever it was, to fly into her grip.

It took her a moment to remember that she did not have it anymore: neither the blade nor the power, both of which were now lost.

“Oh,” said the intruder, turning around to cover their eyes, just as Turay, who had been lying beside Lilong, rose in tandem, swung his hand, and collected all the light in the room.
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“My man, Fatoi,” said Turay, once they had found some clothes and he had let the light back into the room. “You should really knock before entering people’s houses.”

“I apologise,” said Fatoi. “I didn’t… there’s…”

Lilong’s brother, Issouf, crashed into the room, spear in hand.

“I hear commotion,” he said. His Mainland Common still wasn’t very good. “What happen?”

“Beast on the beach,” Fatoi said. “Come fast.”

The four piled out of the house and ran for the coastline.
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When they arrived on the beach, Lilong expected there to be a crowd already assembled. Typically, this was the case—the Tombolos, after witnessing the first one or two beasts being rebuffed, sent back into the Great Waters from whence they’d come, began to fear these beasts less and less. These days, they gathered at a safe distance to watch their foreign saviours—Lilong, Turay, and Issouf—work together to rid their land of these calamitous creatures, making a sport of it, even. Some placed bets and wagers—“How long you think this one will take?”—while some made a short vacation out of it, bringing a stool and a beverage to relax and watch the show.

There was no such crowd today. Not even a smattering of people. Instead, there was only Chikere, there to show them what she’d seen.

Except, there was nothing on the beach. It was empty.

“Chikere,” said Fatoi, fuming in embarrassment, “if I find out that you told a tall tale…”

“Did I forget to tell you?” she said. “This one is a flying beast.”

Oh no. Lilong shot Turay and Issouf a look. Their expressions suggested that they shared the same concern as she did.

The wind picked up, billowing through them, raising pillars of dust on the beach. Behind the wall of sand and silt, a vague shadow took shape. They could hear the beating of wings. And although there was no rain, lightning had begun to pepper the sky.

“Fatoi,” said Lilong. “I want you to take your cousin and hide.”

“Why?” Fatoi cupped a hand over his eyes. “What is that?”

“That, my friend,” said Turay, “is a fucking Skopi.”
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The lightning bat emerged from dust, bellowing down at the three figures on the beach that stood before it.

“Same strategy?” asked Lilong.

“Same,” Turay and Issouf affirmed, and then they peeled away.

They did the first thing Turay always did: blind the beast. He reached up and plucked the light from the beast’s vision, ensuring that no matter where it turned, all it saw was darkness. Except, it turned out, the Skopi was already effectively blind, being a bat. Turay’s attack only made it angrier, wings beating harder, picking up more dust. Turay waited to see if it would rise higher into the sky, but it didn’t, opting to drop to the ground. So he did the next thing he always did: command air to push the beast toward the waters.

But here, the Skopi showed why it was the most concerning of the ibor-hunting beasts: It dug its claws in the sands and stayed there.

And then it called down lightning.

Lilong should’ve expected it. She’d known, from her time in the Breathing Forest and the Whudasha attacks, that the beast was good at finding things even without seeing them. Just by digging its claws in the sand and emitting its silent calls, it was able to locate all three of them.

The lightning strike missed Lilong by a hair’s breadth. Even after it struck and burned the sand by her side, she could still feel the heat on her bicep, on her neck. It missed Turay, too, who jumped and rolled away.

But Issouf, holding a spear and waiting for his role—which was often to poke the beast and nudge it toward the water—wasn’t paying as much attention. The lightning came down and struck his outstretched spearhead. The handle was wooden, but the force of the strike was enough to send the whole spear flying out of his hand and knock him in the opposite direction, where he thereafter flopped into the sand and lay motionless.

Lilong, holding back a scream, trying not to give away her position, instinctively called for her blade, before—yet again—realising that she did not have that power anymore.

It had been three mooncycles since they landed on this very beach, and she had awoken to realise that not only had she lost her blade for good, but all the amber ibor embedded in her arm was gone, likely washed away while they fought for their lives in the cold, dark sea.

The memory of the days out there in the waters, clinging on to pieces of detritus, floating endlessly, nothing but water in every direction—even right now, standing here, it gave her chills. Remembering how she was that close to dying—it sent her to a place where she was not herself, but someone completely different—broken, ruined, unmendable.

Perhaps it was because of this that even with a fresh piece of amber ibor that had floated onto the beach, she was, for some reason, unable to Draw since. In lieu of the familiar feeling of warmth stirring in her chest, there was… nothing. No Drawing meant no Possessing, and no Possessing meant no Commanding.

For all intents and purposes, she was no longer an Iborworker.

Another lightning strike brought her out of that deep, dark hole of despair and regret.

“Lilong!” Turay was saying, sprinting toward her, shaking her shoulder. “Get Issouf! I’ll handle it!”

She’d never had to be in this position, the one being protected rather than doing the protecting. It was harder to accept as the days went by. She was not like Issouf, who’d never taken to ibor, and therefore didn’t care much for it. She had always been an Iborworker, and she did not know who she was when she wasn’t.

But there was no time for that. There was an angry Skopi in the air—it had left the ground again—and her brother was lying in the sand. She might have no powers, but she wasn’t useless.

She lurched forward without debate, running for her brother. Turay returned to the bat and slapped gusts of air against it, preventing it from finding sufficient stability for another hail of lightning strikes. She reached Issouf and checked his pulse—breathing. His spear was only a short distance away.

That was when it came to her.

The Skopi was not like the other beasts, all of which had so far arrived by sea in search of the ibor they were sensing—ibor that had unluckily—or luckily—ended up here with the Tombolos. This bat had likely flown all up and down the continent to find this place. There was no way to easily send it back, as there was no back to send it to. This one, they could not simply rebuff.

This one, they would have to kill.

She had mixed feelings about this. Since discovering Risisi, she was no longer in favour of harming these beasts, who were no less helpless than any other animal or person. They were simply doing what nature had conditioned them to do. Killing them for it seemed cruel. Turay also thought the same. The Tombolos didn’t care either way—they just wanted the threat gone. But even they might be surprised by any such killing.

Unfortunately, in this case, they had no choice—and as Lilong knew from her former interaction with a Skopi, no time to discuss.

She sprinted for the spear, thinking of nothing else but the fact that she might no longer be an Iborworker, but she was still a warrior. She was not useless. Not yet.

The wall of dust had risen again when she grabbed the spear. Turay had ensconced the beast in a shield of air, keeping it visible despite the dust. It was taking all of his energy and focus—and Lilong knew, significant ibor expenditure—to keep it this way. He would hurt all over at some point later today, probably after a bit of vomiting. She had to make it all worthwhile.

She lifted the spear, aimed, and with all her might, screamed Turay’s name right before she threw.

He turned at just the right time to see the spear moving. He let the air shield fall, turned his Command to the air around the spear instead, wrapping it tightly just enough—Lilong couldn’t see how much—and helped it along, propelled it, shooting the spear forward like an arrow.

They heard impact. A screech. Batting wings. The wall of dust thickened. They couldn’t see a thing.

Then, a thud. The wall of dust, slowly, came down.

In the sand, the Skopi twitched, Issouf’s spear sticking out of its upper torso.

Turay fell to his knees, exhausted. Issouf, finally, had opened his eyes, and was sitting up. Lilong felt a twinge in her shoulder—likely a sprain from throwing too hard. All three were covered in dust.

Fatoi and Chikere, now that the commotion had ended, emerged from their hiding place.

“Hooo, that is huge!” said Chikere. “What is that?”

Fatoi, stricken by the sight of the beast, asked the more important question: “What are we going to do with that?”

Lilong sat cross-legged in the sand, massaging her shoulder. “Any of the volunteer trainees good with red ibor yet?”

Fatoi sat in the sand beside her, as Issouf and Turay made their way over.

“I can think of one, but not among your young students.” He motioned to Chikere. “Girlie, go get Iyanya. Tell him to come with his ibor.”
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Within the hour, Chikere was back with Iyanya. The young Elder was on the smaller side, but quite handsome, with a noteworthy jawline and a piercing stare. It was these same features, however, that gave him a sense of intensity, a scent that Lilong picked up from the very first day they’d met. He and Fatoi together were like harmattan and rainy season: one sharp, acerbic, acute, the other constant and nourishing, with the propensity to overwhelm via the odd drenching.

Iyanya had that fire alight in his eye now, as he approached the group and observed the dead Skopi. Same as Lilong had seen in Danso’s back in that Breathing Forest. He also carried a small bag with him, similar to her pouch when she’d carried the Diwi. She surmised that must be where he kept his ibor. Unlike the Ihinyon, most of the Tombolos who’d volunteered to learn about ibor—often children, as the adults feared it—did not wear the mineral on their body, but chose to separate it from their person. They feared becoming too attached to its lure, its intoxicating power. It made sense. Culturally, they were a humble people. But it also made the work of Lilong teaching them how to Draw from the mineral that much harder.

Drawing and Possessing are products of intense connection, her daa, Jaoudou, used to say. It was the exact same thing she’d told them. You can’t Draw from something you are not in connection with.

Not that the Tombolos cared. Most remained ambivalent toward learning to use the mineral.

Most, save for Iyanya.

Lilong watched him now, as he placed his pack in the sand and opened it to reveal red ibor. She was only just finding out that Iyanya had even continued practicing using the red mineral. She knew every Tombolo student, and all her current ones eschewed red ibor once she’d explained what it could do. Not that she’d needed to—it seemed the Red Emperor’s hand had touched the Tombolos long before Lilong and company arrived here. They had been privy, firsthand, to the truths and evils of this specific iteration of the mineral.

None more so than Iyanya.

He had picked up his ibor stone, wrapped around his hand in fibre woven from some husk—coconut, she guessed. He approached the Skopi carefully, as if it were still alive. Turay, Issouf, Chikere, and Fatoi watched, breaths held.

“Careful, love,” said Fatoi.

Iyanya gave a sharp nod of affirmation, not once breaking his gaze or stride. Lilong noted how, though he was an Elder, he bore the grace of a warrior. If he were Ihinyon, he’d be a shoo-in for the Abenai League. One, after all, did not become the youngest Elder in the protectorate’s history by being simply ordinary.

He was kneeling by the Skopi now, laying his hand gently on its head. Lilong wondered if he knew what to do, how red ibor worked, and how so. Since first trying out like the others, he’d never been to any of the small group classes where she and Turay instructed young Tombolos on how to wield ibor for mundane tasks. He must have been practicing on his own. Why red ibor? she wondered. What had drawn him to this specific iteration of the mineral?

She’d heard the stories, in bits—from Fatoi, who often shied away from offering anything telling, and some from her own students, who tended to be more forthcoming. The tale of how Iyanya had been snatched away from these lands by the Red Emperor herself, abducted alongside the oldest Elder and wagoned off to the Great Dome. Along the way, he’d witnessed the best and worst of the emperor’s hand, including her legendary capture of the Ninki Nanka using her formidable undead Soldiers of Red. In Bassa, he’d spoken with the First Consul directly, even been temporarily sworn to the Great Dome’s council! He’d witnessed firsthand the beginning of the empire’s fall—starting with the murder of the Cockroach—and had eventually been freed by the now leader of the new Nameless Republic. The other captured Elder had unfortunately passed while on the return trip, leaving Iyanya as the only mouthpiece for the tale of their trials and tribulations, and therefore one of the most important people in contemporary Tombolo society.

And then, by the fate of the sister moons and the Great Forces, ibor had landed on their shores.

So, why red ibor? The answer was obvious. No one wanted to acknowledge it, but Lilong knew that Iyanya had paid witness to the power these stones possessed, and now that he had access to them, wanted some of that power for himself. That he’d been captive to someone who wielded this power had likely intensified his desire. If asked, he might say he needed this power for protection—for himself, for his people—and he would be right. But she knew there were other reasons, some darker and less pure.

She knew this, because she had seen it before.

The exact same thing had happened to Danso.

The thought of Danso sent a searing through her heart, pain double-edged by sorrow and anger. She’d loved and cared for that stupid, stupid boy. But he’d let fear rule over him, shunt him into becoming a hound, destroying not just a whole island, but his life and those of others.

Because of him, Oke was now dead, lost to sea, and Thema would never have her maa again. Lilong, having grown up without her own maa, knew what this was like. In her early years, she’d seen what it did to her daa to not have her maa there, and she knew that wherever they were, Alaba and Ugo would grieve Oke till their eyes turned blood-red. She and Issouf and Turay might have survived the consequences of Danso’s actions, but others were gone forever because of it. For that, as much as she loved Danso, she struggled to forgive him—even in death.

She brushed the thoughts aside to watch Iyanya work. He had now shut his eyes, face to the sky, one hand on the Skopi and the other clutching the red ibor tightly. So far, nothing had happened.

“How long does it take?” Fatoi whispered, apprehensive.

“However long,” Turay replied before she could. He was correct. Depending on the Iborworker, it could take a short moment to a few hours for that first Possession to occur.

They sat there a bit longer, watching Iyanya try a series of approaches and poses, to no avail. Lilong could see he was getting frustrated, and perhaps felt a bit of relief that this didn’t work after all. They would have to go with their backup plan: hide the Skopi’s body until they could figure out what to do with it.

She glanced at Turay, who gave her a look that suggested he was thinking the same thing. So she rose from the sand.

“All right, that’s fine,” she said to Iyanya. “We’ll try another time. For now, let’s—”

“Give me a moment,” Iyanya said, eyes shut, not turning his head.

“Look, Iyanya,” said Turay. “These things can take—”

“Wait…” He still hadn’t opened his eyes. “I’m really trying to concentrate.”

Another moment of nothing passed. Lilong’s patience was exceeded.

“We need to hide this thing before the children come out,” said Lilong, her tone more authoritative. “Get off the beast, Iyanya.”

“I said”—Iyanya’s voice was suddenly thunder; lightning filled the sky—“give me a moment!”

The Skopi leapt from death in a flurry of sand, wingbeats packing dust. It rose into the air, its shape illuminated against firelight flashing behind clouds. Eyes blazing angry red, screeching, upset about being yanked out of good sleep. Beneath the beast rose its master from the sand, opening his own eyes. Iyanya had no pupils, his piercing stare replaced by angry red irises that matched those of the creature above.

“Holy moons,” said Fatoi, stricken. Chikere shrieked, covering her face with her hands. Issouf, watching silently, had a deeply furrowed brow. Only Turay chuckled, seemingly enjoying the turn of events.

“Well,” he said. “That’s one way to do it.”

Lilong gazed upon young Elder and creature, both red-eyed and filled with power, and immediately knew she had made a big, big mistake.
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Lilong

Tombolo Hamlets

First Season of the Five States

Fourth Mooncycle, 12, same day

“LILONG,” SAID IYANYA, “WOULD you like to take the first ride?”

Fatoi and Chikere had left alongside her brother Issouf, and after leaving instructions with Iyanya on where to Command the beast to hide until they could introduce it to the Tombolos, Lilong and Turay were about to leave, too, when Iyanya stopped them short with this question.

She turned to look at Iyanya. He had come out of the Possession now, his eyes and temperament back to normal. The beast itself was back in stasis, lying a distance away on the beach. She could tell, from his earnest gaze—a bit shy, she noticed—that he’d recognised the impact his Possession had on all present. Particularly on Lilong; she knew he regarded her with some sort of reverence. Not the same level he reserved for Red Iborworkers like the emperor, of course, but enough that he craved her respect. This was him trying to make amends.

She turned her gaze to the beast. It had flopped on its belly, head down, wings splayed. It looked harmless and innocent, a far cry from what she knew it could be.

She wanted to gently refuse, to say, Maybe another time, but Turay had already stepped forward.

“Oh, I will very much like.” His eyes gleaming, his Mainland Common not as strong as his High Bassai—he was like a child offered sweets. She hadn’t glimpsed that look on his face in a while, seeing as much of their reunion had been on the back of a succession of horrors. They had only just finally started to move past those events and enjoy each other’s company, enjoy each other’s bodies. She did not want to take away whatever little joys he managed to cling to these days.

“Fine,” she acceded. A ride in the skies. Why not?

The bat’s body was leathery, sinewy, slippery, when Lilong climbed onto its back after Turay. Iyanya had somehow had the foresight to arrive with ropes, which he’d lashed around the animal’s torso, giving them something to hold on to. Well, giving Turay something to hold on to; she only had to sit behind and hold on to him.

“Don’t worry, I’ll keep her stable with controlled airflow,” said Turay. “Just keep your arms around me.” He flashed her an impish grin.

If she was being honest, she did like the feel of his body against hers. The underside of his arms locked against her forearms, his taut back muscles against her breasts, his buttocks against her hips, her thighs wrapped around his from behind. No different from how they had been last night—and many nights before that—except their positions were often reversed, and they would move; slowly at first, then fast, entangled, thrusting, locked; then finally, freed at last, elated.

“Don’t worry,” she said, offering her own impish grin in return, the memory washing over her. “You’re the only thing I want to hold on to anyway.”

He laughed and made a loud click with his tongue. Iyanya, interpreting this to be his cue, gave them a thumbs-up before his eyes flashed red, and the beast rose from the sand.

“Careful!” Turay shouted. “Don’t take us too high!”

She wasn’t sure if Iyanya heard, or if he’d understood the High Bassai spoken, but no sooner were the words out of Turay’s lips than the bat left the ground and plunged into air.

Flying, an old Ihinyon adage used to say, is not much different than dying.

It was the first thing Lilong thought when her heart leapt to her mouth as they shot above water, the Neverending Sea she had spent so much time escaping suddenly there, so close—too close. She shrieked—elation, joy, fear, anger. Turay shrieked with her, his voice—caught by the wind, tossed before it made any headway—bearing much more delight than hers.

The bat banked, tilting so that Lilong, almost horizontal, felt the blood pool in the side of her head. She felt dizzy in a pleasant but dangerous kind of way, the vertiginous free fall of one soon to crash.

It was the exact way she’d felt when she’d awoken on the detritus of Ofen, floating away on the Neverending Sea. The weight of what had just happened crashed down on her. They—no, not they, he—had destroyed everything: the whole island, the Ihinyons’ source of ibor, and the one thing keeping all these beasts of legend contained. Now, they—he—had unleashed all these terrors upon the world, and Oon was going to suffer for it.

There was no going back now. Not for her, not for those who had helped her—Turay, Issouf—and surely not for Danso.

If he was still alive, that was. If he’d survived.

Home was not all that had been lost. Her powers—also gone, perhaps forever, never to be retrieved. How was an Iborworker to live without the thing that had given them drive and thrive since they were a fledgling? How was she to redefine herself? Who was she to become?

The Skopi banked again, taking a large return arc. Wind, like the fear she felt, filled her mouth, her eyes, her ears. It consumed her so that she saw and heard nothing. She was nobody, lost to the tide of fate, to be washed away and to leave no imprint upon the world.

And yet—and yet—there was opportunity here: for once, to be freewheeling, sailing in the sky on the spine of no obligations. Living only for herself, taking the high, wild road opening up before her in every direction.

As the Skopi descended, anger consumed her once more. This was a circumstantial choice that had yet again been made for her, not one she had conjured up for herself. If only Danso had not—

She swallowed wind, let it fill her lungs, exhaled.

Perhaps there was no point in thinking about home anymore. Perhaps the best bet was to accept this life before her. That part was easy. The hard part was accepting a life without ibor, without the power to protect herself and others. If only she could get it back, she would do better, be more judicious. She would be more appreciative of what she had.

Flying is not much different than dying. The ancient Ihinyons were absolutely right: This was exactly what dying was like. She would simply have to get used to living like this, like everyone else did: a normal person in an abnormal world. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad after all. Maybe this, like dying, was okay. Maybe she didn’t need to be afraid of either anymore.

When the Skopi crashed back down to the beach, Chikere had returned. She had a message for Iyanya, but also for Lilong and Turay.

“From the Tombolo Elders,” she said. “An impromptu gathering, they called it.”

“What for?” Iyanya asked.

“I don’t know.” Her expression was muted, serious. “All I heard is that a message has arrived from the Nameless Republic.”
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The Elders of each of the twelve Tombolo hamlets met in a dingy old town hall that used to be part of a thirteenth clan that no longer existed, its family members having perished in a freak fishing accident on the Tombolo River and the few left having scattered into the continent. Most of the buildings were gone now, save for this one, which used to be the abode that housed the hamlet’s own Elder, a once tough-as-rocks matriarch. There were seats for all twelve hamlet leaders, each having come into the position through a variety of means. Some by popular nomination, others by succession though lineage, others by winning organised fishing competitions—each hamlet had its own rules.

There were no seats for an audience, because it was agreed that there was no need. Every hamlet Elder sat in full representation of their people, and would take whatever was discussed back. Therefore, only a couple of seats were specifically reserved for those invited by the Elders, and they were empty when Lilong walked into the town hall with Turay and Iyanya.

Iyanya took his own seat as an Elder; he was one of those who’d won his through competition (he was a fierce fisher and hunter, Lilong had learned). She and Turay took theirs, which were situated a bit to the side of the Elders, a statement of their position here as outsiders. The atmosphere in the hall was solemn, which in Lilong’s experience was not atypical. This was her third time here, but the first time she was not under interrogation. The first time, the Elders, blank-eyed, wanted to know where she, Turay, and Issouf had come from; the second time, they wanted to know if teaching ibor use to the Tombolos would kill them. Both times, they had been firm, but fair and even-handed. She noted, however, that this time, they had not called in Issouf alongside her and Turay, which led her to believe they needed something different: not answers, but maybe advice.

The new oldest Elder—since the demise of the previous oldest Elder—rose and cleared his throat. His name was Narenga, one of the longest-serving of the twelve, from one of the oldest hamlets in Tombolo. Expectedly, he’d earned his leadership through lineage, and his daughter was currently waiting in the wings to be bestowed with his leadership when he passed.

“We have received a pigeon from the Nameless Republic,” he announced without fanfare. “They wish to send a delegation.” Then he promptly sat back down.

The hall was quiet for a while. The Tombolos often did this, Lilong had realised—took a moment to meditate and collect their thoughts before addressing a group publicly. It was an embedded cultural practice that she had come to learn made them much less reactive as a community. It was the very reason the whole coast had not devolved into chaos when the three outlanders arrived; their Elders, whom they’d nominated to represent them, not only handled much of their thinking, but did so with respect, employing careful meditation and consideration, which often meant that they ended up with amicable decisions.

“Perhaps someone can read their exact words,” said another Elder, once the meditation period was over. The rest chorused their agreement.

Mhabeh, the woman brought in to make up the numbers after the demise of the former oldest Elder, rose and read the words. She was an elderly woman whose facial complexion had become darkened by seasons working in high-intensity environments—Lilong guessed by the heat and fires of the smoking houses. The words were in Mainland Common, which was unusual for formal communication, but sent a message about who they were—and most importantly, who they were not. They were not Bassa, they were not imperials. They wanted to converse in the same semi-formal tone and manner that the letter itself suggested. We just want to talk, it seemed to say.

After Mhabeh sat back down, Narenga spoke again.

“Based on the words we have received, it would not be unusual to believe that they do intend to simply discuss. Now, the contents of the discussions, we do not know. But we may at least surmise that it has something to do with their current disagreements with the invaders from the north. It will not be unusual, therefore, to suspect that they wish to ask us who we aim to declare for.” He paused. “So far, correct me if I do not speak your mind.”

All nodded, no dissent.

“So, the question becomes: Do we receive them? And if we do, what response do we proffer? What answer do we give to their weighty question?”

They took another moment to meditate. Turay took the lull to lean in and whisper in Lilong’s ear.

“You know these Nameless people?” he asked in Island Common. “And why they borrow the mainlander name for us?”

She did not know much about them, only that they were a coalition that had formed from the splinters of the empire’s largest resistance group on the mainland. From this, she’d expected that they and the northerners would be friends, having a similar enemy and both having destabilized said enemy. The problem was that each was constituted of people who had been hurt differently by Bassa. The Nameless had Whudans and the lower Bassai castes—the undesirables, in every sense. Kangalaland—what the new settlements of northerners were now being called—boasted people who bore a bullish claim to the mainland because they’d been kept out of it for so long. In that way, they wanted different things—one to resist all form of classification; the other to classify as their way of staking a claim on this land—yet also wanted the same thing: to stay. Apparently, there was no way to do one without eliminating the threat of the other.

It was nonsensical—in the same way that people, largely, were nonsensical—but it was true.

“I don’t know them,” she said, to Turay’s question, but to herself, she knew that was untrue. They were a hurt people, same as every other hurt people she’d met. They simply wanted to hurt others in the same way they’d been hurt.

The moment of meditation was over. Mhabeh was speaking.

“We have known for a long time that this was coming,” she said. “It is why we let the outlanders train our children in the use of the mineral.” She waved an arm in the general direction of Lilong and Turay. “It is why we have dedicated most of our efforts to building seavessels, hoping not just to get them back where they came from, but that it would allow us, too, to traverse the Great Waters, with or without the help of the mineral. This plan continues to exist whether we received this message or not.”

It amused Lilong that the Tombolos barely ever used the word ibor, often preferring to say the mineral like Mhabeh just had. Their dedication to keeping their distance from it was admirable. It was the sensible thing to do—get too close, and it could destroy you. She hoped they could apply that same useful judgment to this delegation from the mainland.

“I say we receive them,” the woman was still saying, “with no mention of the outlanders or their work here. No mention of our seavessels. We take them through a planned path and let them see only what we want them to see, and we hear what they have to say. As for an answer, we may simply ask the easy question: What is the consequence of saying no to your proposal? What if we choose not to partake in your warring? Then we sit back and let them carry the burden of coming up with an answer. That should give us enough time to make a stronger decision, regardless of what their eventual response comes to be.”

Most Elders nodded their heads. Even those who didn’t seem in agreement.

All, except Iyanya, who stared at nothing, at no one, his gaze narrow, piercing, heavy-laden.

“If there is any dissenting opinion,” said Narenga, seemingly satisfied with Mhabeh’s suggestion, “now would be the time to speak.”

Iyanya, without breaking his gaze—he did this often, speaking to people without looking at them, so that when he did, it meant something—said: “No.”

“Elder Iyanya,” said Narenga, and Lilong found the strangeness of him being referred to in this way hard to shake, “perhaps you may specify which parts of Mhabeh’s proposal you are in disagreement with.”

“No,” Iyanya repeated. “To all of it.” He wore no expression—Iyanya was often more expressionless than expressionist, Lilong had noticed. He simply stared and stated his words.

“All of it?” Even Turay, with his minimal Mainland Common, expressed disbelief by repeating the words. At this utterance, Iyanya turned slowly to look at him, and despite saying nothing, his gaze carried so much weight that it caused Turay, who was almost never intimidated, to lean back just a bit.

Iyanya turned his gaze on Mhabeh, who, perhaps much more used to his antics, did not seem as stirred.

“Elder Mhabeh,” he said. “You perhaps have forgotten how our dear Elder Obuluyha passed?”

Mhabeh looked quite offended.

“I occupy his seat, young Elder,” she retorted. “Do not insult me.”

“It was the return journey that did him,” Iyanya continued, ignoring her response. “The heat, the thirst, the rough forest roads.”

“You have told us this tale many times, Iyanya,” Narenga said, dropping the Elder title. “What new information do you attempt to present?”

“That it was the Nameless Republic that sent us on that journey!” he said, voice rising. “That this very Nameless Republic, who consider themselves imperial opposition, murdered a Bassai before our very eyes, then sent us into the forest without food or water or resources for our trip. That they did no less than the empire, our eternal oppressor, has done. Yet here you are, speaking of welcoming them into these hamlets, when we should instead be preparing to meet them with the spear if they dare venture beyond the forest line.”

His words sprang alarm in the Elders, whose jaws had dropped in sync.

“A battle?” said one.

“An army?” asked another.

“War?” finished Mhabeh. “Have you eaten poisoned fish, Iyanya?”

“I promise you I am hale and hearty,” Iyanya said. “More than I can say about most of you in this room. The Nameless Republic may have begun as a resistance faction, but I know what I saw out there. I have met their leader, this Ifiot person. She is no less a warmonger than this northerner, the Sahelian, is, and neither of them any less so than the Red Emperor before them.” He leaned forward here. “Remember her, the one who arrived here with her soldiers of death and nearly murdered us all? Who left behind those imperial guards to live among us and almost destroy what was left of our culture and way of living? The one whose quest to uphold some imperial ideal almost ruined us? Perhaps you have forgotten, because now you think favourably of those who upended the empire; you appreciate them for forcing the civic guards once stationed here to leave us and return to Bassa.” He stabbed a finger at the Elders. “Both—not one or the other—are our enemies. Empire or resistance, neither have a place for us in their imagined future. If we are to fight for our own imagined future, then we must actually fight, or we will become extinct like the Islanders.”

Here, his eyes turned to Lilong, as did the other Elders’. She’d thought, at first, that he might be referring to Danso’s maa’s people on the opposite side of the continent, the Ajabos. Instead, she realised, he was preying on a much older myth—that her people were no more, due to conquest by the Bassai.

She returned his gaze. “We are not extinct,” she said flatly, offering no further explanation other than the very fact of her and Turay sitting right there.

“A whole island of yours was destroyed by a Bassai,” Iyanya pressed. “You said so yourself.”

Lilong’s frown deepened. She gritted her teeth. “And so what?”

“He tried to steal ibor for himself, yes? Showed no respect for your people, culture, ways, and almost destroyed you all for it?” He turned to the Elders. “Is that not the tale we were told?”

Lilong rose. “I did not fucking tell you that.”

Turay rose next to her, stepping into the line of sight between her and Iyanya. “Lilong is right. We no tell you that. We say that Danso is no more Bassai than you—victim of empire like all. He make one mistake, and it do us, yes, but it also do him. We must not forget so.”

Iyanya shrugged. “He was your friend, yet he almost killed you.” He shrugged again. “Sounds to me like we should not trust any mainlander. Not least a warmongering one.”

Lilong could take it no further. She left the hall. Turay, caught between following her and staying, called out to her to wait for him outside. She had half a mind not to, but then opted against leaving. After all, it wasn’t his fault that Iyanya was such a bastard.

Outside, in the streets, was nothing like the charged air in that town hall. Nearby, in the sand just beyond the abandoned hamlet’s fencing, a group of young Tombolos—thirty, thirty-two seasons each—played a game, tossing a tightly wound ball of thatch between each other, using only their bodies or feet. The aim was to ensure the ball never touched the ground, and that they never caught it with their hands. They were skillful, youthful, enticing, attractive. For a moment, Lilong envied their freedom, marvelled at the fact that they were simply oblivious to the possibility of war arriving on their doorstep. This was not a luxury she had ever known. Thrust into larger concerns too early, every moment of her youth had been pockmarked by the business of saving her world.

About half an hour later, Turay emerged, looking exasperated.

“They opted to receive the delegation, despite Iyanya’s antics,” he said in Island Common, looking over his shoulder. “Wow, I didn’t know he was so vile. What an idiot.”

“It’s the Fatoi effect,” said Lilong. “Everyone looks good and sweet when with Fatoi.” Turay nodded his agreement.

“Do you know why they wanted us there?” Lilong had wondered this earlier. “It couldn’t have been just to hear Iyanya disparage…” She trailed off. Saying Danso’s name out loud was still too hard.

“They wanted to hear our position on the matter. If we were okay with staying hidden, how we could achieve that, the likes.”

“And what did you tell them?”

“That we’ll try our best.” He seemed resigned by it all. “We are but guests. We can’t really dictate, can we?”

Lilong shook her head despairingly.

“I know what you’re thinking,” said Turay. “If you had your powers…”

“Stop.”

“If you had your powers,” he pressed, “you could skinchange and attend unrecognised. I understand that. But remember what I said.” He laid a gentle hand on her lower back, stretching the other arm coastward. “None of this will matter soon. Once that dhow is completed, we leave this mainland and its troubles behind and go where we can be who we are, free of these faraway concerns.”

She shook her head again, this time in amusement. He still didn’t get it, did he?

“Turay, Turay,” she said, turning to kiss him lightly on the lips. “My dear Turay.”

“What?” he asked, chuckling. “What did I say?”

She patted his cheek lightly. “I’m going for a walk. Meet you at home?”

She left him standing there, bemused. She thought about how good a man he was, how loving, how stupid.

Sure, she was on board with him directing the building of those dhows as she trained the Tombolos to use ibor. But—and she was yet to tell anyone this: not him, not even her brother Issouf—she did not hold as much a desire to return home as they did.

Turay seemed to think that going back to Ihinyon to face the ire of the Abenai League was not as dire a matter as she thought it to be. After everything that has happened, he insisted, they will understand. And perhaps there was a sliver of hopeful truth there. But she had seen enough of this world to know that nowhere—not even home—could be trusted anymore. Everywhere had its lies. Everywhere.

So, while she had not yet told him, she did not in fact want to return home. At least not yet. Her family was currently as safe as could be, the Diwi had been returned, the Red Emperor was dead. This was enough for her. She’d rather stay here until she figured out her next move. And until such a time, the troubles of this place were her troubles, whether it was beasts on the beach, a Nameless Republic delegation, or a militant Elder who had just Possessed a ferocious beast.

Turay was yet to understand something that Lilong had quickly learned on her journeys through this continent: When it came to Oon, everything was interconnected. There was no faraway place they could go to be free of its troubles.

Nowhere would ever be safe enough, until everywhere was.
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WHEN FATOI’S COUSIN, CHIKERE, had informed Lilong that she was being summoned by the Tombolo Elders, it had registered as an annoyance. Then she was informed of the meeting-place—not the dingy town hall, but at the boundary where the hamlets met the forest—and Lilong knew, immediately, that something unusual was afoot.

When she arrived there, every single Tombolo Elder was onsite. None of her people—not Turay, not Issouf, and not Fatoi.

“Come,” said Mhabeh, the Elder who’d sent for her, “we have been waiting for you.”

Now that was unusual. Very rarely was Lilong’s presence central to proceedings here. And very rarely was this Elder, who cared very little for these newcomers to the hamlets, interested in what she had to offer.

“What for?”

“They are asking for you.”

“Who is they?”

“You will see.”

Mhabeh pulled her forward, through the dozen or so onlookers, and to the front of the line. On the opposite side of the boundary stood a similar group of people. Bassai, Lilong could immediately clock from their clothing and visage. Yet they did not look like regular Bassai, but rather a motley group, more of a corrupted version of the Bassai Ideal. They did not have the Bassai demeanour either, waiting patiently to be called upon rather than extending an overbearing manner in all directions as far as the eye could see.

The oldest Elder, Narenga, stood at the head of the boundary line. Noting Lilong’s presence, he shouted across the boundary:

“Aha, look! Here she is—the yellow woman! We do not lie! And it is an insult that you should think we do.”

“What is going on?” Lilong asked, but chatter rose from both parties instead, drowning out her query.

“Who are those?” she repeated, to Mhabeh.

“Nameless Republic,” another Elder said. “A bargaining party.”

Lilong’s eyes widened. “They came here? Without invitation?”

“Baffles us too,” said a second Elder. “We threatened them, though.”

“With what?”

“Our secret weapon,” said Mhabeh. “The mineral.” She eyed Lilong gleefully. “That is what you are here for, is it not?”

Now this made Lilong angry, and she was ready with a retort at the tip of her tongue, when a voice came from across the boundary.

“Lilong?”

She whipped about. A woman had muscled her way to the front of the Nameless group, staring across the boundary with incredulity.

Lilong gasped. “Kakutan?”

And then, as if the world around had melted away and left them both behind, the two women raced over the boundary, over every norm and discontent, and caught each other in a joyous, laughter-filled embrace.
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Later that evening, once the confusion was cleared up, disagreements squashed, and the Nameless delegation—consisting of Kakutan and hands from the outer wards and the southeast clans—invited in, Lilong sat with Kakutan outside the hamlet where the visitors had been put up. They sat together on small stools, beside a fire. Between them lay a platter of roasted fish and smoked plantains dipped in salted palm oil, which they picked at. Lilong, now used to this coastland delicacy, watched Kakutan savour the excellent dish, licking the red oil from her fingertips.

“I will tell you right now,” said the Whudan woman, mouth full, “if this is my only reward for this trip, I will take it.”

Lilong chuckled. “How long since you ate something good?”

“Too long.”

“That bad, is it?” Lilong leaned in. “How bad is it up there, Kakutan?”

The Whudan woman washed her hands in a nearby bowl of water, wiped them on her clothes, then wiped her mouth.

“It’s… getting there,” she said hesitantly. “Many have joined us on the Nameless side, as you can see.” She waved her hand in the general direction of the hamlet, where a few hinterlanders were inside. “We even have a swamplander contingent now. All we need now is…” She gestured toward the hamlets in general.

“What for? They are not a fighting people, as you already know.”

“True. But what the Nameless Republic needs now is not fighters. What we need is numbers.”

Kakutan lit her tobacco pipe, puffed white smoke into the night air, the breeze carrying it away. She offered Lilong the pipe, but the yellow woman demurred.

“Ah,” said Kakutan. “Just like the old days, is it? Ever so rigid.” She wagged a finger at Lilong. “You have not changed one bit, have you? That is not a good thing.”

“You would not believe how much I have changed.”

“Oh, yes!” Kakutan snapped her fingers. “I hear you have a new lover now.”

“Old,” Lilong corrected. “Old lover.”

“Oh?” Kakutan lifted an eyebrow. “I would not have figured you for loving the elderly, but I respect it.”

“Not elderly,” Lilong said, laughing. “Just—I have known him long before here.”

“From home?”

Lilong nodded.

“And you arrived here together? From home?”

“On the waves of fate, yes.”

Kakutan huffed. “Waves of fate, indeed. You will need to tell me that story someday.”

“It is a long and perilous one.” She paused. “We lost a lot to get here.”

Kakutan nodded slowly. “Danso?”

Lilong returned the nod. “And Oke. And my daa. And…” She drifted off.

Kakutan sighed, wistful herself. “Losing is hard.” She tapped her pipe to rid it of ashes. “I’ve recently lost someone too, you know. Or at least, I know I’m in the process of losing them. It’s that which hurts the most, you know? When you can see it coming, but you know there is so little you can do to pull them back from the brink. So, you focus on being a light, you know? You focus on being a light they can follow, so you can gently lead them back.”

Lilong could relate to that. She did see it coming with Danso, his dark turn. She should have tried to be a brighter light, should have tried to be this light earlier, not at the last and final moment, when it was too late.

“And for some,” Kakutan continued, “it happens too quickly, and it is out of your hands. It hurts after, but you know it was out of your hands. It’s the ones that were once in your hands that hurt the most.”

Lilong inhaled deeply, exhaled, then reached out an arm to Kakutan. “Gimme that.”

Kakutan angled her head, then, chuckling, passed the pipe over to Lilong, who drew, long and hard, letting the bitter tang of tobacco smoke fill her mouth, hit her soft palate, travel down her airways, before letting it out simultaneously through her nostrils and a tiny aperture of her lips.

“Experienced!” said Kakutan, offering mock applause. “You surprise me every day, Snakeblade.”

The nickname stabbed at her, a small pang of memory. She sucked at the pipe twice more and blew smoke up in the air, then passed it back.

“So,” she said, “you want to convince the Tombolos to join you.”

Kakutan shook her head. “Ifiot wants to convince the Tombolos to join the Nameless Republic’s army and fight against Kangalaland. That is a completely separate thing from what I want to do.”

“Which is?”

Kakutan shrugged. “Convince them not to join, if I can help it?”

“So you came up here for nothing, then?”

Kakutan frowned. “How so?”

“If you didn’t come, they simply would not have joined.”

Kakutan snorted. “I forgot how much you believe in the good faith of others.” She patted Lilong on the knee. “Keep it up, child. You will need it in the world to come.”

They sat in silence for a long moment.

“So it’s that bad, is it?” Lilong asked.

“Well,” said Kakutan, “there will be war. That I am sure of. So, all I want to do here is to give these people an accurate image of what is coming. Whether it is Kangalaland’s insistence on fealty and invasion, or whether it is Ifiot’s campaign to unite the lower mainland into one great anti-imperial power—a dangerous campaign, in my opinion—the result will be the same: These Tombolos will not be left alone. They cannot hide out here forever. Just like the Red Emperor once made her way here, some kind of power will make its way here eventually. They will have to decide how to face it when it comes, and they will have to decide now.” She sucked on her pipe, blew smoke. “Once, they opted to sit back and let it come to them, make choices for them. They cannot make that mistake again.” Kakutan jabbed the air with a finger, sticking her point. “That is what I am here to tell them.”

“That they need to, what, build an army?”

“Or run. Or hide. Whatever they want to do. But they cannot just stand there and hope this blows over, because it won’t.” She gazed intently at Lilong, holding her eyes. “War is coming to this continent, Lilong. There will be no hiding from it when it begins. Not for you, not for me, not for them. All of us will be taken into its jaws, and only those ready and willing enough, strong enough, to not be ground by its jaws, will survive.”

Another long moment passed between them.

“Well,” said Lilong, leaning back, “I guess it’s a good thing they have a lightning bat, then.”

Kakutan choked on tobacco smoke, coughing, teary-eyed, drinking water and sputtering, before saying: “Excuse me, what?”

Lilong gestured for the pipe, took another drag, pointed her lips upward, and shot smoke into the sky.

“If you’re not too sleepy, Supreme Magnanimous,” she said, “I have a few long tales to tell you.”
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The meeting, when it finally came around, took place as expected in the old town hall of the extinct thirteenth clan. The twelve hamlet leaders sat where they always sat, and Kakutan was given the outsider seat that Lilong and her group often took when called in to attend any such gatherings. Lilong, accompanied by Turay and her brother, Issouf, sat alongside her. Fatoi, as the one who had discovered the outlanders and worked with them since then, was also allowed into the meeting.

Iyanya, who had, in the previous meeting, opposed granting the Nameless delegation audience—and had, since their arrival, also opposed letting them feel so comfortable so quickly—refused to cast a single glance at the Nameless delegation altogether. Save for a short chat with Fatoi, he did not give Lilong or her group any quarter either.

Greetings were short-lived. Narenga, on behalf of the Elders, jumped straight to the matter.

“You sent us a pigeon,” he said, “then arrived without warning.”

“That is correct,” Kakutan acceded.

“You offered no basis for your visit or the discussion you wish to have with us.”

“Correct as well.”

“We therefore have no choice but to conclude that you have come here with a weighty question, which we believe we have surmised to be to the tune of: Who will the Tombolo Hamlets declare for, Kangalaland or the Nameless Republic?”

“Now,” said Kakutan, “that is where you may be wrong.”

“Oh?” Narenga said. “Then please, tell us your true purpose here.”

“I am here on behalf of the Nameless Republic, yes,” she said. “But that is only the pretext under which you have let me in here.” She rose from her seat. “And now, as I stand before you, consider it this way: I stand here on behalf of myself, and my goal is a simple one: to give you what you need to make a decision for yourselves, a decision that I will not ask you to make any differently than I would mine.”

“And what decision is that?” Iyanya, silent, suddenly cut in.

“Elder Iyanya,” said Narenga. “Tread carefully.”

Kakutan studied Iyanya for a while, then nodded slowly.

“Ah,” she said. “You must be the one who was brought over by the Red Emperor. The one who saw the Cockroach die.”

“Indeed,” said Iyanya. “I am the one who was shuttled from one hand of power to another, pawned like a game piece, like nothing.”

“Well,” said Kakutan. “I deeply and sincerely apologise for the predicament in which you found yourself.”

“Found myself?” Iyanya had risen. “Found myself? I was taken from this land! Shuttled across the continent like salt! Ask your new allies from the southeast. They were there—they know what it was like to be carted around like property.”

“Elder Iyanya!”

“No. No!” He jabbed an accusatory finger at Kakutan. “What did you people do, when you learned of this injustice to us? You sent us into the forest, me and the other Elder. You sent us back with nothing! You sent us off to die, because all you cared about was your message spreading. Tell your people about the resistance here, your leader said. Tell everyone you meet about the Nameless Republic. She whispered in our ears, your leader, right after she speared a Bassai man to the wall!” He laughed, a bitter sound. “I told them, all right. I told them how you were no different from Bassa, from the empire that you claim to rebel against. You are nothing but another slice of empire yourself, wishing only to claim, claim, claim. We will have nothing to do with you. Nothing. Not if I can help it.”

“Iyanya,” Narenga said. “Take yourself outside. Now.”

Iyanya shot him a glance.

“I will not repeat myself,” Narenga pressed, the weight of angry stares from all the other Elders—particularly Mhabeh, who already disliked Iyanya—giving force to his command. “Go outside and calm yourself. You may return when I say so. Go.”

“Fine, I will go,” Iyanya said, lifting a finger. “But I will say this: If, in my absence, you come to any sort of agreement with these serpents, then I assure you, you will regret it. The Tombolo hamlets will regret it. Mark my words.”

He stormed outside. Fatoi followed him.

“Well,” said Turay, whispering to Lilong. “This is going well.”

Kakutan, after quietly watching this unfold, returned her attention to the remaining Elders.

“I said, earlier, that I apologise for this predicament, and I did indeed mean it,” she continued. “I was yet to join the Nameless Republic at the time. Things were a little messy back then. A bit like wartime. You must understand.”

“And what is to say that things are no longer this way?” asked Elder Mhabeh. “What is to say that such things, such ill-treatment of one’s supposed allies, will not repeat itself?”

“Not under my watch,” said Kakutan. “Not while I am in a position of relative authority in the Nameless Republic.”

“And can you extend this authority over your counterpart, this Ifiot character?”

Kakutan heaved a long sigh. “Unfortunately not. But—”

“Then you have nothing under control, and Elder Iyanya is right,” Mhabeh pressed. “Tell us, then: Why should we listen to you?”

“Because I am not here to tell you to ally with the Nameless Republic.”

A murmur rippled through the Tombolos.

“You wish for us to declare for the Sahelian?” asked Narenga.

“No,” said Kakutan. “I want you to declare for yourselves. Fight for yourselves. Protect yourselves.” She pointed to the Ihinyons beside her. “You have these people who have helped train you, give you more skills. You have a Skopi to protect you.” They frowned when she said this, confused, but she went on. “So no, you do not have to accept anything from any of us. You only have to decide the best choice for yourselves.”

The murmurs among the Elders grew. Turay, wide-eyed, asked Lilong: “You told her about the Skopi?”

Lilong, amid the chatter, pulled Kakutan down by the arm.

“We didn’t tell them about it yet!” she whispered.

“Oh,” said Kakutan. “Oh, I apologise.”

But it ended up pointless, this concern, because the Elders seemed to be fixated on other things.

“Why have you come here, then?” asked Narenga, once the murmurs died down. “Why come all this way to tell us something we already know?”

“Actually,” said Kakutan, “I came here to ask you to send a delegation.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. If you wish to consider allyship with the Nameless Republic, then send someone to return with us. Let them see for themselves what the Nameless Republic is, what we stand for. Let them see all our virtues and vices, no hidden parts. Let them bring this untainted report back to you. Only once you have this information—only then can you make an informed decision that privileges your people, that benefits them in the way you desire.”

It was a solid pitch, hard to dispute. The Elders were surprised by it, and murmured among themselves after, while Kakutan stood and waited.

“So,” said Narenga, in the end. “Who do we send?”

Before anyone could respond, Lilong shot up in her seat, lifted an arm, and said: “I will go.”
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“Leaving? Are you crazy?”

Turay’s fury had begun in the town hall and lasted ever since. Now that they were back in their room in the hamlet, and Lilong was packing up to leave, his anger had ratcheted up even further. It was the angriest with her that she ever remembered him being—even angrier than when she’d returned to the seven islands with outlanders in tow.

His face was a soup mix of consternation and outrage, twisted so tightly, to an extent Lilong didn’t know could even be achieved. He paced the room, gesturing and talking to himself, pointing his anger at anything but the woman he was talking to, talking about, while she packed, slowly, and hid a shy smile from him.

There was something charming and attractive about it, his frustration. How he wanted to direct it anywhere and at anything but her, as if afraid that doing so would scare her away, defeat his argument—which, in truth, it would; this was how well he knew her. So he spoke to everything else but her—the walls, the bed, the floor. He shouted at Issouf earlier, before her brother, equally as concerned as he was but knowing that Lilong had made up her mind, slowly drifted away to his own quarters. And now they were standing alone in the room, Lilong having finished packing up, and Turay having expended his energy venting at the world.

“You don’t even have to go now,” he said, acceding, exhausted. “They don’t leave until first light.”

“I need to go over things with Kakutan before we leave,” she said. “Plus—if I’m going to be spending days on the road with a group of people I don’t know very well, I’d like to know them before we leave, before it could possibly matter.”

Turay shook his head, defeated. “You are too smart for your own good.” He sighed. “I have always known this was my fate with you, succumbing to your choices because I fail to find a better argument. But…” He drifted off.

“You did not know it would hurt this much.”

He nodded. His eyes brimmed with tears.

Lilong pulled him close, slowly. He buried his head in her chest. They held each other this way, in close silence, for a long moment.

“I don’t want you to go,” said Turay, lips pressed against her breast.

“I know.”

“I can’t lose you again.”

“I won’t be lost, Turay.”

“The last time you left, you were gone for seasons.”

“I will not be gone for seasons, Turay.”

“But you will be gone all the same, and that is what matters.” He pulled himself slowly out of the embrace, held her shoulders, gazed into her eyes. “Unless…”

“Unless what?”

He lifted an eyebrow.

“No,” said Lilong. “You can’t come.”

“Why not?”

“Who’s going to keep an eye on these people while I’m gone?”

“They can take care of themselves. We are neither their saviours nor protectors.”

“Yes, but—”

“They have a Skopi and a Red Iborworker.”

Lilong wrinkled her nose. “I don’t trust Iyanya one bit.”

“Nobody trusts Iyanya.”

“Fatoi does.”

“Fatoi loves Iyanya. That’s not the same thing as trust.”

“Oh?” It was Lilong’s turn to lift an eyebrow. “So you love me, then, but do not trust me?”

“Oh, no, I trust you,” said Turay, laughing. “And I love you.”

“Then stay.”

“It’s the world I don’t trust, Lilong. I don’t trust the world enough to let you out of my sight again, even just for a moment.”

“Stay, Turay. They need you. Fatoi needs you. Issouf will need you—the boy is still scarred from our daa’s death. The dhow builders need you. Who is going to give ibor lessons when I’m away?”

Turay went and opened a window, squinting. It was high noon, and light poured into the room from this one aperture. He looks so beautiful, she thought, standing there, one hand on his waist, a little frown on his forehead.

She came up behind him, wrapped her hands around his midriff, buried her cheek in the valley of his back, shut her eyes, drinking in the moment, the sweat-smell of him, the tension in his posture, the defeat in his slouched shoulders.

“I will stay,” he said, finally. “But only because you ask me to. And only if you truly want to go.”

There were various reasons she wanted to go, not all of which she could tell him. The obvious one—no one here who was willing to go had a better relationship with the Nameless Republic than she had with Kakutan. It felt like duty, like reparations, to help.

But she also needed this trip for herself, to give her time away from him. Not because of anything he’d done, no—she needed to think. She had a big decision to make, and she did not want to break his heart by rushing it.

She needed to decide whether she would return to the Ihinyon islands when this was over. With or without him.

In an ideal world, he would understand. He would agree. He would stay here with her, and they could finally achieve that dream of sailing together to find their own island, a dream they’d once had before everything—before the Diwi, before Nem, before Bassa, before she’d left that first time. But alas, this was not an ideal world. No matter what she decided, there would be no easy way to tell him.

Still, it was a thing she had to do. If she was to become her own self, to chart her way forward as a person no longer yoked to her identity as an Abenai warrior, then she had to do it this way. For that, she needed time, particularly time away from him. This trip would be an opportunity for that.

But she could tell him none of this. So she settled for another kind of truth.

“We brought this upon them, the Tombolos,” she said. “It was me who started this, everything that has brought us here, brought this war about. I want to do everything I can to help them; I want to fix it. If going to the Nameless Republic can help them, then I want to be the one to do it. I want to help them by going, just as you will help them by staying.”

She could feel him thinking about it, the wheels in his mind turning to process her words, before saying: “Okay.”

She smiled, into his back. “Thank you.”

He reached a hand behind to touch her. She grabbed his wrist and turned him around, kissed him deeply.

“I love you,” she said.

“Then give me a few more hours,” he said, a mischievous grin spreading across his face, “and let me give you something to think about on that trip.”
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IYANYA RETURNED TO FATOI’S place after the meeting, brimming with anger. After doing his best to help Iyanya calm down, Fatoi had returned to chat with the outlanders, to get an update from them on the final decision of the Elders. Then he’d returned with the bad news: They had agreed to send someone to the Nameless Republic, and the yellow woman had volunteered to go.

He swore at the news. If he were a betting man, he’d be sure that the Nameless woman with her forked tongue was at the forefront of that. And the yellow woman who’d agreed to go on their behalf—what was she up to, pretending to be doing this for them? What did she know about being Tombolo? Why was she really going on this trip to the mainland?

He’d been right to be suspicious of her from day one, Lilong. The way she moved through the world, that irritating assurance. Perhaps because there was something about her that reminded him of himself: She was a chameleon—literally and otherwise—shifting disposition and self as need be. Now here she was, accompanying her friend to the Nameless Republic, yet acting as an envoy of the Tombolo hamlets. How could the Elders allow such a conflict of interest go unexamined? Was anyone in these hamlets even using their brains?

What most pinched Iyanya was that ever since Fatoi found these outlanders on the beach, he, too, had become bewitched by them. He’d been working so closely with them that he’d begun to slip away, spending all that time listening to their stories. Iyanya, on the other hand, was not as enamoured with them as most Tombolos were. He’d been out in the world. He’d seen things just as otherworldly and gargantuan as these three had seen. Yet no one was lining up to listen to him—not even his own beloved. And even when he was doing his duty to his people, offering insight into a place he had spent time—a people no one here but him knew a lick about—still, no one was listening.

They had not listened to him when the Red Emperor came and he’d insisted they meet her with force. Look how that had panned out for them. They’d survived her, sure, and her civic guards had finally left Tombolo. They were finally returning to the hamlets they once were. But then came these outlanders, and then this Nameless Republic.

Incursions, incursions, incursions. Why couldn’t they simply be left alone? Why couldn’t they simply meet these forces with force of their own, show why they simply couldn’t be trampled over—that they had more might now, especially with the arrival of ibor on their shores?

Why wasn’t anyone listening?

“So, that went well,” Fatoi said, entering the room where Iyanya was pacing.

“Ha ha,” said Iyanya. “I only spoke my mind; that is all.”

“Spoke your mind,” Fatoi repeated. “The equivalent of smashing a pot with a mallet.”

“Ha ha.”

Fatoi came up behind him as he took off his tunic, wrapped his arms around Iyanya, and kissed his cheek, then the nape of his neck.

“You know this is why I love you,” he said, words rumbling into Iyanya’s back. “Your drive. It’s what gets you to do things like what you did that day on the beach—Commanding that beast.” Fatoi gently turned him around with his shoulders. “You are the future of our people. You did not become a young Elder for nothing. You will lead us one day.”

Perhaps that day is closer than you think, thought Iyanya, but to Fatoi, he simply said: “Perhaps.”

“Good,” said Fatoi. “Now,” he said, gently, unknotting the rest of Iyanya’s tunic, “I believe we have some unfinished business.”
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Once the day was over and the hamlets were asleep, Iyanya crept out from under Fatoi’s arms and headed back to the beach.

Well, not quite the beach. Off the coast, at the northernmost part of the hamlets, the mountain range that cut them off from the rest of Oon—rainforest to the west, range to the north—made for quite a hiding place. Most Tombolo movement happened westward, through the rainforest and toward the confluence, or more rarely, due south to the hinterlands. But up here, in the range that went north, barely anyone went, which made it the perfect place to hide the Skopi.

Iyanya did not take a torch when he went. Nightlight was not good, but he didn’t need it to be. Since his first Possession of the Skopi, he had become connected to… everything, in a way that he’d never envisaged. The bat, being predominantly blind, had some kind of way to deduce spatial arrangements, and Iyanya now walked the world with a smidgen of it. That smidgen was just enough—it allowed him to move easily in the dark, to know exactly where he was going, and to know exactly where to find his beast.

Tide had returned, and lashed against the rockier edges of northern Tombolo, where the scraggly rocks of the range began to take shape. At this time of day—a time of day he’d never come out here before—Tombolo was bathed in moody silver light. Another time, he would have stopped to listen to the sounds, bask in the ambience. After all, he did not have anything to be afraid of anymore—not when he now had his own beast on the beach.

But today was not that kind of day. Time was running out for the Tombolos. They could no longer afford to wait for the lessons from the outlanders, to wait for the war to come to them. They had to be ready now.

Thankfully, that was what he was here for.

The opening in which he’d hidden the bat came into view, a yawn in the face of the fledgling mountains. He climbed, leapt from stone to stone, until he’d reached the place where the Skopi rested, in stasis.

It did not move when he arrived, but he could feel the connection, stronger than ever. Even before he reached into his pouch and pulled out the red ibor in it.

He Drew.

Pain twisted in his chest, his heart suddenly too big, too loud, about to burst. His teeth rattled like melons in a cart. He bit down, hard, as power coursed through him, filled his chest, awaiting a receptacle for him to pour it into. But he waited, held it down. By now, he’d learned that he didn’t need to touch the beast to get it to do his bidding. He only needed to focus. Focus. Focus.

Rise, he Commanded, pouring the pent-up energy into the beast. Rise.

The Skopi leapt, afflicted, batting sinewy wings. It rose to fill the opening in the rock face, a gargantuan beast, a beauty. Iyanya laughed, releasing the tension in his body, marvelling at the sublimity and preciousness of it all. Whosoever could have thought, he wondered, that little Iyanya would one day become so big?

He laughed, louder, elation echoing off the rock face. Power pulsed in the enclosure, and the bat responded, eyes two puddles of dazzling red. Lightning flashed in the opening, casting sharp-edged shadows in the sand. Thunder crashed above, syncopating the crash of waves against the caves. Chaos reigned, and Iyanya loved it.

But in the quiet between, in the eye of the storm, came a small, sad, inquiring voice.

“What are you doing?”

Iyanya jerked around, panicked, acuity sharpened by iborworking. Lightning crackled as he swivelled, eyes blood-red, peering into the dimness beyond the flashing light.

Standing there was Fatoi, puzzled, mouth open.

“Did you—” Iyanya’s voice was a chorus, a many-tongued question. “Did you follow me?”

Fatoi did not answer. He couldn’t. His lips remained parted, unable to rejoin. His hands, clenched into fists at his sides, fingers digging into his palms. Eyes wide, nostrils flaring, teeth biting hard—so hard that they cut his tongue, drawing blood that now pooled at the edge of his lips, leaking out to form droplets at his chin.

Only then did Iyanya hear the sizzle, see the smoke, smell the scent of burnt meat. And only then, after the moment of shock had passed, did the body of Fatoi give, crumbling into the sand to become nothing but a sack of burning flesh.

No, thought Iyanya. No.

The chaos died instantly, water poured over a fire. The lightning stopped, and the thunder rolled away. The Skopi dropped back into stasis. Only the splash of the waves against the cliffs remained. In Iyanya’s body, there was no energy left—only a feeling of smallness, of horror and disbelief.

“Fatoi?” he whispered into the darkness, but there was only silence.

He ran to the body, grabbed an arm. A searing pain pierced his palm, like when one touched a roasting spit with their bare finger. Scorched skin peeled off the fallen man’s shoulder and plastered itself to Iyanya’s hands, burning deep scars into his palms.

Iyanya screamed, agony reverberating through him. He screamed from the pain in his palms and for the lover he had lost. He screamed for the unfettered curse of ibor that he now bore; he screamed at the reality of being marked, forever, by the weight of this experience.

Ahead of him, the Neverending Sea received his agony, swallowed into its tides. And behind him, the Skopi stood in stasis, awaiting the next time—just like this one—that its master would Command it to kill; the next time he would think it, even in error, and even when he believed he was thinking it just to himself.
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THE BACKROADS THROUGH THE Tombolo forest, which did not once exist, had been constructed since the Red Emperor’s ill-fated trip into the heart of the continent. Constructed, meaning they had been trampled over ahead of her trip and made well-worn and well-beaten enough to go by travelwagon. Waystations were installed. The emperor never ended up using the road herself, opting to use the official Emperor’s Roads, which sprouted from Bassa proper and eschewed the forest altogether. (Kakutan would later learn that the emperor did indeed use these roads, upon her secret return to the Great Dome, although the Red Emperor couldn’t have known it herself because she was unconscious at the time of said return.)

These backroads, therefore, had become the official envoy channel between the new Nameless Republic and the Tombolo hamlets, allowing for attempts at improving diplomatic relations in the wake of the taking of Eighth Ward and the establishment of the barricade. Since then, envoys had gone both ways, but the relationship between the two settlements remained less than desirable, particularly because the Tombolos still thought of the mainland as under Bassai influence, and the new Nameless believed the Tombolos did not exhibit sufficient alacrity toward the new state of affairs.

It was amid these conditions that Kakutan returned to the republic, arriving at the last waystation that bordered the forest and established the eastern outline of the new republic. Once there, their kwagas were met by the Nameless fighters stationed at the outlines of the new republic. They recognised Kakutan and welcomed her, but Kakutan knew instantly that something had changed.

War had arrived.

It wasn’t just the uniform that told her so. It had not existed before she’d left, but they all wore it now—a mixture of the Bassai hunthand garb and the tunics of the Whudasha Youth, both fortified with a bit more armour. They had stopped being rebels and had suddenly become soldiers. She knew this because there was something new in their countenance: a steely edge, immediately distrustful, primed to perceive everything before them as a potential enemy, a potential opportunity for violence. Though this group before her was a mix of mainlanders and former immigrants—representative of the republic’s body—this distrust seemed to have bled into a sectarian approach to their relations too. The Whudans seemed to tend toward other Whudans, hinterlanders to hinterlanders, immigrants to immigrants, Bassai to Bassai, in a way that she had not particularly noticed before, but was suddenly there, sharp and alive.

War had come, and it was going to destroy them all, within and without.

She knew it in the way it felt in her chest, but also in who these people before her had become, even before the arrival of war. They would work and fight together, sure, but not because they cared about one another. Rather, it was because they had been given something else to hate. And if, perchance, the target of their collective hatred were suddenly defeated, removed or somehow taken away, what were the chances of them seeking after something new to satiate their hate, and finding it only within themselves?

Kakutan dropped from her kwaga and motioned Lilong to do the same.

“Where’s Ifiot?” she asked the nearest Whudan.

“Eighth,” the woman said.

Kakutan nodded to the kwagas. “Consider these your charges for now,” she said. “Get us a travelwagon.”
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On the trip through the Tombolo rainforest, Lilong had been antsy, on edge. Kakutan surmised she could have been worried about any number of things—the loved ones she was leaving behind; the responsibility of representing a people that weren’t even hers, but to whom she felt duty; the uncertainty of their future discussions at the Nameless Republic; the anxiety of what fate awaited them on the other side of this journey, whether it gave way to war or not. And then, of course, there was the anxiety of the trip itself, the forest equal parts silent and alive, both expansive and suffocating, pressing down on them from every side, so that if they were to be attacked or ambushed, they would not realize it until enemies or predators were breathing upon them.

So Kakutan had spent her time attempting to distract Lilong from the particulars of the trip, requesting tales to fill the gaps since they last parted in the desertlands. She’d learned about the survival of the genge attacks, the capture in the Forest of the Mist, the true fate of the Red Emperor (“Is she dead?” she asked, and when Lilong said, “I don’t know,” Kakutan replied, “Oh, that’s not good”). She’d learned of their time on the dhow, of sailing the Neverending Sea, of finding Risisi, of finding her daa. And then, of the end—of losing everything, of losing everyone.

It made sense, after she’d learned of all this, that Lilong was trying to make amends. Who wouldn’t want to, after losing so much? It was what she herself was trying to do, too, Kakutan. And in a way, so was Ifiot. So were they all, trying to claw back something that had been lost.

Kakutan tried her best to demonstrate to Lilong that she was on the right path, that she was doing the right thing, stepping up to represent the Tombolo Hamlets in the Nameless Republic. Their reserved seat on the Nameless council had remained empty for too long. It was their right to sit in it, and it was an honour to be the first to do so. This, and more, she told Lilong.

Lilong gazed out the window wistfully, at the passing mass of green, and shrugged the memory off.

“It will be pointless if the Nameless Republic becomes a republic in name only,” she said. “If they do nothing more than be the new Bassa.” She looked to Kakutan now, her eyes baggy, weary from travel (or from crying in secret, Kakutan could not tell). “Is this what your new republic is? An empire in disguise?”

Kakutan wanted to tell her of all the good things she envisioned the Nameless Republic could do. Offer freedom of self-representation and self-determination to those who had never had it, like the hinterlanders or the Whudans, and of course, the Tombolos. Remove all caste limitations, all ideals, all ideas of who people needed to be in order to receive favour from their own government. There were many ways she thought the Nameless Republic would be different from Bassa, and she wanted to prove this to Lilong.

But she knew there was one way in which the new republic could be like Bassa, and that was if it was never allowed to make it there, if war stopped it in its tracks.

So, she said: “I hope not. But, so help me Ashu, if I can help it, I will ensure that no one—not you, not the Tombolos, not anyone—comes to any harm. Not if I can do something about it.”

She knew that this hope was simply that—hope. There was too much out of her hands to be too definitive. But her commitment to a better future—this was something she could be definitive about. And perhaps it was that definitiveness that Lilong saw in her—her posture, her gaze, the thin, firm line of her mouth—that made the Ihinyon woman nod and say: “Okay.”

And now, days later, as they sped in a travelwagon toward Eighth Ward and the promise of war, Kakutan realised that she had lured an old friend on a false promise. She had been betrayed herself, by Ifiot, but had in turn, unwittingly, betrayed Lilong and the Tombolos, and led her friend toward chaos.

This was her mistake, and therefore, it was her sole duty to stand up to Ifiot and rectify it.
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“What the fuck are you doing?”

Kakutan barged into the secure quarters at Eighth, a location just outside the blockade that was now being used as a secret meeting-place. Ifiot was hunched over a large table, around which were gathered her most loyal Nameless subordinates from the time of the factions. They were looking over some plans—battle plans, if Kakutan had to guess. Remarkably, there were no Whudans or hinterlanders here, not like she’d seen at the border. This was a wholly Nameless affair.

To the Nameless warriors—soldiers now—standing with her, Ifiot said: “Leave us.”

“I leave this place for a single moment,” Kakutan said, once the lot had piled out of the room, casting suspicious glances at Kakutan, “and before I’m back you have declared war?”

“So this is your good morning?” Ifiot asked, perching on a nearby stool. “You leave this place for days, and you come back in here, charging like a raging bull. Not even a well done, Ifiot or I missed you, Ifiot. Because I did. Miss you.”

“I bet you did not miss the fact that I would’ve put this absolutely ridiculous war plan under my boot and squashed it,” said Kakutan, glancing around. “Where are the hinterlanders? And where the fuck is Hakuoo? I gave that man one job.”

“And he did that job,” Ifiot said. “In fact, he did it so well that he took all his people and they went back to the swamplands to dig a hole and hide themselves in it.”

Kakutan’s eyes widened. “You lost our swampland allies?”

“They left.”

“Let me guess—they did not want any part of your needless war.”

“It is not my war, Kakutan, and it is not needless. It is the Sahelians who want it. It was them who brought it to our door.”

“What do you mean?”

Ifiot sighed, then produced a piece of cloth and handed it to Kakutan. The Whudan woman snatched it and read slowly, with growing frustration.

“I knew you were going to come in like this, mind already made up,” said Ifiot. “But I did not declare war on us. The Sahelian did. They came here, right after you left.”

Kakutan looked up. “They came here?”

“Sat right over there, in this very chamber,” said Ifiot, pointing to a corner of the room. “Kangala and his cursed children, licking their teeth and telling us what to do, without which they believed war would be inevitable.”

Kakutan threw the cloth on a nearby table. “What did they want?”

Ifiot shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“Excuse me?

“They wanted to take, and I simply could not—”

“Does it matter? Of course it fucking matters! It fucking matters so much that you should have waited for me to return before making any decisions. Especially a decision to go to war!”

“I did not make the decision to go to war,” said Ifiot. “Kangala did. By giving us a choice to accede or face war.”

“And you chose war.”

“I chose not to accede.”

Kakutan shook her head. “You should have waited for me, Ifiot. I was only days away.”

“And risk being unprepared in the possible event of an attack?” Ifiot scoffed. “I know you think everything can be solved by talking, by diplomacy. Maybe that has worked for you. But my world, the world in which I have always lived, has taught me that delaying action too long has its consequences. I gave diplomacy a chance, did I not? And what did I get in return? Spittle in my face.” She rose from her stool. “So, no, Kakutan. I’m sorry, but I could not wait for you. And I know this must be hard for you to understand. But that is okay. In time, you will understand that I am doing this for us, for you, for our people.”

“Do not bring my fucking people into this,” said Kakutan. “Whudans never asked for war. You’ve only managed to bring us into it.”

“Perhaps you might be wrong about that.” Ifiot pointed her to the table. Kakutan walked over and glanced over the maps, drawings, figures, notes.

“What am I looking at?”

Ifiot pointed to a sheet with numbers. “Immediately after the meeting, we took numbers, right out there in the wards, asking everyone if they thought a war effort against the Sahelians was the right choice, and who was willing to dedicate themselves to fighting when it came to it. The hinterlanders went back home, did theirs, sent their numbers by pigeon.” She pointed to a number. “This, here, is how many Whudans, of their own accord, say they are willing and ready.”

The number made Kakutan’s eyes water. No, it could not be true. So many of her people—so many—willing to give themselves up to death? And for what? The promise of a freedom they would not even recognize?

“No,” said Kakutan, pulling back. “No. They cannot. They cannot do that.”

“They cannot act of their own accord?” Ifiot folded her hands across her chest, leaning on the table. “That sounds dangerously like—”

“Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare say it.”

Ifiot held up her hands. “Okay. But if you think you will have success convincing them not to join, I won’t stop you.”

“Oh, I will be addressing them,” said Kakutan. “I will be pulling them out of this war effort if it’s the last thing I do.”

“Ah,” said Ifiot. “So you are only interested in forcing them to do your bidding.”

“No—”

“Then why not let them do what they please?”

“Because you don’t let a child put their fingers in fire, Ifiot.” Kakutan stepped up to the other woman, finger in her face. “I know what you’re doing. It is not going to work. I will get them out of this war, so help me Ashu.”

Ifiot cocked her head, smiled. “You know—it’s funny how, even as free of the empire as you claim to be, you still swear by their god.”

“Shut up,” said Kakutan, but she realised, too late, that Ifiot had practiced this. She had taken aim, hit all the vulnerable points, and it had worked. Kakutan, now, was rattled.

“You can still stop this,” she said to Ifiot. “We can still find a way to solve this without violence.”

Ifiot held up her hands. “The numbers do not lie. The people want it. I am but a vessel, willing to carry out their wishes. It is out of my hands now.”

“This cannot be the only way, Ifiot. You know this.”

Ifiot placed her hands on Kakutan’s shoulder. “The world is a violent place, my love. We do not have to want it, violence. But we must understand it well enough to know when to meet it in kind. Otherwise, the world presses down on us, and we succumb, and we draw our last breaths much earlier than we are meant to.”

Kakutan pulled herself slowly out of Ifiot’s embrace, looked up at the woman she was supposed to love. It was like looking up at a tree that had withered in one’s absence, that had grown and then wilted from a lack of care. It was a different tree now, no longer fruitful, no longer pleasant, and no longer serving of its purpose in bringing beauty to the world. It was a tree that could not be nurtured back to health, unless cut from the bottom and nurtured into regrowth.

She was not going to chop Ifiot down—there was still too much between them. But she had to do something. Until she figured out what that something was, she would begin with the only thing she knew could make a difference in this moment.

She turned around and stormed out of the room.

“What did the Tombolos say?” Ifiot called after her. “We need numbers, Kakutan. We need their numbers.”

“Fuck your numbers,” she called back. There was only one message she had for Lilong when she got back out there.

Turn around. Go back. Tell the Tombolos to get ready. War is coming to Oon.







[image: Chapter 18.]

Turay

Tombolo Hamlets

First Season of the Five States

Fourth Mooncycle, 21–23

WITHIN DAYS OF LILONG leaving for the Nameless Republic, Turay became bored out of his mind.

On a typical day, he and Lilong would begin in bed, catching up on the many seasons lost apart. They did not often begin work for the day until someone came to get them—sometimes Issouf (who lived in a separate chamber); sometimes Fatoi (who lived on the other side of the Ibulo hamlet); and sometimes one of Lilong’s ibor students, when they got bored of waiting and decided to bring the class to her. Same went for Turay’s dhow builders, who had other things to do besides receive continuous instruction on how to build a complicated seavessel.

Today was different, in that Turay awoke, dressed, and left all by himself. Halfway through the Ibulo hamlet, he was met by one of Lilong’s students, on his way to get Lilong for their iborworking-learning sessions.

“Poor you,” said Turay, matching the boy’s Mainland Common. “You not hear? Lilong-maa goes on a trip.”

The boy frowned. “Then who will teach us?”

Turay crouched to place his hands on the boy’s shoulder. He did not consider himself a daa-like figure to anyone—he and Lilong had not even broached the subject of children (if he had to guess, he assumed it was a no-no, and was fine with that—he considered himself more of an uncle figure, anyway). Back on the island, he’d taught youngsters, particularly those handpicked to be trained as sentries. Not as young as this, though.

“I will teach now,” said Turay. “Until Lilong come back.”

The boy seemed suspicious of this young man claiming to possess the same level of knowledge as the young woman who had been helping them perform excellent tricks. But then, perhaps he’d heard of the outlanders’ feats? Turay hoped he had, and hoped to surprise them with a few tricks of his own.

Unfortunately, he had to visit the building yard first before heading to meet them, which the boy found even more suspicious. He left Turay, looking unconvinced.
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Progress on the dhow moved slowly.

The agreement between the outlanders and the Tombolo Elders had been simple: In exchange for them helping the Ihinyons get back home, the outlanders were to teach the Tombolos new skills across various fields. For Lilong, it was iborworking—she’d been adamant about this one; Turay suspected it had to do with her believing that more proximity to the power, to the working of it, would help her find a way back to it. He’d decided against arguing and let her have it.

His own job was to teach the Tombolos better vessel-building skills. All vessel building for them, so far, had been devoted to canoeing on the Tombolo River for fishing activities, or to landvessels like wagons. They were yet, as a people, to venture onto the Neverending Sea. Having witnessed the outlanders come from there, and accede to having been on a seavessel themselves, the Elders were obsessed with the idea of going out to sea on a dhow with a Grey Iborworker (for this reason, the majority of Lilong’s students were training to be Grey Iborworkers).

Turay did not tell them, of course, that he had no experience building dhows. He could navigate a dhow, sure, but he didn’t quite know how to make one. So, while he’d accepted this task (because who else was going to do it—Issouf?), he was simply working through trial and error. This made the progress on the dhow extremely slow. The builders, of course, became wise to this quite early, and did not seem to appreciate it—they treated Turay with feigned respect, knowing that they were trapped in this task by their Elders. Turay didn’t begrudge them. He understood what it was to be locked into a duty bestowed upon one by forces beyond one’s control. If anything, he empathized, and tried to be as gentle and empathetic as he could in every scenario.

The dhow was the largest thing in sight when he arrived at the building yard. Around it lay canoes in different states of build, from barely framed to completely finished. The dhow stood head and shoulders above them all, held up by scaffolding, a massive beast with ribcage exposed. So far, the workers had only just gotten the shape of the hull right, which meant the curved beams had finally been laid out over the long, central keel that ran back to front. This part had taken them ages to complete (Turay thought that, since canoes also had hulls of a sort, the builders should’ve already known how to do this, but no—dhows, it turned out, were different beasts entirely).

Now it was time to lay the lateral beams and complete the hull, give it its final shape. So far, they’d completed about half of it, and the rest should take the day, if not more. They didn’t quite need him there in order to complete this stage, so he stood afar, watching it all happen—beam ferried from precut stack to dhow, workers hoisting it onto the structure, laying it in place, and then fastening. One, then the next, then the next.

Turay left without saying hello to the builders, choosing not to disrupt their rhythm. They wouldn’t need him anyway, until it was time to build the next sequence in the project—the building of the deck and the finishing of the body, both of which he had no idea how to approach. He hadn’t decided what he was going to tell them when the time came. He might as well reveal at the same time that he did not know how to build a mast.

On his way to teach Lilong’s students, he wondered: What would Lilong do? Not just for her students, but in this dhow situation as well. What would Lilong do? And more importantly, What is she doing right now?
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What Turay should have been asking, instead, was the more pertinent question of what Lilong’s students would do. He arrived at the usual location where the class was taught—an expanse of beach squeezed between two hamlets—to find no one there but the single boy he’d spoken to earlier.

“Where everybody?” he asked the boy, perplexed.

“Done gone,” the boy replied. “Say they will wait.”

“Wait for what?”

“For Lilong-maa to come back.”

Turay frowned. “Why? I say I will teach.”

The boy nodded. “Yes. And I tell them that. But they say, no, thank you. They will wait.”

Turay snorted. It was funny, to be honest, and he couldn’t even bring himself to be upset. In spite of the perception of the Tombolos as one of the meekest communities on the continent—described this way to him by a few Tombolos themselves—he found them to be quite adamant when they wished to be. Proud, even, in the best way possible.

“Why you stay, then?” Turay asked the boy. “Why you no go also?”

The boy shrugged. “My maa say I must not come back until I learn something.”

And so it was that Turay pulled out a tiny piece of white ibor from his armlet—little more than a grain of it, whittled down by that episode with the Skopi—and handed it to the boy. Then, with the last stone-bone left in his armlet—Should refill that soon, he thought, for later—he showed the boy how to do a simple white iborworking trick: make a little whirlwind dust devil in the beach sand.

The boy’s eyes widened like oranges.

“Practice,” said Turay. “Take to your maa.”

He left the boy there and went to look for someone to drink with.
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Fatoi wasn’t home.

The young fisherman wasn’t particularly disposed toward a good midday drink. Turay, however, being a veteran of the practice himself, had begun to show Fatoi the little pleasures of it. They both visited a small local watering hole every other day, once Fatoi’s catch was done and Turay had completed his rounds at the build yard.

Fatoi’s abode was empty when Turay arrived. Come to think of it, he hadn’t seen Fatoi the day before either. Turay, unused to the Tombolo practice of going into people’s houses even when they weren’t around, only peeked through the doorway into the place. There was nothing to suggest that Fatoi was nearby. Bed unmade, clothes tossed around. He must’ve left for the river in a hurry. His fishing nets were still there, though, which didn’t quite make sense.

Turay, avoiding going into the room, Drew on his white ibor, Possessed the air in the room, Commanded it, and inhaled.

He’d learned this while training with the sentries to become a tracker. White iborworking wasn’t simply about wielding air and light, it was also about coaxing it too. In the same way he’d learned to use light to cloak an object by gently coaxing light around it, he’d also learned to gently coax air into his nostrils. It didn’t matter how far away the air was—he could gently pull strands of it toward himself, into his nostrils, and with these strands, the tendrils of whatever smell they carried, heightened to the highest degree by the presence of ibor.

He did so now, and was immediately assaulted by a barrage of smells. Fatoi’s distinct odour, for one. The odour of another person he surmised to be Iyanya, the only person who stayed here often enough to leave their scent behind. Then the smell of fish and wet things, which came from the nets and fishing implements. Some other random smells, nothing noteworthy.

Except for one small one—something musty, the way a place smelled when it hadn’t been cleaned in a while (which made sense—Fatoi wasn’t particularly neat or tidy). But also, the kind of smell when the air of someplace hadn’t stirred in a while. Not overpowering—imperceptible to the ordinary nose, even. But it was there, just enough of it to cause Turay to step inside.

He touched the beddings. They were cold—again, the kind of cold when someone hadn’t slept in them in a while.

Well, he thought, must be at Iyanya’s place.

Outside, on his way back, he ran into Chikere.

“Girlie-oh,” he said, mimicking the way her cousin spoke to her. “You see Fatoi?”

The girl, on her way somewhere, shook her head without casting him a glance. But the midday drink could not wait. Perhaps Turay would have to make do with drinking with the most humourless person in the whole world: Issouf.
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Lilong’s brother, much like her, had never quite learned how to joke, neither to make them nor to take them. It surely could not be chalked up to their daa, Jaoudou—Great Waters guide him home—who was himself often serious, but had a bright disposition. He knew nothing about Lilong’s and Issouf’s different maas—their times had been before his, and even Lilong knew little about her own maa. But he did know Ma Guosa, who had borne Kyauta and Lumusi, and who had raised Issouf and Lilong as if they were her own. Guosa was a burst of light, always a laugh away. When Lilong was gone, and Jaoudou had been ill for so long, she had been the sole source of light in that household. Especially after Jaoudou later disappeared with Issouf, and perhaps even now, when it would seem to the remaining family that all three were lost forever.

Perhaps it was that last part he and Lilong were yet to understand—how much Issouf had been wrecked by this turn of events. Lilong was no less humourless than he was, but she was capable of finding bright spots of levity, even more so now than before, when she and Turay had been together in the islands, before she had left.

Issouf, however: Where he’d been typically humourless, he was gloomier now, drinking himself into a shadow. He contributed nothing to their return efforts, despite the unspoken fact that they were doing most of this return work for him—he, of the three of them, was the one most homesick, the most obsessed with returning as quickly as possible. Yet he spent the day at the watering hole, drinking until he passed out, sleeping off the effects, waking up with a headache, and then repeating it all again.

Today, he had barely made a start on it when Turay arrived. The watering hole was just outside of the Ibulo hamlet, run by one of Fatoi’s extended cousins—they often got drinks for free because of their relationship with the popular fisherman. The place was an open-air affair, with only a thatch shelter under which most gathered. Of course it was empty this time of day, most Tombolos waiting for the day’s catch to be completed and delivered to the smoking houses before taking the rest of the day off.

Issouf had been served, but for some reason was mulling over the drinks. Turay arrived and greeted him. Issouf brightened—he was always glad to have someone to speak his native Island Common with, a disposition Turay empathized with. It was a huge burden to continually bite one’s tongue upon attempting a new language day in, day out, without respite.

“Share with me,” said Issouf, gesturing to the jars of palm wine, before pausing to ask: “Wait—I thought you don’t drink?”

Turay frowned. “What made you think that?”

“Iborworkers don’t drink.”

“Iborworkers in Namge don’t drink. But we are not in the islands, are we?”

“I’ve never seen you drink here.”

“Oh, I drink with Fatoi all the time! I cannot find him today, though. So I guess it’s just you and me!”

Issouf lifted his nose at the thought of it.

“Don’t worry, I drink quite well,” said Turay, which was not at all true. “But mostly during the day, when it’s quiet, and I can still get my bearings after.”

“Ah, a noon-drinker.” Issouf smacked his lips. “A selfish man. You don’t wish to share.”

Turay laughed, pouring out a calabash each for them both. “No, no. I just like to drink small small, you know? Evening people like to drink fast fast. I don’t like fast fast.”

“You mean you cannot keep up.”

Turay shrugged. “Our bodies are all different.”

Issouf clicked the back of his tongue. “Follow the master, then. Let me teach you.”

Turay, despite not feeling up to it, decided to follow Issouf’s lead. He took off his armlet, disconnecting himself from the ibor, and began to match the other man, calabash after calabash.

Contrary to Issouf’s thinking, he did not drink heavily not because of the Abenai League’s rules, or because he couldn’t keep up, but because of ibor, the same reason the Abenai League made their rules in the first place. What non-Iborworkers like Issouf did not know was that getting drunk, as an Iborworker, often resulted in a trance-like experience. Moving through the world with sensory abilities heightened by one’s connection to the stone-bone exacerbated the typical loss of inhibition. Depending on the kind of Iborworker, the state could end up relieving or harmful, possibly unsafe. Less so for Amber Iborworkers, who only connected to one thing at a time (Lilong had always drunk, for instance, so long as her blade was well secured, kept away from her for the duration). But for Grey and White Iborworkers, the tools they worked with—light, air, fire, water—they were everywhere. One had to be in control of their faculties at all times, lest they slip and make an error.

He had no idea what drunkenness did to Red Iborworkers. Maybe he’d ask Iyanya when he saw him next.

Issouf was progressing with the calabashes, becoming more downcast with each. He began to tell stories about his daa, how he looked up to Jaoudou, or when he started lamenting the fact that he’d never managed to master grey ibor, or any iborworking at all, like his sister did, that he felt inadequate, useless, a squeaky wheel supported by others.

Turay tried to keep him from going down that path, but soon gave up once he found the drink had begun wearing on him.

“My man, Issouf,” he said, patting the other man’s back. “I must retire.” He pointed to the calabashes. “Save some for the evening people, eh? Go home early.”

With that, he grabbed his armlet and headed out. Soon, he was back on the beach, staggering in the sand. He clipped on his armlet, and in a great wave, an abundance of smells and angles of light descended upon him, shooting off in all directions, upsetting the balance of his perceptions.

Oh boy.

He staggered, shut his eyes, tried to listen to his heartbeat, get a grip. One by one, he began to filter out the smells, the patterns of light, each perception shunted, discarded, punted into the distance, as he got closer and closer to the exact reality he wanted to shape—the one where all things would be arranged in the exact manner in which they appeared, and that opened up a clear path for him to make his way home.

Then, amid the torrent of stimuli, he smelled something familiar, something he’d smelled earlier in the day. Only, it wasn’t alone. Here, it was mixed with something rotting, dead. A carcass, maybe? No, something cooked, roasted. No, definitely dead.

He turned away from the hamlet and began to follow the smell northward.
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He followed it across the beach, all the way north, to the foot of the range. He climbed away from the edge, now empty of water, tide having gone out. He slipped once or twice, senses awry. But it was these same senses that propelled him forward, sharpened by ibor, prompting him to smell, smell, smell.

The climb across the rock face led him to an opening in the rock. It was dark inside, but he Drew, Possessed, and brought light in with him. The opening came alive, angles and edges illuminated, and then the big, black mouth of the crevice suddenly opened.

Sure enough, there it was, the source of the smell: the Skopi, in all its great undeadness. It lay static, flat on the ground, wings spreadeagled, so that it covered pretty much the whole area. The smell of its death was pungent, not quite rotten but not quite not-rotten either. Around this smell was woven another, one from earlier in the day: Iyanya’s body odour.

Must have been down here many times. Perhaps this was why Iyanya had missed Lilong’s sendoff with the delegation from the Nameless Republic?

But it wasn’t that smell that had drawn him. It was the third one. Fatoi’s odour was here too, just as strong as back at his abode, although here it was wrapped around the smell of rot, rather than of fishing nets. Had he been here to ride the Skopi too? Had Iyanya offered Fatoi a ride, just like he’d done for Turay and Lilong?

Having no answers, Turay turned to leave. But a lingering question tugged at his consciousness: What was that smell of burnt meat? Where was it coming from?

So he did a quite unnatural thing. He Drew again, Possessed the air around the Skopi, and lifted it up.

Right there, underneath the undead beast, was the very charred, very dead body of Fatoi.

Turay let go of his power, and the beast crashed back down, filling the enclosure with dust. The chaos dissipated from his ibor-heightened senses, which suddenly became sharpened, focused.

Murder was his immediate thought. Murdered.

It had to be. That distinct smell—it wasn’t just of burnt flesh, but scorched. Only one thing could have such an effect in such a limited time: lightning. And there was only one way for the dead bat to call forth lightning: if its Iborworker Commanded it.

Turay stepped back, almost falling over the edge of the enclosure. He rebalanced himself with a burst of Possessed air, and in that same burst, swivelled and sailed down from the rock face, landing on wobbly legs in the sand.

He began to run.

He had to get to the hamlets. The effects of drink were still very much prevalent, but he had to surmount them now. He slapped his cheek, hard—slapped it again, forcing himself sane. He had to tell someone, anyone, that Iyanya was dangerous, a murderer, not to be trusted.

But he knew, even before he had made any headway along the coast, that he’d be too late. He could tell, even before, in the distance behind him, a great, long rumbling had begun.

Lightning peppered the sky.

Should’ve never touched the Skopi, he realised. An Iborworker always knew when their Possession had been tampered with.

Overhead, a large shadow engulfed him. Wings batting, sinewy skin stretching, wind raising a wall of dust.

The Skopi landed with a crash, blocking his path. Eyes a live crimson, teeth bared. It crouched, spread its wings to cover every possible path of escape.

Ahead, a figure advanced, eyes just as crimson, visage just as menacing.

Turay stopped running, clenched his teeth, and Drew on his last stone-bone.
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SHOREWINDS HOWLED ALONG THE coastline, raising sand columns in their wake. The Iborworker of the beast and the Iborworker of air and light stood before each other, the vast loneliness of the stone-cropped beach surrounding them. They, alone, together, would decide their fates. Them, and the undead Skopi that towered over them both.

“I’m sorry,” Iyanya said, standing before Turay. “You must understand.”

He could see that the other man understood. Turay was some kind of warrior, after all, was he not? He had probably killed before. He understood how these things went. Some things were simply inevitable; this was only one of such.

“No do this,” Turay, however, was saying, clearly buying time. Iyanya could see him shifting his body weight, assessing the Skopi’s position for possible points of escape. Pointless, though, thought Iyanya. There was to be no escape from this—not for either of them.

“It is already done,” said Iyanya. “And if I am sorry, it is because it has to be this way, and so painfully so.”

“It don’t have,” said Turay. “It don’t have to be.”

“It was a mistake,” he continued. “I didn’t mean to kill him. He was the love of my life, you know?” Iyanya gulped. “He was the love of my life.”

“I know.” Turay was still moving ever so slightly, assessing. “I see you two everywhere. You close together. So yes, it has to be mistake. I know you speak truth, so I speak on you, okay? I speak on you to your people. No do anything. Just calm. They understand.”

Iyanya snorted. “Understand? No. People here do not understand anything. They don’t listen to me. They even listen to you and your people more than me.” He shook his head. “No. This is the only way. I’m sorry.”

With that, he Drew, and sent his first Command to the Skopi.

The undead bat leapt into the air and headed straight for Turay, iron talons locked and ready, beady eyes primed on its target. Not that it needed the eyes to see, such was its facility.

Silver-blue light crackled, rattled the sky. The Skopi descended.

But Turay—the target—one moment he was there, the next, whoosh, a cloud of dust, and he was gone, air and light commingling to hide him. Iyanya, senses heightened by his connection to the Skopi, pushed, power and heat rushing out of his body, asking the Skopi to look, look, look. And look it did, without eyes—listening, Iyanya realised—for the tiny sounds of the invisible man, the patterns his body made with air, feet with the sand, breath with the wind.

There. Long before Turay popped out of invisibility, before he twisted light to reveal himself, Iyanya had already issued the Skopi another Command, so that as soon as Turay reappeared to the naked eye, the Skopi was already there, bearing down on him again.

Turay disappeared into another cloud of dust.

“You can’t run,” Iyanya was saying, into the bellowing wind and rattling skies. “You can’t hide.”

Turay popped in and out of sight once more, the Skopi tracking his every move, his imprints in the sand. Then Turay began lifting himself off the ground in short jaunts, eliding footprints, but the Skopi still could read him, read the body-shaped hole in the wind that continued to plow at them on the beach.

“You can’t avoid it,” Iyanya said. Blood dripped from his nose. He wiped it away. “You can only prolong it. Come out and fight, Turay.”

“No!” said Turay, popping out of invisibility, then disappearing into another cloud of dust as the Skopi swiped at him. “No, Iyanya! Stop this. Stop it now!”

The Skopi shrieked, giving voice to Iyanya’s pain.

“Do you know what it is like?” Iyanya was saying, into the wind. “Do you know what it means to sacrifice yourself for a people that do not love you back? To give yourself fully to a people for whom you will die, but who wish to serve other interests above the things you care about?” He Commanded the Skopi to push, push, find him. “Do you know what it is to lose the only person who ever believed in you, in your vision, the one who kept you going?”

Turay popped out of the wind. “I know, Iyanya. I know—” The Skopi arrived, snarling, and he disappeared.

“Then fight!” screamed Iyanya. “Fight for the thing you believe in, Turay! Or do you not believe in anything at all? Fight, then, and stay alive for the ones you love. Because I will, Turay. I will fight for the ones I love.”

“Both of us stay alive,” said the disembodied voice of Turay. “Both of us fight. But you stop this first; you stop it now!”

The Skopi, on Iyanya’s Command, cut a wing in the direction of Turay’s voice. The Ihinyon man leapt back, losing focus, showing himself. And in that moment, Iyanya saw his face twist, his heart harden just that little bit, as he evaded death by bat for the umpteenth time.

“I said”—Turay extended his hands and smacked his palms together in a thunderous clap—“ stop!”

A gust of wind, swift and deadly, threw the Skopi back a few feet, and Iyanya an even larger distance, tossing the Tombolo man to the ground. Sand gathered in Iyanya’s eyes. He wiped them away with tears, blinking furiously. But he surprised himself with laughter, the sound coming out of his mouth involuntarily.

“Finally!” he said, ecstatic. “A challenge.”

“No test me,” said Turay. “I kill you if I need.”

“Then kill me,” said Iyanya. “Because I cannot go back and face that village. Not with what I have done. So, Iborworker”—he issued the Skopi yet another Command: Kill him—“ kill me.”

The undead bat flung itself at Turay, who, by now, was no longer in retreat mode. Easily, as swiftly as one who had done it many times before, he twirled away from the beast’s attack, lifting himself weightlessly, landing softly in the sand. In the same motion, he had Possessed the air around a few stones on the beach, lifting them and flinging them, projectile-like, at the Skopi, striking it in the eye, temple, nostril. The beast howled into the wind.

“Not him,” Iyanya was saying, showing himself, arms wide open. “Me. Face me.”

The Skopi turned around, lunged. Turay danced away again. Three more stones: bam, bam, bam. Eye, temple, other nostril. The bat screeched, but it was hard for Iyanya to tell if this was due to pain or simple frustration. The Skopi, after all, was undead. Could the dead feel pain? He hoped not. It was why he was hoping to be dead himself, after all. He needed to stop living simply because he needed to stop feeling this pain. It would be a real disappointment to die and find out that the pain didn’t end, that he had to carry it with him forever.

He could tell that Turay was coming to the same conclusion on this question about the Skopi. The Ihinyon man had identified a much larger piece of stone, a boulder large enough to deal much greater damage to the Skopi. He had Possessed the air around it, gearing to swing it at the onrushing beast with crushing force.

So Iyanya did the first thing that came to mind: He ran at Turay.

He couldn’t say what it was: an overwhelming desire to lunge headfirst into death, or simply the desire to inject chaos into every aspect of the world he could. (And why shouldn’t he? Fatoi was gone. The world would never be the same for him again. Why should it be the same for anyone, particularly the very ones who had refused, all this time, to listen to him?)

So, inject chaos he did, lunging at Turay when he was a few feet from the Tombolo man. Turay, large boulder hovering above him; the Skopi, descending on them both.

Iyanya clobbered Turay in the midriff at the same time the Skopi arrived and swiped with its claws.

All three tumbled, rolling into the sand.

The suspended boulder hung in the air for a half moment, then, with a muffled, crunching thud, fell.

For a while, all that could be heard on the beach was the wind. The sky had grown quiet, no longer agitated. Sand whistled, carried by the breeze. The Neverending Sea washed against the rocks, echoing the wind.

Slowly, blood trickled into the sand, collecting debris as it went, gathering more blood, pushing forward on its journey, spreading over the sand, so that soon, there was a sizable crimson pool collected on the beach.

Iyanya felt the tickle of the blood at his feet. He blinked to clear his aching head, and then to fight away the sand in his eyes, before sitting up. It took awhile for his vision to clear, such was the toll of ibor on him. But once it did clear, there, lying a few feet away, he saw Turay.

His back bore deep claw marks, the white of visible bone—red blood slowly gathering over it, congealing—peeking through flesh. The pool of blood beneath him grew at an exponential rate, widening as his body emptied more of it into the sand.

His head: wholly invisible, smothered by the large boulder pinning it, crushed, in the sand.

Iyanya stood there and looked, for a long time. Then, slowly, his body began to shake, racked with sobs. He fell to his knees in the sand, yet again cursed by the reality of what was before him; of being marked, forever, by the weight of this choice.

The Neverending Sea, as was its wont, received his agony, wove it into its tides. And behind him, the Skopi lay in the sand, back in stasis, awaiting the next Command, the next time its master would feel pain again, and mark the world with it.
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THE RETURN JOURNEY TO Tombolo, through the rainforest, alone, unaccompanied, was the most afraid Lilong had ever been. For the first time since she lost her power, she did not have ibor to call upon to protect herself. It was simply her and her wits, and the message Kakutan had given before handing her this kwaga on which to return, this resource pack to last her the trip back.

Do not look back, she had said. Do not forget what you have seen here. And when you return, tell them only one thing: War is coming to Oon, and no one is on your side.

For the days that it would take her to cross the forest again in the opposite direction, Lilong would think on this message. The weight of it, the necessity of it, would come to make home in her mind.

She had not wanted to leave, of course. Kakutan knew, too, that she wouldn’t want to, which was why she did not tell Lilong anything upon her return from meeting with Ifiot, simply ordering everyone back into the travelwagon, to return to the border from which they had come. Only once there did she hand Lilong the kwaga and the message.

No one is on your side.

“What happened?” Lilong pressed, but Kakutan had turned into a different woman from the one she’d travelled with the past few days, hardened and seething and impatient. She barked orders at the soldiers, then at Lilong.

“Do as I tell you,” she hissed. “Just do it. If you truly want to save them.”

That last one she had known would hit home. Lilong had confided in her after all, told Kakutan of her fears, of why she was coming along. The Whudan woman had not quite used it as a weapon here, but had been sufficiently close, and therefore Lilong felt betrayed. She’d climbed up on the kwaga, and without so much as a glance at Kakutan, headed back into the rainforest.

Only once into the thick of her journey, after she’d slowed down enough to relive every detail in her head, did it occur to her that she’d never even gotten to meet Ifiot, the de facto leader of the Nameless. She surmised that Kakutan had likely not informed Ifiot of her arrival with a Tombolo envoy. It had to be that dangerous, therefore, to be an unallied foreigner in the Nameless Republic right now. Sending Lilong back immediately, without even so much as a day’s rest, was, in that case, the right decision. Lilong could not have seen it then, in that mist of blind fury, but she saw it now. In such matters of survival, there was no room for discomfort.

In retrospect, she wished she had at least said goodbye to the woman. There was every possibility that this would be the last time she would see Kakutan. If war truly came, it would take the Whudan woman, and even if it didn’t, Lilong would be long gone by then, likely never to return.

About that, she had also made up her mind. Once she got back, she would tell Turay what she wanted. Yes, she would say. I will sail with you, but not back to the islands. Let us sail wild and free on the Neverending Sea, like we have always wanted. Just the two of us, away from here, away from this world that will never, never be all right, and will never, never have a place for us as we wish to be.

She would ensure, of course, that her brother, Issouf, could safely find his way back home to the seven islands. She would ensure, too, that the Tombolos got the message. She would leave them with sufficient training, sufficient information, to fight their way to their deserved future. She would even agree to guide Iyanya in learning better ways to use his undead bat, if he would wipe that smirk off his face, and if Fatoi would agree to help keep his lover’s anxieties in check.

But one thing was sure: As soon as she could, she and Turay were leaving this mainland for somewhere new, wherever that was.

No one is on your side. That meant her and Turay too. There was nothing left for them here. Not anymore.
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In lieu of sleep during camps, she spent time in waking dreams, drifting in and out of lucidity. Visions of her time on the Lonely Roads West, the bone-aching desire for rest, always being interrupted by something—genge, bandits, hunger, thirst. Visions of her time in the Breathing Forest, the ground swaying, undulating, the Skopi flying low and overhead, its sinewy wings beating wind down, swiping the treetops, swaying their branches. Talons digging into her side, tearing her flesh, cracking her ribs. Of calling to her blade, reaching out, only to realise she did not have ibor anymore.

She woke up sweating, afraid of everything, checking if she’d truly lost her blade (she had) or her powers (she had). And when she’d recovered her lucidity, she was grateful indeed that she did not have said ibor or said powers, as that would quickly make her a target of the ibor beasts—and Great Waters knew how many there were in this forest, sniffing, hiding, waiting.

It was this, the fear, that she could not live with. Living in these lands without ibor, without a sure way to protect herself. She had always had ibor, that extra layer of protection. She could move in the world however she wished. Now, it was different. She needed actual safety, same as anybody. If she had to go away to get it—for her and the man she loved—then she would.

It was with this feeling, this brimming anxiety, that she finally arrived in Tombolo after so many solitary days in the forest. So physically depleted and mentally exhausted she was that when initially stopped at the border by Tombolo warriors, at the place where the Tombolo River broke the rainforest and gave way to the hamlets, away from all eyes and ears and lips, she did not think much of it at first.

Customary practice, she thought, not much different from the sentries at the Forest of the Mist. She kept telling them to take care of the kwaga as they led her away, reminding them that her water pack had been insufficient to quench both their thirsts. She needs water, Lilong kept saying, and did not think much of where she was being taken, until she saw how far from the abodes they had gone. And even when it began to dawn on her that something was quite amiss, it did not fully register until she was suddenly deposited in a dark room, the door shut, and she finally reached the unfortunate conclusion that she was being detained.
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In the forever moment for which the darkness stretched, she believed herself to be back in the house of assembly on Namge, and any moment now, Turay would barge through that door, shadow filling the doorway, that little frown of consternation painted on his forehead, and spread his light through the room, spread his light through her life. So she waited, patiently, for that moment. He had indeed said he would give her something to remember on this trip. She chuckled to herself. If this was it—this pining for his light, his body, his warmth—then yes, truly it had worked. Good job, Turay.
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But when the door did open, and a lone shadow did fill the doorway, it was not Turay. It was the young Elder, Iyanya.

He strode into the room, leaving the door open so she could see the Tombolo warriors outside that he’d left in his wake. His eyes burned crimson, dripping with the power of ibor. And as he drew closer, the light in the room dimmed again as a large-winged creature landed in front of the door.

The Skopi, red-eyed.

Iyanya squatted before Lilong. The red in his eyes went out. The Skopi behind him went into stasis.

“I have bad news,” he said.
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Even after he had told her, explained it over and over and over; even after he had apologised for the treatment—We had to be sure of your state, given what has just happened, he had said; even after he had patted her shoulder, tentatively, as if petting a rabid dog (and in some way, he was); even after he had cried himself, wept so honestly and profusely in front of her, a vulnerability she had never before seen in him; even after he had walked away, hiding his face, leaving her to process the news in the darkness, giving her time alone with herself to come around to things, as he’d put it; even then, she still wouldn’t believe it.

Her Turay, the love of her life, dead. Gone.

Even after the door had shut and she had been left alone to grieve, she refused it, at first. It was not a tale she could believe. Of her very own beloved, growing itchy feet in her absence, attempting to take the dhow for himself, to sail the Neverending Sea, head for some faraway island that did not exist, that no one had heard of. Of Fatoi, climbing into the vessel in a bid to bring Turay back. Of the vessel suddenly combusting, right there in the build yard, for unknown reasons. Of both men, perishing with the unfinished dhow.

She had been silent all through, said nothing, because there were no words to meet something so incomprehensible.

“I will show you,” said Iyanya, “the charred vessel. Soon.” He paused, gulped, tears filling his eyes. “I can imagine what you must be feeling right now. I, too, have lost a whole slice of myself. I do not foresee a life in which I could ever be whole again. I understand if you feel the same.”

“Issouf.”

He looked up. “Yes?”

“Issouf” was all she could say. “Where?”

But the young Elder simply shook his head, as if this were a sufficient answer. As if his explanation would satisfy, that the Elders had sent him to see to it that she was in a good enough state to rejoin the community before she was allowed back in. That she would have to be kept away until they were sure she did not bear any ill-will toward them.

“We will bring you food, sustenance,” he said. “A light.”

He was my light, she wanted to say. He cannot be replaced. But she simply stared ahead, past the doorway, and into the nothingness of the future that lay before her now that Turay would no longer be in it.
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An infectious and addictive fatigue overpowered her, in the hours that passed, so much that she did not know how long she lay there. How many times the door opened, how many times food that she didn’t eat was placed before her, then removed after rotting—how many times she did not even smell the rotting.

Head pounding, always. Retching but vomiting nothing. Dizzy all the time. Alive, then dead, then alive again.

She was in the forest, then flying above it, seated on Iyanya’s beast, swallowing wind, filling her ears, tears in her eyes, hands around Turay, gripping tight. Turay, shrieking, echoing in the sky.

Flying, the old Ihinyon adage went, is not much different than dying. And this time, she truly felt like she was doing the latter rather than the former.
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Two days later, and they had still not brought her Issouf. This was how she knew that something was amiss, and things as they stood were not what they seemed.

She and Issouf, they’d never been close. Just like Lilong with the maa she never got to know, he’d been much too young when his own daa died. When Ma Guosa had come into their home, to be joined to Lilong’s daa, and brought Issouf with her, thus began their uneasy relationship. The arrival of new children, first Kyauta, then Lumusi—contributing to the care of the newborns, helping around with housework—it imbued in them a shared sense of duty to the household. But then she’d gone off to join the Abenai League, and he didn’t, and therefore their relationship had never really developed beyond that.

But, like her, Issouf was a loner in this world, never really bonding with Jaoudou, despite feeling a great sense of duty to the man who raised him, and never being one who found warmth in his maa, despite all her efforts to draw him closer.

One thing Lilong could swear to about Issouf, though: If he knew she was back; if he knew Turay was dead; if he knew she was grieving, in pain, he would come. He would walk through that door and sit here and be by her side, even if for nothing other than to grieve with her. He knew, more than anyone, what Turay meant to her. And he understood duty the same way she did; he understood she would do the same for him.

If Issouf wasn’t here, two days after her arrival, then it meant he didn’t know—that she had returned, that Turay was dead, or both. If he didn’t know, then this information was being purposefully kept from him. How that could be possible for the latter, an event described as happening so publicly—at the build yard, of all places—Lilong couldn’t fathom. The only way to keep such news from someone who lived in these hamlets was simply to keep them separated from everyone else.

Detained. Imprisoned.

It was this thought that gave surprising lift to her spirit, strength to her legs, and anger to her heart. She rose, a fire suddenly alight in her. First Turay, then her, now Issouf?

Whatever the fuck was going on in these hamlets?

For the first time, she rose, ambled her way to the door, tried it. Locked.

She felt around for a weapon of any sort. It took a moment for her to realise had been taken away from her, but she could not tell when. Before or after Iyanya’s visit? Either way, someone had surmised she’d blood (they were right). Likely confiscated all her belongings to prevent her doing the exact thing she was going to do now: escape.
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She did not have amber ibor, and she did not have her blade, but she was still an Abenai warrior. She might be grieving, but her wits had not vacated her just yet, and she was about to show these Tombolos just that.

She waited until the next mealtime: evening, when three hamlet warriors brought her food—one to deliver, two to guard. Tonight’s crew was youthful, untrained, prone to distraction and lapses of judgment.

She knocked the first one unconscious before the dish touched the floor, then picked up his fallen ikiwa.

“Drop it,” she said to the other two, pointing at their short spears with hers. They charged, foolhardy, full of youthful bravery. She tried not to hurt them much—a few swellings, a few sprains, nothing too serious. She kicked their spears out of reach, reminding herself not to hit any one of these with her anger. No, she reserved her anger for someone she now believed was at the heart of this deceptive turn of events: Iyanya.

Down the beach she trudged, the lights from the settlement farther in the distance than she remembered from when she was brought in. Where have they been keeping me? An outpost of sorts, near the foot of the northern range, away from the hamlets. Why? But she already knew the answer.

The tide was in. Waves crashed on the coastline, rolling against the rocks. Darkness was yet to solidify, the horizon grey and lifeless. The sun, already tucked behind the sea, offered its waning twilight, and the twin moons, grey blobs, prepared to take to the sky.

Lilong pushed forward, holding herself upright with the spear whenever she had to. Iyanya was going to explain to her where her brother was, what was really happening, what had really happened to Turay.

A single bolt of lightning shot across the sky. Then two. Then three. Thunder rumbled in their wake.

Lilong stopped, shut her eyes.

The familiar winds began, blowing dust against her face. And then, she could sense it, even before it arrived—the shadow, the batting leathery wings, the heat of it as it passed above her, the space it took up in the world.

She opened her eyes to see the Skopi land before her, eyes a bright red. It bared teeth, rumbling, though doing little else but standing in her way.

In the distance, kwagas raced from the hamlets, toward her. She waited until they arrived before trying to see. But she did not have to wait long, because the red-eyed rider at the forefront quickly brought his kwaga to a halt and alighted from it. The others—about a dozen—encircled her.

“Lilong,” said Iyanya, slowly walking toward her. “Please, do not make this hard for us.”

“Stay back.” She held the ikiwa before her, swung it in a circle, unnerving the kwagas, causing the riders to bristle. The Skopi shrieked in response.

“Lilong,” said Iyanya. “Put down the spear.”

“Stop—walking!” she screamed. “Stop walking and say it.”

He paused, confused. “Say what?”

“Say it!” she screamed. “Say you killed him.”

Iyanya angled his head. “I don’t—”

“Don’t you dare,” she snapped. “Don’t you dare deny it. Own it, you coward. Own it in front of your people!”

His eyes flitted to the riders, who seemed disquieted by this exchange.

“Tell them!” she said. “Tell them you were so ambitious, you wished so much to be leader, that you murdered your own partner. Tell them!”

He blinked, taking on a heavy-hearted demeanour. Then his lips tightened and he frowned.

“They know everything you know, Lilong,” he said, lifting his hands and letting them drop. “Fatoi is dead, and so is Turay.”

She jerked the spear at him. “Where is Issouf? Where is my brother? Did you murder him too?”

“Issouf is fine.” He said this almost angrily. “Nobody has touched him.”

“Then bring him to me,” she said. “Bring him to me, and then take us to Turay’s body.”

“I told you, the fire—”

“Lie!” She thrust the spear at him. “Lie one more time!”

The Skopi shrieked menacingly. The riders dropped from their kwagas and pulled their weapons.

“Lilong,” said Iyanya, in a cool, commanding manner now, “I have extended you the kind graces of the Tombolo Hamlets for this long. But remember—you are a foreigner here. You must therefore be subject to our laws.” He pointed to her spear. “Beginning with no unauthorized weapons for outlanders?”

She held his gaze, defiant.

“I will see my brother,” she said, “and I will see my beloved’s body.”

“I cannot permit that.”

“Then I will make my case to the Elders,” she said, “after I put this in your body.”

He tilted his head only slightly to look up at the Skopi—his Skopi, the undead bat over which only he had power and control, because Lilong had given it to him, had shown him. He turned to her and smiled, a small, self-satisfied smile, and slowly, Lilong came to the realisation that just as there was no Turay, no Fatoi, and no Issouf, there were also no Elders. There was just Iyanya and his undead bat, and these youthful warriors sworn to follow him.

“Well, then,” said Iyanya. “As you please.”

The warriors moved; Iyanya’s pupils pulsated; the Skopi readied; Lilong shut her eyes and prepared.

For you, Turay, she said, then opened her eyes and leapt forward.

But no one else was moving. All were rooted, staring at the Neverending Sea.

Lilong turned.

Like a sun rising too soon, there was a light on the horizon, moving fast, coming at them. From this light, two fires slung forward, approaching the beach in an overhead arc, lighting the sea as they grew bigger and bigger, the night growing brighter and brighter.

A… dhow?

A dhow, all right, lit up all the way, shooting straight for Tombolo. Close enough for the shadowy silhouettes on deck to be made out separately from the masts. Some person—one? two?—at the helm, shouting, waving.

At her.

What in the Great Waters—

The two large balls of arching fire crashed onto the beach, shooting sand-flames in every direction. Then the flames disappeared, and in the blackened spots where fireballs had once been stood two Ihinyon warriors from the Abenai League.







[image: Ashes.]






[image: Chapter 21.]

The Old Man

Ololo

Third Season of the Red Emperor / First Season of the Five States

First Mooncycle, 17–32

THE OLD MAN HAD spent day upon day treating the purple body. The purple body was how he’d thought of it since he found it washed up against the rocks of his island home. It had not been deathly cold yet back then, and they had not yet sequestered in the mountains. But parts of the body had become purplish all the same, to the point that the man had turned away, thinking it a corpse, dead and to be forgotten.

The small mist of breath emanating from its lips had changed his mind.

He brought it home, lugged it up the mountains the same way he did his bountiful catches—by pulley. Then the weather began to turn much colder after all, perhaps sooner than it should have—he’d known something was wrong when that storm had come out of nowhere. So, like the rest of the island, he’d been forced to move into the heated crevices in the middle of the mountains, where he could warm his abode and wait for the sun to rise on the island again.

The sun, it seemed, would not be coming for a while.

He did not report the body to anyone. The island, in sequester season, operated much differently than in open season—where in open season, he’d have had to indicate to the Elders that he’d found an outlander (because this was an outlander, he was sure), now he only had to wait until the sun returned to tell anyone of his new visitor. Even when he went out among the mountains, to the larger excavations where many of the sequestering islanders often gathered, he would say little, eating and drinking and watching only as much as was needed to remind others that he was still alive. Many knew him to be quiet and unassuming, and they let him be, suspecting little was amiss. He did nothing to stop them from thinking that.

And so he kept the silent, still-breathing body, feeding it various juices for sustenance, nursing the dark bruises in flesh and in bone. In the silence of his firelit, fire-heated cave existence, he listened to nothing but these two sounds: the crackling of the ever-burning fire, and the small, hopeful breaths of the body, chest rising and falling with small, hopeful life.

He liked it there, the body. Its silence, its presence, its hope. He had lost all hope himself, once, the man. He did not always live alone—his two partners had once brought warmth and life to his existence, to sequester season. But then they’d both succumbed to the hard truths of the changing continent, the unpredictable climate and unpredictable yields of work, whether that was sea work or land work. Their bodies were insufficient, unable to cater to the rising demands they tried to meet, and so their bodies failed, fell apart.

He’d tried to keep them going, like he was keeping this body going now. First one partner, then both at the same time. The very same ingredients he was working with now were remnants from that time, when he’d devoted every waking hour to their bone-aching care. The work tired him and hollowed him out, physically and psychologically, aged him until he was twice older than he should’ve had to be.

They’d died anyway.

So, when he saw this body out there among the rocks, on the first anniversary of his own losses, a string in him was plucked. He’d turned around—he’d wanted to leave—but then remembered the promise that awaited him at home. The empty silence, the nothingness, the singular crackling of fire, the endless days of speaking to nothing and no one (not even a stray animal). Here was an opportunity to change that, even if only for a while.

And so he turned around and took it.
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The body did not move for a fortnight. The man talked to it while he went about his business, asked it how it was doing in there, wondered where it had come from, who it had been before landing here. The man cried when he imagined the sad story behind its circumstances, laughed when he imagined the jokes it would make. He sneered at the imaginary adversaries that had brought about this situation for the body. How dare they?

Before the fortnight was over, the body twitched.

The man was not there to see it. He’d been too busy tending the fire, reworking the ducts to ensure the smoke was exiting properly. One of his late partners, a handy smith, had built in this contraption that allowed him to smoke his catch over the sequester season while using the same fires for heating. The result was a quite smoky affair, so they had also built a duct system to siphon the smoke externally. He found it a useful way to busy himself this season, especially now that he was alone, and his catch yield was dwindling (the individual fish themselves had become larger in size, more ferocious, harder to put down, but the catch yield was sparser altogether). Salt preservation of his catch being no option this far from the salt lakes of the desert north, he was happy to retrieve the frozen water often fetched from the top of the mountains and employ them in said preservation until he was ready to smoke the fish.

The body twitched again, a day later. A finger moved, an eye squinted. The man was not there to see it.

It surprised him, therefore, when, on the third day, the body moved so much as to roll away from its position, and land with a heavy thud on the ground.

It startled the man so much that he sat on the ground, gathering his wits about him, watching the body and unsure what to do next. There had not been so loud a sound in this place for such a long time (such a sound that wasn’t made by him) that it took him awhile to adjust to this new reality. He’d spent so much time speaking at the body that he’d forgotten that somewhere in there was a complete, fully-fledged person.

Eventually, he rose and tended to it, placing it back in its original position. He fed it more beverages, then more mashed food. He undid the bandages, assessing the bruises that had begun to fade and those that had not—half and half, he decided. He tucked the body under more clothing, keeping it warm. Then he sat and watched it silently for the rest of the day.

Near midnight, many hours later, the body finally moved again. This time, the man was there to see it, and thankfully so, because the body, after moving, slowly opened its eyes.
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DAA.

When Danso was only a score or so seasons old, he’d broken his forearm while doing somersaults. Not even the backward ones that the children who thought themselves destined for the performance guild could, but the forward rolls, the ones anyone could do, and therefore the only ones Danso was allowed to do, seeing as he had quite recently been tapped for the scholar guild, and it was deemed unsavoury for him to be out there in the streets with the other children, barefoot, bodies twisting in the air. But Danso wanted to prove himself—to the other children, of course; not to his daa, not to his uncles, and definitely not to that new Second he’d recently been assigned, the one who watched him with a trained gaze and hawkish temperament.

So he’d done the forward roll, the one he was allowed, but he’d done it from a height, because no one else so far could dare. He climbed atop a tree branch—not too far from the ground, only a few feet—and he vaulted forward.

The world twisted, and he realised he’d rolled too far to land on his feet. He also realised, too late, to withdraw the arm he was landing with.

When the children carried him home, they dumped him on the stoop before scuttling off, wary of the ire of his triplet uncles and his new Second—the new Second from whom Danso had managed to slip. And so it was that his cries of anguish from the front door shook the household. Alas, it did not reach the ears of Zaq, the Second, who was far, far away, frustratedly searching for his charge; nor the ears of the triplet uncles, who were all fast asleep. It was his daa, Habba, in his workroom, who heard Danso cry.

When the door opened, Danso looked up, and like the face of the sister moon, Ashu, the face of the old man was there, a beacon, shining down on him with love, pity, and gentleness.

Daa. The singular word he spoke-thought, when the man lifted him, took him to the workroom, lay him down, and attended to his wounds. He drifted from periods of feeling nothing to brief flirtations with consciousness and pain, with his lids parting to let in light before darkness swallowed him up again. But each time, he tried harder, demanding to rejoin the world of the living. And so it was that though his body rebelled, his mind fought more strongly, and won the battle, so that finally, once, he willed open his eyes, and they obeyed, and there it was, the face of the man, like the sister moon Ashu, shining, so that his lips parted and said the word that came with the memory: daa.
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“No,” said the man before him, once he was sure that Danso was lucid, “I am not your daa. But yes, you are alive.”

Danso did not need to look twice to know this was not Habba. The man was old, older than Habba—who, it came to Danso now, had been dead for quite a while—and whoever this man was, the way he spoke, the way the language came from his lips, this was surely not Bassa.

Danso could not quite turn his head, so he moved his eyes, took in the man. He was small but not stooped; his forearms suggested someone with seasons of manual labour behind him. Posture firm, temperament patient, as he waited for Danso to respond. His palm, resting gently on Danso’s bare chest, felt rough and painful against Danso’s now-oversensitive skin. But the man’s eyes were unfocused, gaze darting, refusing to look squarely at the person before him, as if doing so would make this realer than he wanted it to be.

“Alive?” Danso said. The man’s expression showed perplexity, which made Danso realise, after a long moment—that language, what the man had spoken, was Island Common—and he’d just said this in High Bassai. He tried again, this time in the requisite language: “Living?”

A pause, before the man realised what Danso meant. He smiled, nodded. “Living.”

Living. Danso sighed, coughed. What a gift. How he desired to live, now, to stay awake. He would never, if he could afford it, shut his eyes again.

“How do you feel?” the man asked.

Danso gulped, unsure of how to answer the question in the correct language. He did not have the words to explain that he knew his body was there because he could feel it attached to him, and if he could turn his head just so, he could see it there, but it felt like a distant, separate entity, too far for him to reach. So as far as how he was feeling went, he wasn’t feeling much at all, and that scared him more than feeling some kind of pain.

The man, understanding somehow that language failed Danso in more ways than one, pivoted his question to one more direct: “Do you know what happened to you?”

Gazing at the ceiling—rocky earth of some sort—Danso retreated inward, to his mind, trying to piece together what was left. Island Common meant he was in the archipelago still. His last memory? Arriving here, meeting Lilong’s family, hearing some news about Esheme (he couldn’t remember exactly what now), getting in a dhow at Namge. That was it.

No, wait. Sailing. He remembered sailing, the iborworking of Lilong’s man, Turay, and the woman, Oke. He remembered passing by mountains capped with frozen water. Then, landing—at Ofen, the seventh island. Okay. He retreated further inward. Ah. Finding the isthmus. Finding… Issouf? Finding Lilong’s daa, Jaoudou. Then, then, then…

And then the rest of it came rushing back, filling him suddenly with everything buried, a regurgitation of everything pushed too far back into the recesses of his mind. The anger, the pain, the anguish of it all.

Peeling away from the group. Retreating into the darkness of the cave. Searching for ibor, for power. Touching said power. Bringing down the cave. And then—a tug, something warm and cold at the same time.

Lilong calling out his name, asking him to reach, reach for her. Too late. The sickening sound of the whirlpool, pulling him in. The horror, overwhelming, of what he’d just done. The regret, the sadness, the submission. The rush, water filling his ears, his nose, his mouth.

The swallowing, the feeling of going down a gullet, the twisting of his body so hard that he felt his ribs crack. The black nothingness, of knowing nothing for eons and eons and eons. Then, suddenly, a flicker of light. And then the face of his daa, the face of Ashu, and then this man.

When Danso blinked, emerged from the recesses of his mind, his eyes stung, wet and hot. He could feel the warm wetness of tears rolling down to his ears.

“You remember,” said the old man, gently, not a question.

Danso, slowly—painfully, because he suddenly could feel all of his body now, all at once, a white-hot awareness of the thousand pinpricks washing over him—turned on his side, away from the old man, and buried his head in his elbows.
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Three more times, the old man tried to ask Danso who he was, how he’d arrived at this place—this place being Ololo, the sixth island. Three times, Danso felt bile rise to this throat, and tears fill his eyes. Three times, he refused to answer, not because he did not want to, but because he could not.

He could not remember what had happened—not quite. He was sure he’d been swallowed, in a broad sense of the word, but could not say what by. As of now, he was caught somewhere between it being the whirlpool itself, so strong in its force that being dragged into it felt like being pulled into a gullet. Or that he had been swallowed by an actual beast of the Neverending Sea, perhaps one attracted to ibor—perhaps even that which had extended its tongue and pulled him into the whirlpool. But then that would mean he’d spent days in the belly of such a beast, somehow miraculously kept alive, and after which said beast had likely found him indigestible and ended up spitting him out at the rocks of Ololo.

How to say I was either swallowed by a whirlpool or a sea monster, and not sound crazy?

He could not say who he was because he was ashamed of that too. Ashamed of the reason he’d been swallowed in the first place, of the things that brought him there, that brought him to the state of mind that spawned these events. Ashamed of trying to become something that he realised, now, was foolish—who did he think he’d been helping? Shame on him for putting his friends and everyone else in danger while convincing himself that he’d been trying to help the island, the mainland, the world. Shame on him for crowning himself messiah of Oon, the one who could save everything if only he could lay his hands on some ibor. Shame on him for causing the destruction of a whole island—the old man said Ofen was gone gone now. Shame, shame, shame.

So he said nothing, and instead, asked things himself. Initially, for favours—some water, a meal, a place to relieve himself. (The old man, unwittingly adding to Danso’s shame, cheekily revealed how he’d been seeing to Danso’s excretions in the meantime.) Then he asked about where they were, how the old man had brought him up into the mountain, why they were sequestered. He asked about what was happening out there in the other islands, what had happened since, how far away they were from the other islands.

The old man, glad to finally have someone to talk to, spoke at length whenever given the opportunity, divulging even more than Danso would’ve envisaged. But it was that last question—How far?—that brought the man to a stop.

It had been two days now since Danso had awoken, and they’d been getting used to orbiting each other. The man sometimes lost himself and spoke quickly in Island Common, and when he noticed Danso leaning in just that little bit more, trying to parse the words, to translate, he would slow down, matching Danso’s halting Island Common instead, and Danso, thankfully, would heave a sigh of relief.

Danso spent much of the time quiet, and often asleep, despite fighting it. The man changed most of his bandages then, and Danso awoke to less pain each time. They picked up their conversations from where they had left off, chatting across the room—Danso from his recovery bed, the man from a wicker seat close to the fire—in the low light of the warm enclosure.

But when Danso asked this question, the man stopped suddenly, and it felt like the momentum they’d been building over these two days was finally brought to an end. The space between them suddenly stretched, and Danso realised he’d unwittingly struck a nerve.

“Did no mean to offend,” he said, but it was too late. The old man, making a hot beverage—hibiscus—went on with his work, and did not speak for a while more. Danso realised it might be his turn, now, to carry the conversation.

“Danso,” he said, realising he’d never introduced himself to the man, and the man had never asked. “My name—Danso.”

The old man, back to him, nodded. “Okay.”

“Your name?”

The man shook his head. “No.”

“Your name is no?”

“No, I no tell you.”

“Oh. Why?”

“Because.”

“Because?”

The man turned to look squarely at Danso now. Slowly, he handed him the cup of hibiscus.

“You strange,” said the man. “You strange, and then you leave. And I no want my name to go with you.”

He settled into his chair. After a long moment of unease, he said: “You say you want to know how far? No problem. I show you.”
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THE OLD MAN WAITED until Danso could walk. This took a few more days, on each of which they tested Danso’s ability to stand, then to move one foot ahead of the other, while holding on to the man. Then, afterward, without the old man’s support. And then finally, with a walking aid—which used to belong to one of the old man’s partners who had passed, and whom he never talked about.

Danso had one fracture in total—somewhere in his foot, close to the ankle. The man had first thought it a sprain, but when the purple patch did not recede like the others after treatment, he’d put in a splint, wrapped it up, and given it space to heal. Danso could feel the pain when he walked, but how large or small the bone was, they couldn’t say. So, even while the rest of his body had begun to make its way back to normal, it seemed Danso would have to utilize this walking aid for quite a while, perhaps even forever.

“You get use to it,” the old man said, tapping his own cane. “Or, you can think of it like this: All of us, we healthy when we start, but in the end, everybody need help somehow.”

Danso, struggling to parse the Island Common, only nodded, having taken in the words all of us, healthy, and need help. The man patted his shoulder and went on to prepare a meal. Breakfast, Danso realised, because in here, there was no way to tell for sure what time of day it was, and the meals were his only reference. Morning meals, like the man was making now, were bread and beans; afternoons were something boiled or roasted, often an old tuber—cocoyams were most typical—eaten with some kind of oil or sauce; and evenings were often something store-dried or smoked or both—groundnuts, fish, or dried fruits—accompanied by some kind of soup. Warm beverages, often dried hibiscus, punctuated these meals.

They ate silently.

“Where are we?” asked Danso, mid-meal. When the old man cocked his head, his way of saying he didn’t quite understand the context of the question, he added: “I know we are inside mountain, but where?”

The old man, likely grabbing the words mountain and inside and where, rose after their meal, put away the dishes, shuffled over to a storage area filled with clothing, and began rummaging.

“Take,” he said, tossing Danso a heavy bundle. “Maybe see with your eye, then you know.”

The bundle was a severely woolen garb, large enough for Danso to drape over himself head to toe, thick enough that he immediately started sweating as soon as he’d done so. The old man did the same, both their overcoats dragging across the ground.

For the first time since Danso awoke, they exited the abode.

The old man led the way, taking him down a smoky, dark corridor outside, lit at various sections by the dying embers of what looked like pots filled with some kind of coal or peat-type substance.

Soon, they deviated from the corridor, and then they were going up. No steps, all incline, which meant ascending took awhile, although not having to negotiate any steps meant it was easier for both their mobilities.

They did not go very far. In a short while, they arrived at a nondescript door—two persons wide, wooden frame, stone base—hidden away, sealing shut whatever was on the other side.

“What is this?” asked Danso, but the man said: “Open and see.” When Danso hesitated, he said, “No, no worry. Open and see.”

So Danso leaned on his cane, rested his shoulder against the door, and pushed. Dull pain reawakened in his joints, but he pushed harder. And then suddenly, a blast of wind—cold wind, of the kind he’d never felt before. Wind so sharp it bit at his ears, cheeks, teeth. He staggered back, flushed, gaping through the small opening where the door had given way.

White. Everything out there was completely white.

Overhead and below, there was no difference. White flakes drifted lazily in every direction, aided by the occasional fierce gust that patterned them in nonchalant circles. He angled his head to look up and could only see a grey, colourless sky, bearing down more and more of these flakes. Below—he reckoned they were quite high up now—the vast, bright expanse, pockmarked by the odd black spot, a simple jutting of stone here and there, went on forever. He could neither see the Neverending Sea out there nor hear its flowing; a white and suffocating stillness had taken over land and sea.

All was bright and colourless and cold in Ololo. It was impossible to imagine that anything out there could move, to say less of life. Not people, not animals, not even the ibor beasts.

“Now, close,” said the old man.

Danso pushed the door back into place, noting that in the little time he’d left that slice open, the cold had seeped into the wood, so cold that he could feel it through his garb.

The old man turned around and returned to his abode. Danso followed hurriedly.

“What is that?” Danso asked, equal parts marvelling and horrified.

“That,” the old man said, “is why we stay inside.”
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They never went outside again. Not together, at least. The old man left a few times—“People worry about me,” he said—and returned often warmer than he’d left, flushed, filled, in a way, with the warmth of other people. It was seeing the man like this, the extra spring in his step when he came back in here, that made Danso realise how much he, too, missed that warmth of other people, that connection that made his aliveness feel that much more alive.

He missed his friends.

When he slept, he dreamt of them. Of laughing with Lilong, running alongside her, heart in mouth, laughing in the face of danger; of Ugo issuing him small warnings in a low grumble; of Oke chiding him, then chiding her small daughter; of sitting under the gazebo in the raffia market at Twelfth, drinking with Abu, Uria, and Nowssu; of Oduvie, his mentor at the university; of Zaq, asking him pressing questions; of Zaq, on fire; of Habba, on fire; of Esheme, eyes piercing his soul, promising him death—

—of the gullet, swallowing him, voices calling from farther and farther away as he was taken, opening his mouth, trying to tell them he was fine, he was okay, but filling it with water instead, so that his throat, too narrow, too tight, closed shut, and he strained instead, suffocated, fought—

—and the old man was shaking him awake, wearing a pained expression, but saying nothing and then, after noting that Danso was awake and it was only a dream, quietly returning to his own bed.

The next time the old man made to go out, Danso asked to go with him.

The old man snorted. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Why not?”

“Yes.”

“Why not? This is a real question?”

“I will cover myself,” said Danso. “Hide well.” He pointed to the storage area where the man stored his garb, then made the motion of draping a veil over his head. “Cover. Hide.”

The old man shook his head, then left.

Afterward, it became clear to both that paramount in Danso’s mind was the fate of his own people, since the Ololos could not be his in any way meaningful. To the old man, this had long been obvious—“Closure is one way of quieting the soul,” he’d said to Danso, once. To Danso, it was that this was to be no kind of life. There was no future here, sequestered under this mountain. Where would he go when the snow melted and the sequestering season was over? Where would he hide in an island that was all mountain and no plain? How would he live without resources?

“What you do to outlanders?” he’d asked the old man once. “If you people find one?”

“Kill,” said the old man without hesitation. When Danso’s eyes widened, he said: “Poison, mostly. Is not painful.”

“You murder outlanders?”

“How many people you think can live under this mountain in sequester season?” He put out a palm. “Mountain size the same.” He put out the opposite palm. “But people increase.” He juggled each palm, one against the other. “What you think happen?”

“But kill? Why no send them away?”

The man shrugged. “Because outlander who come here always want something, and they want to stay until they get it.”

Danso wanted to ask him how many outlanders had come here before him, but decided that it was moot. The overall answer to his problem was simple: As soon as he was healed enough, as soon as the ice started to melt, and before anyone could figure out his presence here, he would have to leave Ololo.
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More dreams. More memories assaulting his sleep. More pain, even once that bone in his foot had healed.

The faces of his friends, finding him when he least expected—not just in sleep, but during meals, during a bath, when the old man coughed, when the old man grunted in response to his morning greetings. Reminders, everywhere he went, that he surely could not stay here, that he had to find a way to get back—first, back to Namge, then the desertlands, and hopefully after, Bassa.

After days of mulling this over, he finally blurted out, during an evening meal, a single word: “Namge.”

The old man, who often ate from the same bowl as Danso—tonight was a grain meal dipped in okra soup—looked up and said: “No.”

“No?”

“No.”

“You no even hear what I have to say first.”

“No need,” said the old man. “You no go to Namge. No, you go to Hoor.”

Danso frowned. “Hoor?”

The old man nodded. “Is where your people is.”

Danso’s eyes widened. “You know my people?”

“No. But the Abenai stay in Hoor, since the Storm that Swallow Ofen. If the Abenai in Hoor, then your people there too.”

“Oh.”

“Yes.”

“Okay. So, I go to Hoor.”

“You go to Hoor.”

“How?”

The old man shrugged.

Danso slowed eating. “You… help me?”

The old man ate, silently, finished, and put away the bowl. He wished Danso a good night, then went to sleep without smoking his pipe.
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They did not speak about Hoor again until days later, when, as soon as the old man returned from his periodic trip to the community gathering centre, he said, while taking off his outer layers: “You will hide in cargo.”

Danso, lying in his resting place, rose.

“You leave tomorrow,” the old man added, and then, without further word, went to prepare his herbal pipe.

Thank you, he wanted to say to the man, but realised that the man wanted nothing at all of the sort. It had taken Danso awhile to understand this, but he realised, now, that he had not done any of this for the gratitude. He had done it to complete some part of himself. Whether that part of himself had been completed, Danso could not say, but he knew that such a grand performance of gratitude would sour the gift.

So, instead, he rose—his foot was stronger now; he could walk without the aid, mostly—and decided to do something for the man. He busied himself with small housework: replenishing the fire pit, cleaning the used dishes, putting away the clothing. Leaving, in a way, little bits and pieces of his person around. The man watched him buzz around, eyes darting to follow his movements, but said nothing.

Once done, Danso considered packing, then realised he had nothing to pack. He owned nothing, and it would be rude to ask to take any of the things the old man had lent him, seeing as they were mementos, in a way, of the man’s deceased partners. So, in lieu of that, he grabbed the only thing that he could consider his in any sense: a drawing he’d been working on, laid out by charcoal on about two feet of cloth.

It was a map of the world.

He’d started it after having to spend all his time during recovery lying down, and especially worked on it when the old man was away at the community centre. He’d started with the place he’d best known—Bassa—including all the nitty-gritty of the localities: wards, university, waypoints, rainforests, the Great Dome. Then he’d moved to Whudasha, and to the Soke mountains, the Dead Mines, the border. After that, the desertlands—Chabo, Chugoko, the northern trade route, the Sahel and the Idjama after it, the Lonely Roads East and West—down to the Forest of the Mist and the isthmus. Thereafter, the seven islands, with Ofen struck out. After, he filled out the rest of the mainland based on the little he knew—the Tombolo hamlets, the confluence, both hinterlands, the swamplands. And lastly, as an afterthought, he added the Ajabo Islands, or what he imagined would’ve been them.

In a way, it was less a map of the world and more a map of himself—all the places he’d touched, and all the places that had touched him. It was his journey described in figures, his history in wrinkled lines. Who knew if there were more histories beyond him, more places than these in the world? Who was to say that stories did not exist beyond his?

Lying there, all those days, he’d figured he could not write another codex. He could not write a new history of himself to share with others. And in a way, he did not want to—he had made too many mistakes to consider his story any kind of useful. But he could tell one of the world, a kind of tale that transcended language, and that was in itself a history of him too—of what had shaped him, and of what he’d witnessed as he was being shaped.

He presented the map to the man.

“You ask who I am, where I am from,” said Danso, spreading out the map and handing it over. “Here. This is me.”

The man sat up, peered into the map, then slowly put away his pipe before accepting the cloth. He took some time to pore over it, moving his palm over and across, as if to heal it. Then, gently, he folded it away and returned to smoking.

Danso lay down, trying to imagine what his journey to Hoor would look like, what he would do once there. First order of business would be to find Lilong’s family, let them know everything that had happened. The real truth about everything: what happened to Lilong, Issouf, Turay, and Oke (dead, for all he knew), and Jaoudou (dead, for sure); what happened to Ofen (his fault); what happened to their hidden city of ibor (gone) and its beasts (unleashed onto the world). His hope was that they would then carry this tale to the Abenai League on his behalf, while he found a way to discreetly leave the islands.

How he would achieve all of this without being discovered, he wasn’t sure. And that was only stage one. Stage two would be surviving the desertlands while finding his way back to Bassa. Stage three would be finding a way to get back into Bassa.

Impossible, all of it. Especially without any help. But he had to try.

He had almost drifted asleep, thinking about this, when he heard the old man talking. At first, he’d thought the man to be speaking to himself, but soon realised the man was speaking to him. He turned around.

“You have heard our tale of the Stone City of Risisi, yes?” More a statement than a question, so Danso nodded yes. “Real, not real, no matter. Is story about what happen when you break the world. How you repair it? How you say, I have made a mistake; now I must help. Now I must build back what I scatter.

“Whatever you have done,” said the man, choosing, this time, not to whittle down the Island Common for Danso’s benefit, “maybe you can add some good back to the world.” He tapped the rolled-up map. “To go back is maybe not to go back for yourself, but for the people there. To go back is maybe to heal the continent—if you did something to break it.”

They had never discussed it, the Ofen storm, or Danso’s involvement in that. It was understood between them that Danso had emerged from the rubble of the fallen island, but the old man had never asked, like with many things, about Danso’s role in its collapse. Now, however, he was saying that he knew—that Danso had broken the world, and was trying to fix it.

Go back for the people. Heal the continent.

Danso took the old man’s words to his last sleep in this abode. All this time, he’d been trying to save the continent, and that had led him down some horrible, horrible paths. But maybe the world did not need saving. Maybe what it needed was healing, repair, care.

Okay, then. He would go to Hoor. And sure, he would still do all the things he’d planned. But he’d try to give them all the healing, repair, and care that he could.







[image: Chapter 24.]

Danso

Ololo

First Season of the Five States

Second Mooncycle, 25–32

THE NEXT DAY, DANSO awoke to a monster-sized trunk sitting in the doorway. An old, old trunk, from a time long before this land became one of solid water. Its edges were the kind of rough that suggested it had been carved right out of the middle of some great tree.

The man stood beside it, already dressed.

“Get in,” he said. “Seal your lips, and be very still. Do not move.”

Danso did not even dress before he clambered inside. It was small, but not too uncomfortable—his head did not need to rest at an angle, his elbows did not need to be crooked at the same time as his knees, and his spine did not feel arched—not right now, at least. He was about to turn around and offer thanks and a proper goodbye, but the old man, painstakingly, was already pushing the heavy lid shut. A click—a latchkey—and another click for a final lock. Then all was thick and silent.

He tested, to start, his breathing. Shallow, but strong enough. The trunk was not airtight, which was good—air left and came in. But then, dreadfully, he considered: Was it watertight? Especially if they were going to be sailing. What if he was left in here, forgotten? What if he—

He left such imaginative questions for later. For now, comfort. He moved his body around, tried to find a better position. But a loud thud came down on the trunk. A muffled voice—the old man, from somewhere too far—barked at him in Island Common: Stop moving.

His stomach grumbled in response.

Not even breakfast, Danso thought, before realising that the small packed sacks in the trunk with him were food, drink, and a blanket. He reached for the softest-feeling sack, and from it came the smell of warm bread. He mercifully tore from the nearest and ate gratefully, then with some shame, realising he did not even thank the man for this. He did not thank the man for anything. Sure, the man did not want to be thanked, but what did it matter? He should have tried more.

Maybe Lilong had been right after all; maybe he indeed was an ungrateful little idiot.

After a while, some muffled voices. He listened, but could not make out anything. Soon, movement—the trunk was leaving the ground.

Two hard raps on the top. No words—just the raps. The old man, Danso surmised. Goodbye?

“Goodbye,” Danso whispered to himself. “And thank you.”

Then he was being hoisted away.

[image: ]
Between the old man’s abode and the dhow, and then the open Neverending Sea, Danso could only assume what was happening.

The darkness of the trunk offered little to tell of his surroundings. Sometimes, it felt brighter, other times darker; sometimes colder, other times the air was thick, humid. Otherwise, the strongest indication of where he was in this stowaway journey was the movement of the trunk.

From the abode, the movement was rough, manhandled, lacking planning. With him in it, the trunk must weigh like a mountain, but it seemed to be carried quite easily by whomever the old man had entrusted it to. He attempted to count, based on the number of shuffling feet, the distinctive grunts and barked orders to one another—one, two, three carriers.

First they went in some kind of upward direction, then suddenly down. After that, there was the sensation of being placed in something with wheels, trolley-like, and then he was rolling away. The world pitched, and he was almost vertical, careening. Then he landed, softer than expected.

All was quiet for a while, before some new movement, a little different from the last. New voices, new feet, more people. The trunk felt lighter, airier. Then, suddenly, colder.

Outside.

He could hear the crunch of their feet on the ground, the frozen water. Then hoisting, higher, higher. More lateral movement, then down again. After that, he was shoved until he hit something, and then the trunk was still and did not move again for a long time.

Danso pulled the blanket close and wrapped himself in it, drank some water from the waterskin, then lay his head down to sleep.
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When he awoke, it was colder than when he’d slept. He was no longer static, but felt movement, swift and rushed. A distant splash of water. He imagined the dhow shooting forward, imagined White Iborworkers redirecting air into its sails, Grey Iborworkers pushing back the waves, calming the turbulent waters, guiding the dhow safely to their destination.

He ate. He drank. He slept again.

Time, soon, became a jumbled mess. Nothing to tell him of day or night, of distance left to their destination. He wondered about Lilong, if this was how she’d felt stowing away onto the mainland. He found it ironic that it was he, now, a person believed dead, an outlander assumed to have perished with a sinking island, who was now smuggling himself into the place where said belief was held. He wondered if his arrival would cause the same uproar that Lilong’s had when she’d arrived in Bassa.

He dreamt. Nightmares, mostly, reliving all the most hideous moments since he left Bassa. Striking down those hunthands outside the Peace Fence. Zaq burning alive on that pyre in Whudasha. Meeting the peace officers with sewn lips in Chugoko. Kubra’s chest separated by a spear as they escaped, blood spattering his face. Commanding the genge to devour those men in the desertlands. Reaching for red ibor in Risisi.

He woke from each gasping, taking forever to recover his breath. In the dreams, he felt trapped in those moments, and it did not help when he awoke to realise that he was, in a way, trapped here too. Inside this trunk, inside this situation, inside his own mind.

He tried, after that, to stay awake as long as he could. He counted numbers, recited histories and litanies from his days of novitiate scholarhood. But lucidity, too, wore on him, so that even though his mind wished to remain awake, the bodily impossibility of it caught up with him, and soon, he was drifting off to sleep again—

—and then, the trunk was being lifted, and men were shouting, and there was no distant splash of water anymore.
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He waited until all the moving stopped. Then he waited some more, seeking assurance, listening for the exact sign the old man had whispered to him to listen out for.

Right before the trunk had been lifted, in Ololo, the old man had said, very loud—so loud, in fact, that Danso realised the man wanted him to hear it, and therefore was speaking directly to him inside the trunk:

“When you arrive,” he said, “open the lock but do not open the trunk. Give the fish an hour to breathe before opening, or you will find them all rotten.”

Fish. That was what the man had told these people was in the trunk. Danso realised this was the same reason the trunk had not been inspected in any way—these were people who trusted the old man, who had done this many times with him. It was also the old man’s way of telling Danso that this was not some kind of insider arrangement, that once the trunk arrived, Danso was on his own.

The one hour was his window in which to exit the trunk and find his own secret way into Hoor.

So Danso listened, waiting and waiting for the sound of the trunk being unlocked to happen. After what seemed like an eternity, the sound finally came, a clicking of iron against iron. A metal bang.

But then, instead of silence, a groan from the hinges, as someone lifted the heavy lid.

Danso blinked.

In the dim light of what seemed to be a storage enclosure stood five islander men. Sentries, Abenai warriors, looking down on him, arms folded.
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The warriors did not speak a word to him.

He tried to explain. He tried to tell them about Lilong, about Turay, about Ofen, about his survival, about Ololo and the old man. How he survived, how he got here, how he had a message for the Elders of the Abenai League. They listened, but they did not respond, simply taking in his message and offering nothing in return.

Just like they did at the Forest of the Mist, they blindfolded him. Unlike then, much of this trip did not happen on his own two feet, so that he was unable to understand where exactly through space and time he was being taken. Rather, he was bound hands and feet, placed in a trolley of sorts, held in place, and pushed around.

His only frame of reference was the feel of the world on his skin and the sounds around him. First they emerged from this room, and he was being pushed down bumpy narrow corridors—he could feel the walls so close, breathing down his neck. And then they were outside—light, warmth, airflow, birdcall. More bumpy roads.

“Where you taking me?” he asked in his best Island Common.

No response.

He wondered if it was the old man who had given him up, sold him out, or if it was those driving the dhow who had figured it out somehow and reported the trunk once they made land. If this was the silence with which he was going to be met during his time here, then he might never be able to tell—who had given him up, or what they were going to do with him now that he’d been found. Who knew—these could very well be his last moments, these thoughts his last thoughts. For all he knew, they were about to toss him into a vat of boiling oil.

The atmosphere changed. They were inside now, light having disappeared from his peripheral vision. The trolley changed hands—this new handler was less gentle than that who had brought him in.

The trolley pitched downward—a ramp. It grew colder.

Rattling. Wood, iron, locks.

A holding place, Danso realised. Prison. Didn’t Lilong say they didn’t have prisons in the seven islands?

They didn’t even take off his blindfold before pushing him off the trolley. He fell, shoulder crashing to the hard, cold ground. As he lay there wincing in agony, they took off his binds, and only once they were ready to shut the gates did they take off the blindfold.

Danso blinked. Before his eyes could adjust, the gates had shut and were locked. The sound of the trolley being rolled away was the last thing he heard. And then, silence.

He sat up, looked around. It was dark, but not too much for him to make things out once his eyes adjusted. His summation was this: He was in a tiny cage, last in a row of them. On one side, an earthen wall; on the other, the next cage. Each was bare, his included, with only a thatched area that he surmised was for sleeping, and a pail, which he surmised was for doing all other bodily business.

All the other cages were empty, except for the one next to him, occupied by someone who had been sitting in the dark, head bowed low. But now that he looked, they turned toward him, taking him in, and something seemed to shift in their posture.

They rose, slowly, painstakingly, and shuffled toward the wall that divided them, away from the murky darkness and into the dim light, until Danso could see them and make out all their features.

“Well, well, well,” said Esheme. “Look what the Four Winds have blown into this armpit.”
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WHEN THE STORM OF all storms—the storm that swallowed an island whole; the storm that wiped Namge clean of all life; the storm that ripped apart the house of assembly, rooted out its posts, crashed its walls into rubble, and swept its dust into the sea—ended, Esheme was still alive.

Later, when she would be asked of it—how she survived, why she believed she survived—she would not be able explain. How was one to explain that, at her most browbeaten, downcast, and hopeless, a pregnant woman, locked in the lower levels of a flimsy house, left to face the wrath of the Great Forces as they descended upon the island, was to survive? Facetious, to even entertain the thought. Arrogant, even, to pretend she could have seen it coming. Fallacious, as well, to claim it as divine intervention, as being protected by the gods—the twin moons, the three Great Forces, the Four Winds; whichever one believed in and venerated.

When the yellow woman had shut that door, and iron had clanged against iron and condemned her to a life belowground as the storms wrecked the land above, Esheme had accepted the fate she had spent so long trying to run away from. Death, she surmised, had come for her after all.

The night the storm arrived, she had lain on the cold floor, starving, shivering, the winds howled above, plucking the very skeleton of the building off the ground. When water and dirt fell upon her as cracks formed in the walls, the ceilings, the pillars that held this lower level intact crumbling, she let them. Better to be buried, she thought, than whipped up by the storm and flung into the Neverending Sea, where she would have no hope of survival. When more openings in the structure unfolded, grew wider and wider, more rain, more wind, more wet dirt crashing upon her, she gave herself to it. When the floor above her finally caved, bits and pieces falling, dirt filling her ears, eyes, mouth, posts and debris crashing in on her, she closed her eyes and hoped for a peaceful, painless death for her and her unborn child.

And then, morning came.

She couldn’t say whether it was the next morning, or many mornings after; couldn’t say when the storm had stopped and the morning began. She remembered bits and pieces of a long time lying there, hunger pangs clawing at her insides. She chewed on the dirt in her mouth, swallowed her own spittle for sustenance. She slipped in and out of dreaming, or being awake—one was indiscernible from the other. But soon, anyway, it was morning, and light streamed into the place where she lay.

She rose. She could rise, albeit weakly, knees atrophied from underuse, a weight beginning to accumulate on her lower back. She tried, stumbled forward, upward, finding that she had not been buried after all, but simply missed by the greatest of the storm’s destructions on the house of assembly. Being imprisoned belowground, it turned out, had been her saving grace. The singular place the storm had failed to significantly destroy was the belowground stronghold.

Talk about fate.

Fallacious to claim it as divine intervention? Well, it was not within Esheme’s persona to be humble. So, despite being humbled by fate, she decided to accept the easiest explanation, and therefore allow it to be accepted by those who wished to accept it: that she was, indeed, the Scion of Moons, protected by the Great Forces, the Four Winds. She was the Emperor who Refused to Die.
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The Ihinyons, the Abenai League, upon their return to Namge, found her wandering naked among the rubble, unclothed, wild, hungry, pregnant. They were not so ready or willing to believe the myth of this woman. They did not believe she could be the Red Emperor.

Impossible. A charlatan. An impersonator from Bassa, one who had taken advantage of the storm to cross their isthmus and sneak into the seven islands, and somehow—perhaps even with some kind of dark power, who knew?—survived the great storm.

They arrested her, shipped her to Hoor, and put her in holding, until they could decipher what was true, what was real, and what was not.
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Prison, at first, was not strange. What was it but a continuation of the situation in which she had found herself since she set foot upon these seven islands? At least here she was well fed, her health and that of her growing child, now almost due, often considered. Every now and then, a member of the Abenai League came down to speak to her—some who could sparsely speak High Bassai and she could try to piece together their meaning, others who couldn’t, and she couldn’t either.

What she put together was this: They, through their investigations, had surmised that she might, indeed, be the Red Emperor of Bassa. Someone, an Ihinyon, had come forward to explain something about her lost stepdaughter and a foreigner from the mainland fleeing someone they had named as the Red Emperor of Bassa and her allies. Sentries interviewed confirmed the narrative, including the murder of a strange beast at the Forest of the Mist and rounding up two separate groups of foreigners. The first group was now all missing after the flood, save for the child left behind, now taken in by a local family. The second group, well…

“That is you,” said one of the Abenai men. “But that is nothing to say you are the Red Emperor of Bassa.”

After another few days, the man returned.

“There were two of you, it appears,” he said. “We have interviewed the other foreigner, who has confirmed that, yes, you are indeed the Red Emperor of Bassa.”

“Is it Igan?” Esheme asked, perking up. Her lips had not said that name in a long time, and as soon as she said it, a great need came over her: the need for assurance, desperate assurance, that Igan was alive.

The man neither confirmed nor denied it. Rather, he said: “Going forward, we will operate under the assumption that you are the Red Emperor of Bassa, and therefore, our treatment of you henceforth will reflect that.”

True to his word, after that, Esheme’s conditions veered into brutal territory. It began first with birthing her child. Once it became clear that she was due, she was informed that the birth was to be a public event. She was not quite sure what this meant, or why, until the moment water began to trickle down her legs. Immediately, she was shuttled off to a well-decorated abode, attended to by stewards who washed her clean, shaved her head down to the scalp, and dressed her in loose but comely robes. Almost as if they wanted her to be the epitome of harmless, of fruitful, of desire. Sharp edges filed down, danger wiped away.

How could she be the Red Emperor if she was just a mere, simple, ordinary woman?

She could see the faces of neither the people guiding her—asking her to push, push, as agony shot through her body, fire radiating from her pelvis, blood and water raining down her vagina, pooling at her buttocks—nor those watching, taking in the spectacle of her suffering and ordinariness. As she birthed, an Abenai Elder spoke, exhorted, in islander language she could not understand even if she were in good mind to try, let alone when her mind was scrambled to pieces by pain. She imagined what he was saying: See how ordinary she is? How can this be the Scion of Moons? Does a Scion of Moons shit and piss herself like this? How can the Scion of Moons be just like you?

Then she heard the cry. A girl, a voice said, in High Bassai. Her mind and body melted, becoming one with each other for a new, singular purpose: Keep her alive.

“I wanted—needed—to keep you alive.” Nem’s voice, in her mind, from back when she was, what—ten, twelve season old? “Bringing you into this world saved me, Esheme. You gave me a reason to live, to push forth when all seemed against me. You are why I fight, Esheme. You are why I live.”

The newborn cries faded. Esheme waited and waited for the warmth (or cold) of the baby’s body to be placed upon her. But it never came. Instead, she was cleaned up, returned to the abode, given everything she needed to recuperate, and once the healing was done, shuttled back into holding to resume her imprisonment.

You are why I fight. You are why I live. From one generation of the MaaNem lineage to the other; and today, amid the cold and dark of imprisonment, this promise repeated to yet another: You, Little Esheme, will be why I fight. You will be why I live.
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Hours turned into days turned into fortnights. Esheme would remember the way she felt back in the Forest of the Mist, when time was nothing, and everything—it warped, distorted, and perverted every sense of reality. Food came and went—she stopped counting in order to know the days. No further visitors graced her door. The holding cell beside hers was sometimes filled, sometimes empty—mostly empty, so that she was often alone. Light came and went, but she was too weak, too consumed, to decipher which was daylight, nightlight, or torchlight.

She only cared, wanted, for one thing: to know that her child was safe and alive; to know that Igan was safe and alive.

She wanted to know where they were, what they were doing, and if they were living, thriving, in a way that she wasn’t. In the beginning, she had begged, pleaded to be offered this information. Her jailers quickly realised this to be her deepest desire, and therefore invested further in keeping this information from her, in cruel teasing, even, with some brief taste—I think maybe I see your child on my way here?—that often turned out to be a lie.

The only thing she had been able to glean was that both were still in Hoor, since Namge was being rebuilt post-storm. Upon this sliver of information, she built her own reality through imagination. She spent days upon days in the dark, imagining that Igan was now fully recovered, and had begun living cheerfully among the islanders (she had always considered Igan to be a free spirit of sorts, anyway). She thought of Igan meeting her child, them both finding friendship, perhaps even a bit of a parent-child relationship. She thought of Igan as the part of her that could be out there since she could not, experiencing the world on her behalf, giving love to her child in the way that she could not.

In this way, these dark days did not weigh upon her as drearily as she’d anticipated. Rather, what they gave her was a renewed vigor. Now, she wanted to live. She wanted to survive to witness this reality she had imagined, to emerge from this darkness and be reunited with the two people who most mattered to her in life (now that, she expected, her maa would be dead).

So, Esheme spent her days waiting for a sign. A crack of light, a smile from the gods—something, whatever it was, that offered an opportunity for her to get out of here and be reunited with her loves. She spent each day watching, waiting. Menai, Ashu, she prayed. Four Winds and Great Forces, whichever of you is listening. Show me. Show me a sign.

One day, a new tenant was brought into the holding cell next to hers. Like others before, she did not care to know or listen or speak to them. But then she turned around, and there it was, the smile from Menai: the shy Shashi boy from Bassa whose hand she once held on a walk of intendedship.
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“WELL, WELL, WELL. LOOK what the Four Winds have blown into this armpit.”

Danso’s head whipped about. No. No.

How?

How was she still alive?

Lilong had said it, with her own lips. We won, Danso. You can stop fighting now. Your greatest enemy is dead.

But no, she wasn’t dead. Here she was, in the flesh. Alive.

The woman on the other side of the enclosure was a far cry from the one who grabbed his wrist all those seasons ago and dragged him down mainway one. But here was the reality of her continued existence, slapping him in the face. Instead, it was Lilong, the one who had spoken those words of assurance, who was now gone.

How? he found himself asking. How can this be?

“Don’t pity me,” said Esheme, not bothering to cover herself. Sores opened up on her shins and her chipped fingernails sported dried blood. She wore a little smile, a tad bashful, in a manner that set ablaze Danso’s chest.

“How dare you?” were the only words that he could make. “How dare you be alive?”

His response surprised her, took her aback. For a moment, it seemed that the woman Danso knew, the one with the fire burning ferociously inside, was finally gone—replaced by someone who was indeed deeply hurt by his refusal to recognise her.

Then the smile widened into a grin, and Danso realised, Ah, there she is. There was the Esheme he knew, lurking behind those half-shut eyelids. Perhaps in time, he would come to see that some of that woman had been tempered in some way, but in this moment, he decided that whatever had done so was yet to complete the job.

“Don’t pity me,” she repeated. “I am strong yet still.”

And there it was—behind this coiled, resting figure was the snake he knew, hissing, ready to spring when the opportunity arose. He could feel, now, her looming shadow and mountainous presence, her ability to be recognised when she wanted to. And here she was, still, being recognised by him.

No, he decided, what had been tempered in her was not fully gone—perhaps only submerged was that incessant desire to swallow whole the world, to inhale it and exhale its ashes. Esheme still yearned for something he couldn’t quite place, but which he felt and understood to be, regardless, just as dangerous for everyone.

He turned his back to her, buried his head in his hands. No, no, no. How did this all go wrong? How had the triumph of his survival and escape from Ololo lead to this—this nightmare from which he could not awake?
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He stayed that way for a while, swinging between bouts of denying the reality of things and hearing Esheme calling his name softly from across the bars, trying to get his attention. He did not know what time it was, how long he stayed there, until his name on her lips began to grate at him, scratch at the nape of his neck like a slanted fingernail.

He pushed himself back into a sitting position. Esheme was leaning against the demarcation that separated them.

“Shut up, shut up, shut up,” he said. “Keep my name out of your dirty, evil mouth.”

She smiled. “You’re awake.”

“What do you want?”

“To tell you something.”

Danso shook his head. “No, no, no, no. I don’t want to hear anything from you, murderer.”

Esheme cocked her head. “Why? It’s just us murderers talking.”

For a moment, he was sure she was talking about his friends, about the people whose demise he’d catalyzed at Ofen. Then he realised she was talking about before that, about other deaths long ago, before he’d left Bassa. Those details, she’d have been privy to as Red Emperor.

“I didn’t murder those hunthands,” he said, quickly. “The Skopi—”

“Let me guess. You only Commanded your bat to do it.”

“I didn’t—”

“You sent someone else to do your dirty work, so you didn’t have to do it yourself.” She shrugged. “Sounds like someone I know.” She pointed to herself. “Except the difference is that this someone takes ownership of what she’s done.” She pointed at him. “And this someone does not.”

“Fuck you, Esheme. You don’t know me.”

“I know you are a murderer, just like me,” she said, calmly. “I know that since you left Bassa, you have done even more murdering than you did in Whudasha. And I know that if you are given the opportunity, you will do even more murdering.” She pointed to herself again. “Your friend already tried to kill me, and it didn’t work; I’m sure you will finish the job if you get a chance.”

“I fucking would.”

“Good. I’m glad we’ve got that out of the way.”

“You burned my daa alive, in front of me.”

“And your yellow friend threw my maa from a window, and yet you helped her escape. I’d say we can call that even, don’t you think?”

“MaaNem tried to murder her daa.”

“No, Oboda tried to murder her daa. My maa did not give that order, but she suffered for it anyway, because your friend was callous and stupid and vengeful.”

She let the silence hold between them, before saying: “I told you not to pity me, and I meant it. Because I do not pity you. Neither of us deserve pity.”

“Speak for yourself. You are still the evil cesspit of a person I’ve always known.”

She sat up, painfully. “Evil? I wouldn’t go so far. A little wrong every now and then, maybe. But I’d like to think there are more evils on this continent that supersede me.”

Danso scoffed. “Esheme, whatever shade of bad you think you are—whatever you think I am that is equal to what you are—multiply it in thousands. That is how dangerous you are to everything and everyone you touch.” He leaned toward her cage. “You are not a good person, Esheme. You cannot will goodness into existence. You have to be it, and you, Esheme, are not good.”

“I never said I was, or wanted to be.” She gave a small, painful shrug. “It is you who are obsessed with being good, Danso. But I am here to tell you: Good people are overrated.”

How could I ever have been intended to this… He searched for a word to describe her, but came up empty. Perhaps that was just it: She was indescribable, an endless hole of poisonous dark energy that sucked in everything that came close. She was the cataclysm that made the sister moons, the disaster that almost ended the world. Left alone, she would do exactly that. And he’d almost been a part of that journey of destruction. The idea of how narrow this miss was left him shuddering.

Danso’s disbelief must have been obvious in his expression, because Esheme started to laugh.

“Maybe I was wrong,” she said. “Perhaps the boy is a boy still.” She shook her head like a disappointed parent. “Grow up, Danso.”

“Fuck you.” He returned to his dark corner and slept.
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Danso dreamt of his daa, of the times before his uncles came to live with them. Once the pogroms were over and it was obvious the Ajabos—and Danso’s maa—were never coming back. When his daa had finally given up his scholar dreams and committed to being a single parent—before he’d become consumed by his new vocation as a physician. There had been a few mooncycles there when it was just a stillness, a silence, and it was just the two of them, basking in it together. They would work their small house garden together, harvesting tomatoes, peppers, bitter leaves. They’d skip the mooncrossing festivals (“I don’t want to run into former colleagues,” Habba would say) and they would instead take long walks into the emptied adjoining wards. Together, they’d watch the sister moons exude the brightest light upon Bassa. Perhaps, in the same way, Danso felt the light in their lives rise after a dark period of loss—of his maa, and of his daa’s vocation.

It took him awhile after he jerked awake from this dream-memory to realise that something—someone—was missing from it. Zaq had often left them alone when they went on these traipses together, but he had been on the fringes of those times, ensuring everything about their lives went smoothly while they slow-grieved. It struck Danso how much of his life had been dependent on others doing their part, Zaq included. It hurt even more, now, that it was his failure to see this that had led to Zaq dying, and to everything about his life becoming upended. It was why he’d clung so fast to this new idea of needing power, desiring it, in order to make his way in the world.

He’d wanted it for good, but look where it’d brought him: a bad place for him; a bad place for everyone.

Perhaps Esheme was right: Good was overrated.

“Are you awake, Danso?” she called from her cage. Danso, his back to her, did not turn. Now, if there was one person who did not contribute positively to his current predicament, it was the woman on the other side of this cage.

“Danso.” She was just as insistent as when they’d still been intended. Perhaps she thought she still owned him, as she’d believed back then.

He rose, this new conviction in his throat, and turned to her:

“I will kill you,” he said. “Just so you are aware, and so you do not confuse my speaking with you here as forgiveness. I will kill you, as soon as I get the chance.”

Esheme chuckled. “Then get in line.”

“You think it’s funny, making so many enemies?”

“I think it’s funny,” she said, “that your yellow friend said those exact words.” She spread her hands out. “But I am here, and she is not.”

Danso heard the smirk in her tone, the subtle dig, the goading asking him to do something, try something. And by Menai, there was not a bone in his body that did not yearn to accede, to give in and squeeze himself out of this cage, grab her stupid face and dig both thumbs into her eyes, push as hard as he could.

But this was Esheme, after all. There was always something up her sleeve. He knew she was trying to get him to act out of turn, perhaps get himself transferred or beaten or punished somehow. But no, he would not give her that satisfaction. He would wait, bide his time, beat her at her own game. And when the time was right, he would strike.

He took one deep breath, another, then sat facing her.

“All right,” he said. “What do you want?”

“I am going to offer you a proposition,” she said. “You will want to reject it, because you are stupid. But I will offer it anyway, and cross my fingers that the stupid part of your brain will lose, and the little sensible part left will guide you from here onward.”

“Well, you are doing a very good job of convincing me already,” said Danso. “Why not insult all my forebears while you’re at it, so I can really be convinced.”

“Listen to me,” said Esheme. “This is no joke. Let me know now whether you’re going to be serious, or if I should put my efforts somewhere else.”

There was something about her words this time. They had energy, verve, authority. She knew what she was talking about and seemed excited, and perhaps a bit nervous, about what she was about to say.

“I think you are very rude,” he said, “and if you weren’t too busy murdering scores of people, someone should’ve slapped that dirty mouth of yours and set you straight.”

Esheme laughed. “Ah, a comeback. You are truly a far cry from the Danso I used to know.”

Danso kissed his teeth, long and hard. “Talk now, or I’m out. What is your proposition?”

“I know how to get us out of here,” she said, matter-of-factly. “But it will require your cooperation.”

Danso laughed a dry, acerbic laugh. “And what would you have me do? Dig a hole for us to crawl through?”

“No. Much less laborious than that.” She was straight-faced when she said: “I want you to request a trial with the Abenai Elders. And when you get there, I want you to make a case for my release.”
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HE WAS STILL THINKING about her proposal when they came to get him the next morning. Three Abenai warriors, silent, just like those who had brought him in. They did not bind him this time, however, or place him in a trolley. Rather, they walked him through what he realised was indeed the corridor he had come down, but made a different turn, emerging in a washing area, where a scrubbing sponge and some water awaited, and they threw him some new wrappers.

They did not leave, however, but turned their backs and waited.

Wordlessly, he scrubbed the stink of days in the trunk and in the cage off himself, skin raw by the time he was done. The dry wrappers stuck to his wet body, but the warriors cared little, pointing and gesturing for him to proceed in each new direction they pointed. They did not speak his language, and did not know if he understood theirs, so they did not bother to try.

But he was soon robbed of that notion when he was taken through another corridor, down and then up another pair of stairs, and emerged into a great, flat building that sprawled and sprawled as far as he could see.

It was in this building—in the very first room into which he was ushered—that he saw what he was here for.

Twelve Elders, sitting around a stool, toward which he was marched and pushed down to sit. The Elders perked up now that he was here.

A young girl walked out, before the Elders, and stood beside him.

Lumusi.

She offered a wan smile, whispering: “I’m sorry.”

A nearby Elder issued a sharp rebuke in Island Common, one that brought her back to attention, and drew an audible response from a group off to the side, the first time Danso was noticing them. It was the rest of Lilong’s family—Ma Guosa, with her son Kyauta. Each held a child in their arms. After a moment, Danso was convinced one of them was Thema, who they had left behind, and he wondered who the other young child—a baby, really—was.

Ma Guosa smiled at him, nodded. Kyauta did not smile, but acknowledged him with a nod as well, while bouncing around to keep the child in his arms quiet.

Now Danso’s heart felt both damaged and relieved. Damaged that he was going to have to tell them all that Lilong was dead. Relieved that they were all alive, and weren’t currently being punished for the deeds of their daa and siblings, or worse, for his own sins.

The Elder who had spoken earlier, a big man with thick forearms, leaned forward.

“Outlander,” he said, addressing Danso in High Bassai, a surprising sound Danso had not heard in ages, “I will speak this once to you, and only this time, in this tongue. We have questions for you, but you do not speak our tongue. However, we will continue to speak to you in ours, because we do not wish to sully our mouths with the language of Bassa.” He gestured toward Lumusi. “Therefore, we have brought in this young scholar to translate. You may respond in your tongue—we will understand you. But we will not speak it.”

He leaned back. Another Elder—a small, bald man—leaned forward, and said something in Island Common.

“Speak the truth,” said Lumusi, interpreting. “That is the highest demand of you today.”

After this, the Elders asked him question after question, and he answered as honestly as he could. They wanted to know how he arrived at Hoor, who had helped him. He was honest that he did not know much about the old man, or how his passage had been secured. He told them how he had survived Ofen—or how he believed he had—and what had happened there. He did not tell them, of course, that it was his actions that had triggered the collapse of the city, but he told them everything else.

They wanted to know how he arrived at the Forest of the Mist. He told them of the journey west, working back to his time in Chabo, to crossing the Dead Mines, to his time in Bassa before and after meeting Lilong. They asked clarifying questions, but were otherwise very patient about things. This meant that the queries took hours, and after a while, they had to stop so food and drink could be brought in. He was allowed to eat in silence, and Lumusi was allowed to reconvene with her family, while the Elders deliberated in low tones.

He did wonder what information they sought in particular. A key part of that question was answered when, as soon as they reconvened, an Elder threw a bound volume of sheafs down at Danso’s feet. They slapped the dust and silenced the room.

Danso would recognise his codex anywhere.

He glanced at Lumusi, who was now back with her family. She offered an apologetic look.

“We have all read your own words, and committed them to memory,” said the Elder, in High Bassai. “We have young Lumusi to thank for bringing this to us when we asked. Now, we are able to determine where you have been lying, and where you have not.” He leaned back. “You have not lied. Not so far. But you have omitted.”

Danso’s heart pounded. Surely, there was no way of knowing what had happened in the Stone City? Not unless…

There was no way any of them was alive, and here, was there?

But then he thought of Esheme, and how everyone so far whom he thought had perished had discovered a knack for returning to life. Could it be possible? That Lilong, Turay, Issouf, Oke—that at least one of them was here?

The Elder waved a hand and said something in Island Common. Someone opened a door to the room, and a man walked through. But it was not Turay, and it was not Issouf. Rather, it was a much older man, yet another Elder. But he stared at Danso with a venom that seemed to suggest he knew Danso quite well, or that he had something to settle with him.

“You killed my son,” said the man, in High Bassai. “You and that—that bastard girl! You sent him to his grave!”

Danso looked to the Elders for help. Surely they knew the truth? That he did not—

“You should be punished!” Turay’s daa continued. “You should never be allowed to go free!”

The ranking Abenai Elder gestured once more. Silent warriors converged on Danso. He didn’t resist, didn’t ask what they were going to do with him (put him back in the cage, he presumed). Rather, he tried his best to hold the eyes of Lilong’s family, her step-maa and siblings and their babies.

I’m sorry, he hoped his eyes said. I’m sorry for everything.
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Danso spent the night back in his cage trying to ignore Esheme’s pressing questions. He wondered what it was that he’d been accused of omitting, and what the league was going to do with him now.

“What did they say?” Esheme asked, for the umpteenth time.

“Like I said a dozen times, I was too busy answering their questions to ask any of mine.”

“Then you should request another meeting,” she pressed. “Ask for—”

“You know,” said Danso, turning in his bedding to face her side of the cage, “I may be executed tomorrow, do you understand that?”

“These people do not execute. If they did, they would have done so to me long since.”

“Then perhaps I am kept here forever! Perhaps I rot in this cage, never seeing the light of day again, a rotten and bitter end to my life. That possibility exists for me right now. And yet, all you care about is a meeting—your meeting, a meeting to liberate you.”

“Not me. Us.”

“You don’t care a lick about us, Esheme. You only care about you. So, fuck off to your side of the wall, and find your own way to free yourself, while I find mine.”

He turned his back to her and tried to sleep.

“Ask for another meeting,” she said, before fading into her corner.
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They sent for him again, sooner than he’d thought. This time, the room was empty, only an Elder or two.

“We have deliberated on your issue,” said the presiding Elder, “and have decided that despite your missteps, you are not, at this time, a threat to us. But you are an outlander, and you have arrived here without permission. Therefore, we will determine the adequate response for your situation. Until then, you will be released from holding, and allowed to live here, in Hoor, under contained circumstances.”

“Contained how?” he asked, but the man only responded to the Abenai warriors in Island Common: “Take him. Let him see.”
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FOR THE FIRST TIME, he saw Hoor.

In many ways, it reminded him of Namge. The coast was just as receded, eating its way into the community, though not as badly as in Namge. The houses were built in the same threes of front house, middle house, and back house; most of the back houses here were yet to be washed away. The people, most of whom stopped to stare openly at him as he was led through the community, looked pretty much like the warriors on Namge had looked—mostly yellow in complexion, every fourth or fifth person a completely different complexion, with none of that meaning anything. No castes, no separations, nothing that suggested that any one person was above the other.

By now, he understood that they had seen two other outlanders, so it was not the presence of an outlander that sparked interest. It was the presence of this outlander, the one who they said survived the plagues, survived the Storm that Swallowed Ofen. There was a healthy mix of awe, surprise, disappointment, and disdain, if he put all the looks together, and some of the words in Island Common that he caught as they passed by.

They did not go through Hoor proper, but through what constituted a backroad in these parts. He understood, now, that where he’d been held and interrogated—where Esheme herself was being held—was Hoor’s own house of assembly. A flat house, similar to Namge’s, if only more sprawling. More populated, too, seeing as no storm was forthcoming here. Same with these backroads—populated even more than Bassa’s. He wondered what the island’s central quarter must look like. This was his fourth island of all seven now—well, six—and he was still yet to sit among the people, learn from them, enjoy their company. He was still, in many ways, hiding—and perhaps he might only ever experience the islands this way.

When they finally arrived at the place they were going, it was some kind of camp. A series of temporary dwellings for those displaced from other islands by the storm. Many of the dwellings sat empty, and the camp bore the look of something abandoned, something built for people who weren’t here. Most, it seemed, had returned to where they had come from—Namge, he guessed, and the other outward-facing islands like Ufua and Sibu-Sibu.

The dwelling they took him to did not seem as temporary as the others. It was slightly larger than most, for one, and had some permanence built into its construction, including an outhouse, and some use of firmer earthen material—most were built with temporary thatching. The warriors leading him planted him outside and announced themselves to the inhabitants.

When the dweller emerged, Danso finally understood.

“Well,” said Ma Guosa, a sad smile on her face. “Blessed day, yes?”

Behind her, her two children emerged. Kyauta, holding on to the young Thema, whose toddler fists were wrapped tightly around his fingers, and who it turned out was now able to walk. The little child blinked at him. Then came Lumusi, who immediately ran up and embraced him. The warriors allowed it.

And then a third person, holding the second child, the baby.

It took Danso a moment to deduce what he was seeing. And once he did, something primal, deep-seated, and hateful, arose in him. He felt the urge—like he’d felt upon seeing Esheme—to lunge, to grip this person by the neck, to squeeze tight.

“The axe wielder,” he said, finally, by way of recognition. “The Left Hand of Darkness.”

Igan smiled. “I do not call myself that anymore.”

They looked very different from that night in the Dead Mines, when they’d had a boot on Kakutan’s back and held their long axe against her neck, when they’d swung that axe and brought down his Skopi. Here, they resembled a homesteader, one who had returned from a long day in the field. They were no longer bald—their hair had grown in the time since, and they had kept it neat and tidy with plaits similar to the ones Lumusi wore—done by Ma Guosa, if he had to guess. Dressed in islander clothing too. In this way, if they had not stood here, among these people, he might never have even realised who he was looking at.

“Perhaps you should,” said Danso. “Lest anyone forget what you’ve done.”

Igan nodded sombrely. “I deserve that.”

“Indeed.”

“And I want you to know—I am sorry. For killing your bat.”

Danso scoffed. What was it about these islands? They seemed to have a restorative quality, wherein everyone who stepped foot here somehow wished to abandon whoever they were before, start anew, become someone else, the old washed away.

But as he thought this, he realised the same applied to him. Here he was, being given another chance, one he intended to take. Who was he to judge others for doing the same?

“You leave him with us,” said Ma Guosa to the warriors, who finally turned away and left. She clapped her hands and beckoned for Danso to come in. Kyauta lifted Thema onto his hip, patted Danso on the shoulder by way of a welcome, and went back inside with Lumusi. Only Igan stayed, swaying slightly from side to side with the baby, who seemed to be delighted by the afternoon breeze.

“Whose child is that?” he asked.

Igan angled their head. “You don’t know?”

He shook his head. Igan smiled, then ventured forward, until they were standing so close that Danso could smell the baby’s milky belch, could see their miniature toes, their pink lips, the immaculate whites of their eyes. A Shashi baby, judging by the complexion. And only when the child was this close did it all click for Danso, even before Igan said it.

“Jali,” said Igan, “meet Little Esheme.”
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After the drudgery and despondence of his brief imprisonment, coupled with living in the shadows of Ololo, time with Lilong’s family was a true, bright revelation. Bright, in that it was indeed the first time he could recall being in the light for so long. It was the first time he could be himself—an outlander, a visitor, a foreigner—without having to couch it in anything else. It was the first time he didn’t feel like he needed to look over his shoulder, or worry that he was going to be killed in his sleep. Many of his loved ones were gone, yes, but so were his enemies. Everyone here was closer to a neutral party—and for Danso, being someone who was usually perceived as either friend or foe, this was the most neutral perception he’d received for quite a while.

For a situation that looked very much unlike freedom, Danso felt, indeed, very free.

The family had stayed on Hoor, Ma Guosa informed him over the meal on the first day, because they were tasked with caring for all the outlanders that had arrived, and the Elders did not want them to go too far, where they couldn’t keep an eye on them. Much of Namge had been destroyed in the storm and was being rebuilt, perhaps even their abode included, so they agreed. The Elders had given them the largest dwelling they could find that wasn’t already occupied.

“I can’t complain,” he told her. “I’ve lived in worse conditions.”

[image: ]
The only thing left to do after was wait, and wait he did, with no further word forthcoming from the Elders for days.

Rather, he spent the days watching the family’s comings and goings. Ma Guosa doing her utmost best to demonstrate that she was capable, that the family was capable of surviving anything that was thrown at them. Kyauta, forced to grow up too quickly, fiercely by her side, fiercely protective of the family, and of Thema, whose care he’d come to regard as his sole duty. Lumusi, floating from point to point to point, showing up wherever she was needed, slinking away when she was not, to nurture her singular dream of becoming a storyteller—a possibility that shrank every day with the growing dysfunction of the islands, and the eyes of the Elders on her.

It was with Igan that Danso did not quite know what to do. He’d learned, from Lumusi, that it was rumoured Igan had not simply been the Red Emperor’s enforcer and close advisor, but her lover as well. This made him even more wary of them, particularly when he’d also learned—this one from Igan themself—that they’d once been a part of the Coalition for New Bassa, the resistance faction hijacked by Esheme to propel her rise to Red Emperor.

“So you betrayed them?” They were sitting outside, in front of the dwelling—Danso spent much of his time outdoors, having seen so little of it recently. Igan spent much time outside because the baby—Esheme’s baby, whom they were yet to name, and simply, for now, called Little Esheme—preferred it to being cooped up inside. So it was that they often ended up crossing paths, Danso and Igan, and after their initial silences stretched too long and it became impossible to avoid each other, they began to talk, and the unsavoury truths about themselves finally began to leak out.

“I left them,” Igan corrected, bouncing the child on their lap. “They were losing sight of what we set out to achieve.”

“Which was?”

“Removing the hold the Idu nobles had on the continent.”

“And replace it with an impulsive woman who depends on death for her power?”

Igan sighed. “When you put it like that.”

There was some exasperation there, Danso sensed. Some regret, some submission to the inevitable outcome.

“I’m surprised they let you stay,” he said.

“I was wounded when we arrived,” said Igan, pulling up their tunic to reveal a thick gash of a scar on their ribcage. “Can’t really move too quickly now, even after healing. They’ve deemed me a minimal threat.” They tilted their head in the general direction of the house of assembly. “Not her, though. Say they can’t risk it with her, especially being a Red Iborworker. Plus, they say with what she’s done…” Igan trailed off.

Thema emerged from the house then, giggling and toddling around in the front yard. With no Kyauta in sight, Igan put down Little Esheme to crawl around, so that the two children ran circles around each other, amusing themselves with even more giggling and toddling around.

Danso watched the two children, reflecting on how so much had changed since that day in the library when he’d found the Manic Emperor’s codex. Who would’ve known that only a few seasons later, he would be looking at two children who, in that other world—the one he had always known and lived in, and had expected to live in forever—would never have even touched their feet to the same sand. They would never have met each other, or be allowed to meet each other, and even if they did by chance, they were likely to be instant enemies by virtue of where they came from. But look at this—look at them, now, toddling in the sand, laughing their little brains off, having the utmost joy of their lives.

This was it, wasn’t it? This was what the world was meant to be like. And it could still be, if only he could try; if only they would let him.

“How is she?” Igan asked.

“Esheme?”

“I know you saw her in there.”

“She’s…” Danso angled his head. “You know how she is.”

“No, I don’t.” Igan refocused their attention on the children. Thema was trying to pick up Little Esheme, in the same way Kyauta often picked her up, and was failing.

“They don’t let me see her,” said Igan. “Said we could conspire. Which is unfortunately true.”

Danso chuckled. “Well.”

“Is she doing okay in there?”

Danso sighed. “All I can say is—she’s alive.”

“For how much longer, do you anticipate?”

He shook his head. “I don’t think anyone can kill that woman. Not if she doesn’t want to die.”

Igan nodded. “I guess that’s true.” Then: “You think she wants to?”

“Wants to what?”

“Die?”

Danso had not quite considered this aspect. Only now that Igan said it did he realise that this was a possibility. Then his mind went back to her proposal—no, that did not sound like someone who wanted to die. That sounded like someone who wished to live, if only for something.

He watched the baby crawl around Thema, who was making a show of chasing her.

“She wants to see her baby,” said Danso. “So maybe not until then.”

Igan nodded. “Then I will keep her. Until she’s ready.”

“You will stay here? Even if you are freed?”

“I have already been freed,” said Igan. “I am here of my own will.”

“Oh?” He had not quite seen such devotion—not to Esheme, at least. “Why?”

Igan pointed to the baby. “She deserves people in this world who care dearly for her. And she deserves to be somewhere she isn’t looking over her shoulder, hunted because of something her maa did. She deserves freedom.”

“And you? What about you?”

They shrugged. “What about me?”

“You don’t want to return to Bassa?”

“To do what?”

“I don’t know—go home?”

Igan looked up at the sky. “I have fought the most I can for Bassa. There is no home for me there, because there is nothing left for me to fight for.”

“What do you mean?” Danso felt his voice rising. “What about the people who live there? What about the fate of the continent, the very crisis you helped create?”

Igan was nodding. “Yes. I blame myself. I blame myself every day. But I cannot help in all the ways I used to. My injuries mean I can no longer be a fighter. I am no Iborworker, and I hold no power without the Red Emperor. I am therefore useless to Bassa.” They pointed to the children. “Here, though—being here means something. I’m staying where I mean something.”

Danso scoffed, rose. “You’re a coward. You caused this—you and her, you both caused this. And now you want to run away from it?”

“Maybe,” said Igan. “Then again, if you did not steal that manuscript, we might not be here at all. Yet here you are, also running away. Maybe before you call me a coward, you do something first.”

Danso left in a huff. Later, at bedtime, before he slept, Igan’s accusation replayed in his mind. I did do something, he thought, annoyed. But he’d been wrong that time, and look what it caused. Who knew how long the islands themselves would last now, with what he’d unleashed? Who knew what would happen to the continent?

Was Igan right? Am I a coward? His mind drifted, then, to Esheme’s proposal. At least she was trying to do something, and she was asking for his help, however small. Perhaps there was more than one way to not be a coward.
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HE SENT A MESSAGE, via Ma Guosa, to the Elders of the Abenai League. He wanted to visit Esheme in holding.

Absolutely not, was the reply.

He continued to press. When asked why, he had a straightforward response: Justice is still possible, and war is not inevitable.

Eventually, he was allowed to meet with her, under the supervision of at least one Abenai Elder.

On the day of the scheduled visit, he was accompanied by two warriors and the presiding Elder of the league, the big man with big forearms. So far, none of the Elders had volunteered their names, even though Ma Guosa had tried to explain what role each played. The only thing he knew was that two Elders apiece represented each of the seven islands, save for Ofen, the uninhabited island that had no formal representation. He learned that it was the Elders from Ololo who had, along with Turay’s daa, most called for his imprisonment, seeing as it made them look bad that their home had contributed to his survival. Luckily, the others were more wedded to the Ihinyon tradition of no long-term imprisonment.

“Remember,” said the Elder. “We understand your tongue.”

They did not meet Esheme in her cage. Rather, she was brought out to meet them in the same room where Danso had been grilled. She had not been given the same courtesy of a bath, however, and stank to the high heavens. Her hair was damp and raggedy, her clothes filthy. Still, she sat poised, as if upon the Elephant Throne.

“Tell them the plan,” Danso told her, when he was given permission to speak.

Esheme, confused, glanced at him. Are you sure?

“Tell them the plan,” he repeated.

And so she told them. It was simple, really: that they help her return to Bassa.

“And why would we want to do that?” asked the Elder.

“Because I can help you get rid of the Sahelian,” she said. “I spent time with him in the desertlands. I know him—I know what he wants.” She pointed at the Elder. “And he wants your ibor.”

“That you have said, many times,” the Elder replied. “But you have no evidence of this, or that he knows how to find us, or what we have.” The man angled his head. “Well, what we had. It is no longer there, is it? So what is there to protect anymore?”

“Maybe nothing,” Esheme replied. “But maybe you wish to protect your people from a war that is sure to reach these shores?” She shrugged. “And maybe he does not know his way through the Forest of the Mist yet. But the Sahelian is patient. If he wants to find the isthmus, he will find it.”

“How do we know you simply won’t return with him? Join forces to conquer the seven islands?”

She looked up at the ceiling. “The Sahelian has taken things from me that he does not deserve. I will do all I can to stop him. If you give me the chance.”

The Elder looked to Danso. “And you—what is to be your role in this?”

“To ensure she performs this task,” he said, “and intervene if she strays.”

The Elder rose, waved his hand at her, and simply said one word: “No.”
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Back in what was now the Guosa house, Danso wondered if it was worth it, pursuing Esheme’s proposal. Risking angering the Elders, who were also yet to decide his fate. But what other option did he have? What was he to do—stay here? Keep living with Lilong’s family and their adopted outlanders, in the shadow of Lilong’s absence? Lying to them every day about what had really happened in Risisi? How long until it was discovered that he had been the catalyst for the destruction the seven islands had so far faced?

He needed to get out of here, and if he was being honest with himself, this proposal with Esheme was the perfect opportunity.

Not just to escape this place, and not just to return home, but also to redeem himself. To do all the things he’d initially set out to do—fix all his mistakes in one go. Prevent war, prevent more deaths, save everyone. Take everything back to how they used to be on this continent.

[image: ]
They let him see her one last time, in her cage.

She seemed more despondent now, more surrendered to her fate. And though he was moved to feel pity for her, he had known her long enough to be wary of such feelings, to know that very little of what Esheme did was not a ruse, a play tailored to each audience. He was here for a reason—he stuck firmly to that.

“So,” he said, when they let him speak.

“You’ve got me another meeting.” She said it like a proud parent, like it was her belief in him that had spawned the results, and not the work of his own hands.

“No,” he said. “I got you a trial.”

A brief flash of irritation, breaking through her personage. Ah, he thought. There’s the old Esheme I know.

“That is the condition,” he said. “A trial. And in that trial, I will be allowed to make the case for your release. For that, I have a few further conditions.”

She nodded, realising now what he was doing—taking the reins.

“I have one purpose—to return to Bassa. So I will argue for you to come with me. I will argue that taking you back to vie against the forthcoming war, whether by argument or by being subjected to a further fair trial for your deeds, should be enough to stop the war. And then, when the war is stopped, those whom you have most wronged may have the most voice in determining your fate.” He opened his hands. “A fair proposal, you must agree.”

She smiled. “I see you are enjoying this.”

He laughed dryly. “Oh, you have no idea.”

“So, this is what you want, then?”

“Oh, no,” he said. “What I want is to strangle you for what you have done to me, to my family, my friends, to this continent. But this, I will settle for. If the Elders agree to it, that is. I believe this is as close as I can get to what Lilong would have wanted. So I do this, in some way, to honour her memory.”

“I see.”

“That will be my proposal to the Elders.” He leaned forward. “Now, for my proposal to you, a take-it-or-leave-it situation—we do this only on the condition that you never, ever, desire a return to being emperor. Not the Red Emperor, not a green emperor, not a leader of any kind, of any people, anywhere on this continent. You will never desire ibor, and you will never touch the stone-bone ever again—if you do, I will make it my business to hunt you down and kill you with my own bare hands.” He sat back. “If you live—and that is a big if—then this is the price. You live out your days somewhere in relative obscurity, and in peace and quiet.”

She nodded. “Peace and quiet.”

“Yes.”

“That, I can do.”

“You say that now. But I know you, Esheme.”

She smiled. “But you don’t know me at all, Danso.”

It took him aback, this. In a way, she was right. He knew her even less now—she had indeed changed so much. Maybe for the better, who knew? Perhaps the Esheme on the other side of this could indeed be a better one. However, he could not take that chance, not at this time, at least.

“And my baby?”

“Your baby?” The question caught him off guard, even though he’d known she’d ask.

“You have seen her, have you not?” she pressed, a knowingness in her gaze.

“She is doing well. Cared for.”

“And what will happen to her, amid all this?”

Danso shrugged. “I don’t get to decide that. The league does.”

“Ah. The league will decide.” Esheme smiled a small, sad smile. “And therefore you may absolve yourself of the guilt of sentencing a woman to the punishment of never setting sight on her child again.”

Danso sat with that for a moment. Finally, he rose, ready to go.

“You have sentenced far more people to never seeing their parents and children again,” he said. “If this is the only justice we get, then it will be worth it.” He turned, paused. “And if what I have seen is true, then perhaps it is for the best that your daughter never gets to meet you. It is for the best that she never knows she has a monster for a maa.”

He let the warriors shut the cage.
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THE TRIAL OF THE Red Emperor of Bassa took place at the house of assembly. Every member of the Abenai League was present, all twelve of them dressed for the occasion. Danso had not quite so far seen what the official regalia of the Ihinyon islands looked like, but when the Elders came in, he realised that was what each wore—a feathered hat, a flowing tunic, and fitted sandals. He himself was dressed in something similar, picked out for him by Ma Guosa and Lumusi, from among Issouf’s old clothes. The family and all other members of the public were not allowed to attend. This was leadership business only.

Then came Esheme, the centre of attention. This time, she had been allowed to prepare herself: a bath, new clothing, new makeup. She looked, if not like the Red Emperor, then at least like a human being— not like a prisoner. She was no longer bound, but allowed only to stand at the assigned spot and wait to be asked to speak.

The presiding Elder said: “Today, we may attempt to ascertain whether the Red Emperor of Bassa, standing before us, may be punished for her crimes—against us, and against the larger people of this continent—or if she may be allowed the opportunity to redeem herself. Each Elder will present their argument, as will any other interested parties. Then we will decide.” He sat back. “We may begin.”

For the first hour and more, each Elder presented their argument, which was typically succinct, and which touched on the same points: murder, thievery, oppression, lack of remorse. Each agreed that the Red Emperor might have, since then, suffered various losses—particularly those of her own body (Danso learned, here, that Little Esheme was her maa’s last opportunity at parenthood, her body finally given over to the strains of ibor use) and of her child for all this time. But each agreed that whatever she had suffered could not compare to the sufferings of those she had wronged. Therefore, it was generally understood that some additional suffering was to be in order.

Murder was out of the question. Danso would come to learn that, for a people as rigid and secretive as the Ihinyons, Lilong had been right about that one thing—they did not find murder to be useful punishment. They also were not quite sold on lengthy periods of imprisonment—as it stood, Esheme’s tenure in holding was exceeding the allowable limits, after which, by their own laws, they were required to free her.

It was here that they predominantly disagreed on the appropriate option. Some asked for her to be banished, exiled via the Forest of the Mist through which she came. Others pointed out the fact that she could return for vengeance with a powerful ally, since she already knew the way here. Yet others pointed out that even if she didn’t return to visit harm upon them, could they ever forgive themselves if she went on to regain power and continued to harm others? But what other permanent solution existed beyond freeing her, imprisoning her, or putting her to death?

It was within this disagreement that Danso found an entry point for his argument. Once given the floor, he presented his case.

“Let me take her,” he asked. “Back to Bassa, to be tried for her crimes by those whom she has directly impacted. This way, you get a permanent solution, one which you do not have to carry out for yourselves.”

They did not like that. Particularly not the aspect wherein they sent off two outlanders whom they did not trust.

“What do you get out of it?” asked the presiding Elder.

“Redemption,” he said. “For myself.”

“And for everyone else? What do they gain?”

“No war,” said Esheme, from where she stood. “They get to not—” A nearby warrior wrapped a palm around her mouth, sealing her off.

“You speak when you’re spoken to,” said the presiding Elder. “You are not an emperor here. You are not an emperor anywhere.”

Esheme swallowed and retreated. Danso picked up her thread.

“Yes,” he said. “The two warring factions of Bassa—the two peoples who will bring war to your doorstep—consider her to be their sworn enemy. Therefore, when we return, she will present herself and broker a deal.” He spread out his hands. “She can offer an exchange—give herself over, if only to stop the war.”

Esheme, from over her corner, shifted uncomfortably. He ignored her—did she want to go home or not?

“And then she will face punishment?”

Danso nodded. “I can even see to it myself.”

“You fool!” screamed Esheme. “I am not for sale!”

But the Elders were already deliberating.

“Listen to me,” Esheme said, to any who would listen. “This Sahelian, Kangala—he’ll have already conquered Bassa as we speak. He will have his sights set on here. You and your stone-bone will no longer be secrets to the mainland. Your power will be coveted by all, and the only way to prevent further incursions is to negotiate an agreement. I can be your envoy, if you’ll let me.”

The plea fell on deaf ears. The Elders continued deliberating, which was why they did not see the third person enter until they were standing before them.

The Elders turned at once.

“State your business here,” said the presiding Elder, holding out an arm to prevent the warriors surging forward. “And why have you come here with that?” The man was pointing to the bundle in their hands.

Igan turned around to look at Esheme. “Would you like to hold her?”

The Elders were already voicing their refusal, but Esheme’s lips were already trembling, her eyes shiny with tears. Her nod was small and imperceptible, in the most un-Esheme-like manner possible. Igan, ignoring the calls of the Elders, shuffled over to Esheme, stopping before the warriors who had blocked her off.

“Someone must hold the child while I speak,” said Igan, one eye on the Elders.

“And who says you can speak here?” asked the presiding Elder.

“Each Elder will present their argument, as will any other interested parties,” Igan recited. “Your words. And I am simply here to present my case—as an interested party.”

“Interested party in what way?”

“The Red Emperor’s spouse.”

The room gasped. The presiding Elder’s frown deepened. He turned to Danso. “Is this true, outlander?”

Danso bit his lip, then said: “Yes, of course, Elder. The Left Hand of Darkness has been the Red Emperor’s partner for as long as I was unable to become just that.”

It was a lie, of course, but buried so far within truth. He had told them, after all, of their walks of intendedship, documented them in his codex.

The presiding Elder relaxed. “Well, then. State your case.”

The warriors parted. Igan placed the baby gently in Esheme’s arms. Esheme received the child, then, slowly, sank into a sitting position, rocking back and forth. Then Igan left and took the stand.

“As you can see,” they said, “the Red Emperor will do anything for her child. She is committed to the survival and thriving of this child. This child is the reason she has stayed alive and cooperated with you and given everything you have asked. It is why, if you ask anything of her now, she will do it. But I promise you—if you ask for anything that separates her from her child, you will meet resistance. No parent will ever forsake their child if they can help it.”

The words were not new to Danso. In fact, after he had agreed to the trial, he had returned to Igan, putting aside their differences, and asked for their help. How could they convince the Elders to do the unthinkable? So this had been their plan—some combination of carefully scheduled surprise, a bit of dramatic performance, carefully worded truths that within them contained harmless lies, and an overwhelmingly emotive argument that placed at its centre not the laws and demands of the seven islands or the continent, but the human fate of this little baby.

“Keep her here, don’t keep her here, it won’t matter,” Igan was saying. “I was with her when the Sahelian arrived. I watched him work, watched him snake his way into everything and everywhere. He threw a spear into me, right here.” Igan placed a hand on their ribcage. “We know he now sparks a war on the mainland. When that is over, he will look for new places to snake his way into. If he has ibor now—and he may, seeing what has happened since Ofen—then he will be more powerful when he returns. If he does not have ibor, he will be even more dangerous—he will want it more. He is adamant, and he does not stop.

“So send her away, don’t send her away—but war is coming for us anyway. And the only person whose presence on the mainland will be enough to put a halt to war is hers. The only person who can convince either party to prevent this war is her. So, I agree with the jali here. Send her back. Let her repair the world. Let her make this continent a safer place for her daughter to grow up in.” Igan turned to point at maa and baby, rocking in a corner. “That is the thing she most desires, and it is the same thing you and I, all of us here, most desire. Help her do it. Help her save us all.”

Danso was dumbfounded once Igan stepped down, and so was every Elder in the room. They leaned into one another to confer, but even before they did, the crackle in the air told him all he needed to know.
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When they pulled their heads apart, they had conditions.

“She will be your responsibility,” they said to Danso. “It will be your job to ensure she arrives where she needs to, and completes the task we have assigned here. If at any point you stray from this—you both—our Abenai warriors will have permission to ensure you do not see the light of another day.”

The Abenai warriors in question, it turned out, would be assigned to travel with them. Grey and White Iborworkers to power the dhow that would take them back to the mainland.

“Dhow?” he asked.

“It is risky for you to return via the desertlands,” said the presiding Elder. “For a while, we have been working on charting courses to the mainland across the Great Waters, to land on the western coast. So far, we have not succeeded—not without very knowledgeable navigators to spare.” He pointed at Danso. “You are here, though. And we hear you are very good with directions and maps.”

Their second condition was much trickier. Esheme was to go alone—to leave her daughter here with Igan, as insurance. It was the only way to keep her honest, to ensure she had something to lose if she failed to see to her work.

“No,” said Esheme. “No. No.” A word she kept repeating, even after the announcement was finished, and even after the warriors arrived to take the baby away from her.

“Leave her be!” Igan rushed over and covered both maa and baby with their big body. “Will you not even let a woman say goodbye to her child?”

So they let them be. Igan held Esheme tight, whispering to her until she calmed. Danso could only pick out a few of the words. I promise. I will take care of her. Just stay alive, and we will be reunited. Stay alive.

It was a long goodbye, but Danso did not wait to watch it further. He offered his tremendous thanks to the Elders for believing in him, and reiterated his promises. Then he went off to prepare.

There was much to do. To say some long goodbyes of his own to Lilong’s family. To prepare for the seasickness that would surely grip him once they were upon those waters. And of course, to draw yet another map of the continent of Oon.
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IF ONE DISCOUNTED THE fact of his stowing away to Hoor in a trunk, and the fact of his miraculous survival after being shuttled by the Storm that Swallowed Ofen, then this was to be only Danso’s second time on the Neverending Sea—sailing it, that is. In many ways, therefore, it was to be a far cry from the last time he sailed. So much time had passed between then and now. To begin, the Neverending Sea was a different animal, in that it now contained beasts that it once did not contain. Beasts that were hungry for ibor, drawn by the sensing of it. Then there was the fact of their sailing in uncharted waters, in a direction no one on this journey had sailed before, a direction for which he, Danso, would be solely responsible.

What if there was no way to reach the mainland from this direction? What then?

Then, of course, there was the little matter of the fact that whereas he was previously among friends and allies, here, he sailed among people he could only describe as currently not his enemies. Anything could change on this trip. He could not count on himself to be safe among them if things went badly. It did not matter that they were simply here in service of a duty they held sacred—a duty to their people, to the islands, to delivering Esheme as the Elders had said. When push came to shove, he did not know for sure what they were really going to do.

So it was that on the night before their departure, Danso lay apprehensive, and could not sleep at all. When daybreak arrived, he scrambled, groggy, to the meeting point. He was the last to arrive, clambering aboard the designated dhow—a robust, multisail affair—to meet the five assigned Abenai warriors waiting for him.

With them was Esheme, wrists bound. She offered a cheeky grin in welcome. Danso did not return it.

“Well, then, outlander,” said the lead Abenai. “Take us to your mainland home.”
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When they hit the open waters, Danso’s apprehension tripled. He sat as close as possible away from the edge, refusing to look into the waters. He would have spent time belowdecks, but Esheme had been stashed there, and he did not want to spend, in an enclosed space with her, one moment more than he had to.

So he sat and watched the Abenai warriors take turns. There were two White Iborworkers and three Grey, each swapping positions when the others got tired. He’d learned, in his time on the islands, that very few people ever ended up taking up amber ibor. Too much work was the agreed-upon reason—the Possession and Commanding of heavy objects took much more of a toll on the body than Possessing air, light, water, and fire did. This, in a way, made Danso proud of Lilong, for daring to go where no one would.

He wondered what she would be doing right now. He wondered if she was still alive.

The dhow surged, ate up the distance.
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They ran into their first sign of trouble, unsurprisingly, as they neared the place where the island of Ofen used to be.

Once they’d emerged from the channel that separated the first six islands from one another—Namge from Hoor, Edana from Ufua, and Ololo from Sibu-Sibu—and crossed the towering mountains of both twin islands, then they were in the open sea, turbulent as ever. They emerged at night, so that it was hard to see. Danso urged the warriors to bring the vessel to an easy bob, ride out the night this way, return to navigating by day. They agreed, and it was this agreement that, eventually, brought jeopardy upon them.

They had only gone past half the night when the sounds were suddenly all around them. A deep tremble that ran through the dhow from stern to bow, a vibration under Danso’s feet. Alongside it, a multitude of chants.

In the distance, behind them, an advancing wave, a deep-sea beast and its friends, headed for the dhow.

“Go, go, go!” Danso found himself shouting at the warriors.

To their credit, they leapt to their feet and shot the dhow forward—no direction, just anywhere their foreheads pointed.

But the beasts were fast on their tail. Having now smelled the stone-bone, felt its use in the air, their hunger became insatiable. They swam in a frenzy, shooting toward the dhow just as quickly as the warriors shot it away from them. The nonsailing warriors turned their power on the beasts—fire, water, air. These knocked some creatures off the trail, but the biggest of them—Danso could not see what kind of creature it was, so far up his windpipe had fear risen—kept coming.

They were able to evade the beasts eventually, zigging and zagging until the creature could no longer follow the scent of their ibor. The rest of the night they spent without using ibor, and with each warrior disappearing below deck to keep the scent of their stone-bones away.

Danso slept on deck, refusing to go under. When morning came, he rose, and looked around, and realised with horror that, stretching as far as the eye could see, there was nothing but the seafoam green of the water in all directions.

They were lost.
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For the next few days, they sailed carefully, trying to recover their bearings. They argued, Danso offering his best guesses at every opportunity and receiving various rebuttals. When the warriors employed ibor, it was only in service of powering the dhow. Otherwise, they remained stationary at various points, checking and rechecking their positions to ensure they were facing the right direction.

Days passed like this, the sun and the twin moons the only things to keep them company. Danso grew seasick. The warriors, experienced sailspeople, grew seasick. Esheme, belowdecks, grew seasick, and was brought out every now and then to breathe in fresh air, before being promptly returned.

Then, after what seemed like eternity, and on a day after which they had lost all bearings of time and date, they saw land.
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It was night, but they spotted it in a manner they did not expect—lights.

On the beach, in the distance. Torches. A group, carrying them.

The five warriors shot to their feet and worked overtime to shoot the dhow in the direction of the lights, hoping to reach them before the group disappeared with their sole source of direction.

But as they neared, they realised something was wrong. It was not a welcoming group, nor were the lights a signal for anyone coming forth from sea. These were warriors, a group of fighters, akin to the Abenai League. And they could tell because they all held weapons, and had all converged upon one person, who did not hold a torch like the others, but a weapon—they could not see what in the dark—and seemed to be the target of their ire.

But what most convinced them, convinced Danso, was the beast—the great, big lightning bat in their midst.

Undead, red-eyed, Commanded.

Danso could tell, immediately, from the manner in which the creature moved. But also because, overhead, crackles of lightning had begun, and the wind picked up as they approached.

When they neared, and one of the torches tilted just right, they caught a glimpse of the person being attacked.

“Great Waters,” said the lead Abenai. “That’s an Ihinyon. That’s an Abenai.”

“Not just any Abenai,” said Danso, dumbfounded. “That is… Lilong.”







[image: Chapter 32.]

Lilong

Tombolo Hamlets

First Season of the Five States

Fourth Mooncycle, 28

LILONG DID NOT RECOGNISE the two warriors of the Abenai League—one man, one woman—who had just landed on the Tombolo beach. They were Abenai League, all right—yellow like her, both, but also dressed like warriors, garments wrapped firmly across their bodies to allow swifter, snappier, rangier movements. Particularly notable was that they held no weapons, not that that made them any less dangerous. Grey Iborworkers did not need any weapons, anyway. They had the two greatest natural weapons of all—fire and water. And the way these two had just sailed onto the beach in great balls of fire, she was doubly sure of that.

For a half moment after they lifted their heads, Lilong was sure they were here for her. The Elders would have likely figured it out by now, that she and her family were responsible for the destruction of Ofen. She refused to imagine what they would have done, now, to the only family she had left—Ma Guosa, Kyauta, Lumusi. She wondered about Thema, if the baby was still alive, if the rest of the family was still alive. She imagined, now, that they had been tortured, forced to give up her whereabouts. She imagined the league must have put two and two together and followed the detritus from the destroyed island, followed the ibor that beached here, and hoped to find her.

Well, she decided, this is it. This was the end. She had nothing left to lose. No Turay, no Issouf, no family, no friends left. No ibor powers of her own. Before her, powerful nemeses from Tombolo and Ihinyon, and a great big lightning bat set against her.

There was no way she was to come out of this alive. But by the Great Waters, if she wouldn’t give them a fight for it! If she was going to die, then she was to die fighting back, standing up for all she had lost in this world. She would sure as sun rose east make them wish they had never met her. She would give them the worst time of their lives, if she could help it.

So, in the half moment beyond the Ihinyons’ arrival, she braced for all-out attack.

But the Abenai warriors did not even look at her. Their gazes shifted, at once, to the Skopi, which had made a slow turn—a slow turn that mirrored that of its controller, Iyanya—to face them. The Abenai warriors glanced at one another, sharing an unspoken message, then shot Lilong a quick, sharp look.

Lilong understood. She knew, as a fellow Abenai warrior, what they were telling her to do.

“Who are—” Iyanya started, but the woman, the Abenai, reached back to the Neverending Sea behind her, pulled forward a large globe of water, and shot it into his mouth.

Iyanya sputtered, head snapping back, choking.

The Skopi lurched for the woman, who peeled away from the other Abenai warrior, who himself pulled an even larger globule of water and sent it the Skopi’s way, temporarily distracting the beast. The Skopi turned at him, snarled.

The Tombolo warriors, stricken, were yet to move, unsure whether to attack Lilong or the newcomers. Their hesitation, only a half moment, was enough for Lilong.

She lunged for Iyanya with her ikiwa.

It was what the Abenai warriors wanted, what they had told her, in that split moment, with their gaze. Him, they had said. Get him.

Oh, she was going to get him, all right. She was going to get him and make him pay.

The young Elder was still staggering backward, and Lilong’s outstretched blade, too short, missed him by only a hair’s breadth. Iyanya recovered, and so did the Tombolo warriors alongside him. He screamed in what sounded like an indigenous hamlet dialect, and his warriors turned as one to converge on Lilong.

But she ignored them, distracted by Iyanya returning his focus to the Skopi, readying to give another command.

Something whooshed past Lilong from behind. The Tombolo warrior closest to her was yanked away forcefully, swept into the air, tossed toward the sea. A moment, a half breath—then a splash, the warrior claimed by the waves.

From the corner of her eye, she saw the Abenai man drawing the Skopi’s attention, and the Abenai woman wrapping another wave of water in her hands. She shot it at the next Tombolo warrior, wrapped him in its grip, lifted him high.

“Get him.” The Abenai woman’s eyes, flint-hard and blade-sharp, were on Lilong. Her head tilted, pointing toward Iyanya. It took Lilong a moment to realise that the woman was speaking to her, and that she’d just done so in Island Common.

“Get him,” the woman repeated, swinging her hands, tossing the Tombolo warrior in her water grip into the sea. “I’ll do these ones.”

Lilong nodded. Now the remaining Tombolo warriors slowed, undecided. Lilong turned from them. She knew who she wanted to attack.

Iyanya, red-eyed, giving full attention to the Skopi, focused his Command on attacks to the Abenai man, who was doing his best to ward off the great beast. Water, it turned out, was not as much of a deterrent to an undead creature. It made sense, therefore, this plan that the Abenai woman was asking of her: secure the controller, secure the Skopi, which was, in truth, the only weapon he had.

So she ran at him.

The Tombolo warriors realised what was happening just in time. They moved swiftly too, cutting Lilong off as she made a beeline for Iyanya. But as if by an invisible hand, before each reached her, they were yanked away, splatters of wet green and blue, seafoam and seaweed, slamming against them as she neared. So it was that each fell away, and a path was cleared, and in a few feet, she was standing an arm’s length away from Iyanya.

She gripped the ikiwa hard and lunged.

Iyanya turned, at the last moment, to see her coming. He lifted his hands in defence.

The only face in her mind right now was Turay’s. It was in this moment she knew, for sure, that he was no more, and that Iyanya was responsible for that. And it was in this moment, too, that the fire of revenge razed greatest in her, that the anger was bitterest on her tongue. So, even though she had, only a moment earlier, decided to knock Iyanya down and force him to call away his beast and ask his warriors to stand away, she realised, somewhere between there and here, she had flipped the ikiwa around. Now, its blade end pointed toward Iyanya, aiming for his heart, ready to deliver swift and final justice for the horrible loss and permanent grief he had enacted upon her.

She screamed, thrust the spear hard.

The blade plunged through the heel of Iyanya’s raised palm. It crushed his wrist bone. The spear went farther, into his arm, stick and all. Then the iron of the blade hit his elbow bone, and stopped there with a resounding, final, click.

Iyanya’s scream pierced the night. He fell with a limp, soundless thud, rolling in the sand. The red of his eyes grew angrier, distressed, agonized.

The Skopi, feeling the pain of its master, whipped about and yelled in the same manner.

Lilong raised a foot and planted her heel on Iyanya’s windpipe, pressing down hard.

“Call off the beast,” she said. “Or I finish you.”

For a moment, she expected resistance. She expected him to give one final command, one last yell for his warriors, for the beast. She expected him to be like her, to fight in some way for the thing he wanted most in this world.

Instead, something wilted in the man beneath her. He folded, and in an instant, the red in his eyes vanished. The Skopi crumpled, shrinking into stasis in the sand.

A small breeze blew across her face. The beach was quiet again, save for the whimpering sounds of Iyanya crying. Afar, the Tombolo warriors, dripping, picked themselves up out of the sea. They did not wait to see how their leader had fared. They ran—and not in the direction of the hamlets, but away from them.

Lilong turned to regard her two saviours. The Abenai warriors were approaching her.

A bevy of questions rattled in her brain. She opened her mouth to get them all out as quickly as possible, to make sense of this miracle, of this impossibility before her. But instead, the only word that came out was:

“How?”

The Abenai warriors glanced at one another.

“The outlander,” she said. “He recognised you, all that distance away.”
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When the dhow beached, it came ashore gently, in a manner less announced than the two warriors preceding it. On its bow stood three more Abenai warriors, none of whom she recognised either. However, prior to the dhow’s arrival, the two warriors had filled Lilong in on the key details, namely that all five of them had been assigned by the league, but they had volunteered to go particularly because they had known Turay very well, and were hoping to find him. (“The Elders have other plans,” said the Abenai woman, whose name she learned was Riva. “Finding you alive was not a part of that.”)

How to tell them, then, that the worst they had feared had indeed happened. She had survived, yes, although now she wished she hadn’t after all. But as they’d envisaged, Turay was now gone, just not by the hand they thought.

So she told them nothing else, instead waiting in silence for the dhow to settle into the shore. Once the vessel had stopped, one of the three Abenai warriors alighted quickly in a flurry of water-propelled thrusts from deck to sand, landing in wet puddles before Lilong and the other two. A show of authority (the new warrior seemed senior to the previous two) but also a show-off, a performance. A signal that Lilong was different from them now, no longer a warrior in the same right.

Imagine if they knew how much closer to the truth that was—that she had not only lost her power and the values that made her a warrior, but that she had, in essence, committed her future to something otherwise.

The new warrior, a lanky yellow woman, looked her over.

“Lilong of Namge,” she said, and Lilong could tell from her tone that it was not a kind greeting. She nodded.

“That is me.”

The woman turned to Riva. “You have told her why we are here.”

“I have,” said Riva. “As much as can be told.”

The new woman looked over to Iyanya, who had passed out from the pain. The Abenai man had bound his arm—with the spear still in it—to stop the profuse bleeding.

“And him?”

Lilong looked Iyanya over. “Justice. By his people.” She returned to the woman. “Danso. Where is he?”

All four turned to the dhow. And there, emerging from the vessel, was Danso.

He was leaner now. Much leaner. Hair thinner, limbs thinner, cheeks hollower. He moved differently, with the slight limp of someone with an old injury. Perhaps he did have one, seeing as he survived Ofen. Somehow, he had ended up back in the islands. And somehow, by a second stroke of fate, he had arrived in Tombolo, bringing with him her rescue, just in the nick of time.

And yet, as he trudged toward her, face lighting up at seeing her alive and unharmed, all she could remember instead was the face of the Danso in that underground Stone City of ibor, snarling, twisted, reaching for red ibor. You lied to me, he had said, and in that moment, he became someone truly unrecognisable, an evil twin of the man she knew. That evil twin had destroyed a whole island—Riva had told her Ofen was gone gone.

Whoever this was, shuffling toward her, she wanted to know who she was dealing with. Was this the Danso of the Breathing Forest, of Whudasha? Or was this the Danso of Chabo, of Chugoko and the Lonely Roads West, the Danso so bent on revenge and power that he was willing to reach for ibor, and perish anything that stood in his way?

But then the face of the Danso in front of her changed, folded, and suddenly he was crying. He fell to his knees as he reached her, his hands around her knees. He buried his head in her navel, body racking with sobs.

“I’m so sorry, Lilong,” he repeated, over and over. “I’m so sorry. Forgive me.”

Everything Lilong had thought of before now washed away, and she found herself blinking, trying to hold back her own tears and avoid crying in front of other Abenai warriors, who watched this with interest, attempting to gauge her response (and probably judge her for it).

For a lack of words to meet the moment, she rested a hand on Danso’s back, and they stayed that way for a stretch of time that seemed to last forever. It took this time for her to realise how fateful this was—that they meet again in this manner, with him saving her life yet again, just like he had done the first time they’d met. A deed for which she owed him, and yet another deed for which she would owe him further.

Afterward, Danso rose, wiped his eyes, and stared into hers. She smiled.

“I’m thankful you are alive,” she said.

He beamed. “I shouldn’t be. But somehow I am. And you…” He stepped back, looked her over. “You look like you have been thriving.”

“I was. I have been. But…” She wanted to tell him about Turay, but trailed off. Someone in her peripheral vision, approaching from behind Danso, caught her eye.

“I have to tell you something—” Danso began, but Lilong had already moved, cutting him short, dashing toward the object of her attention.

“Wait, stop!” Danso said, then to the Abenai warriors: “Tell her!”

They were already ahead of him. Riva had already moved to cut Lilong off, while the other two held her back.

Lilong, struggling to get out of their grips, could not believe what she was looking at.

The Red Emperor of Bassa. Alive.

She was bound at the wrists, but not her feet, led forward by the last two Abenai warriors on the deck. Her hair was no longer the ringed or braided style she’d worn as emperor, but chopped. Like Danso, she looked hollow and emaciated, but perhaps even in worse condition than he was, like someone who had been ill a long time and never recovered. And yet, despite this, here she was, wearing a smirk the moment she registered Lilong’s reaction.

How? thought Lilong. How are all the worst people still alive, and all the best people dead?

“I killed you!” Lilong found herself saying. “You should be dead! I killed you!”

Esheme, noncommittally, shrugged.

“Everybody has tried to kill me,” she said, flatly. “No one so far has succeeded.”

“Then I will do it,” said Lilong, struggling against the warriors’ hold. “Just give me a half moment. I will do it right now!”

“No, Lilong.” Danso was beside her now. “No, we can’t.”

Lilong turned to him. “You want to kill this woman, remember? Remember all the things she did to you, to the people you loved?” She waved her hand across the hamlets. “To everyone?”

Danso nodded. “I remember. But…” He shrugged. “She is also the only reason we are here.” He pointed to the dhow. “She is the reason the Elders gave us that.” He pointed to the warriors. “And them.”

Lilong eased her body, and the warriors eased the grip on her in return.

“You’re welcome, by the way,” said Esheme.

Lilong lunged for her again. The warriors kept her in check.

“If anything, I should be trying to kill you,” Esheme continued. “Seeing as you left me and my baby for dead.”

It was that last sentence that gave her pause. She realised, now, how quickly she was falling into the same trap she accused Danso of. Here she was, revenge-crazed, viewing the world only through the lens of who should kill and be killed. The man who had once let such a desire consume him was standing beside her, no less scarred for it. Who was to say she would be so lucky to come out at the other side of this unscathed, even if alive?

So she eased her body again, and this time, the warriors let her go.

“The Elders want something from her,” said Riva, addressing Lilong. “The outlander will explain it to you.”

“So much to tell you,” said Danso, to Lilong. “About your family—who are fine, by the way—about Ololo, Hoor, your Elders, but…” He swallowed. “Are you… are you the only one?”

She knew the question he was really asking. Are you the only one that survived?

“Danso,” she said, tears filling her eyes afresh, “I have so much to tell you too.”
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DAYS AFTER THE DHOW beached at the hamlets, Lilong found herself standing, at dusk, at the rocky shore of the Neverending Sea, the tide rushing in to meet her. She stepped forward, off the rocks and into the seabed, arms open, willing forward the waves. She let the oncoming water gather around, first her ankles, then her calves, then up, up, up to her waist, and finally, almost there, her chest, her neck, her—

“Lilong!”

Feet, someone running through sand. She sighed, and slowly climbed out of the bed, back onto the rocks.

“What are you doing?” he was saying. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

She scoffed, wringing her clothes. If only he knew how many times, over the last two days, that she had done this. Come here to give herself over to the sea, to see if the thing that had so far failed to kill her would do so this time. What was there to live for anyway, to fight for? The person she’d loved most dearly was gone. She was, in some ways, truly alone in this world.

But here he was, puncturing this solitude, yanking her out of herself, insisting, somehow, that she still had a kind of purpose in this world.

“I’m fine, Danso,” she said. “I just wanted to be alone.”

He slowed, then stopped, maintaining a distance between them. He had done this often since his return, giving her space without her even asking for it. She understood the desire. They had changed so much since that first day they’d met, her capturing and holding him in his own barn, then he in turn keeping her alive as she bled on his daa’s worktable. So much time had passed, so much time away from each other. Whatever friendship they had, it had shifted, become something more distant. They were, in effect, strangers now. It made sense that he tried, every opportunity he could, to remember that.

“I just…” he said. “Just wanted to see that you were doing okay.”

She sat on the rock and stared out to the horizon, watching the tide continue to come in. She still had not turned around to look at him.

“I am not doing okay.”

She could feel him nod. “Yeah.”

“Yes.”

“I’m… sorry. About how he died.”

Lilong squeezed some more water out of her dress. And it was a dress, the kind she had not worn for as long as she could remember. But here she was, wearing it for him—for Turay.

“I thought you did very well,” Danso was saying. “At the funeral.”

She did not think she had done well. And it wasn’t a funeral in any useful sense. There was no corpse, for one, seeing as Iyanya had taken great pains to dispose of it. And even after he’d pointed out where he did so, she had not been allowed to look at the remains. All they’d told her was that there had been no head, and whatever was left was not something she’d want to see.

So she’d stood there, in front of the monument the Tombolo Elders decided was to be the mark that would represent Turay. Right there, in the building yard: the half-built seavessel he had been tutoring the Tombolos to make. They had left it half-finished, choosing instead to leave it as an ode to him and, in some kind of way, a warning and a reminder to the hamlets themselves.

On the side, they had painted his name, in the best way they could spell it.

It was the gesture itself that broke her. The ceremony they had put together, a solemn gathering of a few people. Issouf—who had indeed been held hostage by Iyanya, alongside the rest of the Elders, once he, his Skopi, and loyal warriors had forced the rest of the hamlets to bow to his will—brought Turay’s few belongings for her to place atop the half-finished dhow in remembrance. But she could not bring herself to do it. Issouf had to do it on her behalf, followed by Chikere, Fatoi’s cousin, who did the same in remembrance of Fatoi, who it turned out had also been murdered by Iyanya.

Iyanya, for his part, was in recovery, soon to face the judgment of his own Elders.

Lilong could not bring herself to finish the ceremony, small as it was. She had left them all—Danso, Issouf, the Abenai warriors, the Tombolo Elders, and Fatoi’s family—and gone off, only to find herself returning to this spot on the beach, where she always waited for the tide to trickle in, so she could feel the weight of the sea against her chest.

“I did the best I could,” she said to Danso now.

“Yes,” he replied. “You did.”

She knew what he was thinking, what he wanted to say. It’s not your fault. He didn’t say it, but she knew, and she knew, too, that it was not her fault. But that didn’t stop her feeling the guilt anyway, the weight of it all.

If only she had stayed. If only she had not left and gone off to the Nameless Republic.

“I just…” He drifted off, as he often did these days. The image here struck her, so similar it was to that day in Whudasha, when he stood on the beach alone and performed funeral rites for Zaq, head hung low. Here they were again, on the beach, the roles reversed this time—it was she who had lost someone, and it was he who was here, consoling her, even though doing so from a distance.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “For Turay. For everything.”

Her exact words on the beach that day. And just like that, her memory and present reality smacked into each other and became one.

She turned to look at him now. He had, since landing, cleaned up, having been swiftly welcomed by the Tombolos. But even as he stood there, still in his dress from the funeral as she was, she could tell he was just as broken—physically, spiritually—as she was.

“Yeah,” she said. “Yeah.”

The sea breeze drifted into her crevices, chilled her so that she began to shiver. Danso shuffled over to where she sat, pulled off the cloak he was wearing, and wrapped it around her wet shoulders. He leaned, slowly, his warm, dry body toward hers, and she let him.

They sat together in silence.
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She went to see Iyanya, once she could develop the stomach for it. On the way to the compound where he was being held under guard—not that it was much needed, with how badly injured he was—she encouraged herself to stay calm. She’d wanted to ask Danso or Riva to come with her, keep her in check. But she decided otherwise. This was something she had to do on her own.

He’d lost the arm, she learned, as soon as they let her into the abode where he was being seen to. All the way up to the shoulder, where a wrapped stump now lay in lieu. The young Elder did not have his wits about him either, too taken by the medicine he was being fed for the pain. His eyelids were half open, but she was sure he did not recognise her, or even know what was happening around him, because he said: “Fatoi?”

“No,” she said, but did not introduce herself. She was told it might cause him more distress. For a moment, she wanted to say her name, to cause this distress, to make him feel even more pain than he felt now. Make it even. But she’d promised herself.

“Fatoi,” he said, weakly. “I did not—” He swallowed, slow and painful. “I did not mean to. The Red Emperor, she— I had to— I did not—”

She nodded.

He blinked. “You are not Fatoi.”

“No,” she said. “Fatoi is dead.”

A moment passed, and the gravity of the young Elder’s deeds seemed to fall on him.

“Oh gods,” he lamented. “What have I done? What—” He reached out, lifting his sole arm to grasp hers. “And Turay—did he… ? Did I… ?”

She pulled back her arm and looked away, unsure of why she was hiding her tears. He deserved to see them, see the pain he had caused. But when she looked back, he was covering his own face, sobbing quietly, tears gathering in his ears.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

Lilong rose and left, wiping her eyes as she went. She did not get to say the exact words she had come here to say—I forgive you; I forgive you, and I free you, and I free myself. But she did not need to. The broken man lying in there would not be free for a long time, whether he ended up imprisoned, exiled, or neither. He would never be free, and in one way, that was sad, but in another, some kind of comfort.

Outside, Danso waited for her, having belatedly learned of her decision to visit.

“How did it go?” he asked warily.

She shrugged. “We have lost more than we know.”

“Indeed.” Gently, he guided her away from the compound. “We will have time for melancholy later. Right now, we have a serious matter to decide upon.”
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They would not quite be able to pinpoint when exactly they made the secret agreement, but when they did, it was clear.

They were going to give Esheme over to the Nameless Republic.

Perhaps it was while sitting out there, facing the sea, that the idea had come to Lilong. Perhaps it was as they trudged back from her visit to Iyanya, only mentally half ready to begin the forthcoming journey to the mainland. The Ihinyon warriors were here for that sole reason, after all—to secure the future of their people, and they wanted to do so quickly, give Esheme the time to broker a resolution before war broke out.

Danso had since told Lilong the whole story—from his time in Ololo to his time in Hoor to the final decision of the Abenai League. She was well aware of Esheme’s purpose here—as an envoy of the islands. But Lilong knew that it would be a mistake to give Esheme any kind of latitude. She had done it once before, underestimated the tenacity of the woman, her ability to extricate herself from any situation, no matter how dire.

But she also knew she could not murder her. First of all, she was not a murderer—she had never killed by her own hand, even though she’d tried to on multiple occasions. Secondly, murdering this woman in cold blood, defenceless at this time, and while she was being shepherded by the Abenai warriors, ran the huge risk of putting her at odds with everyone. Even the Tombolos—who had been deeply shocked she was still alive, then outrageously angry that they couldn’t bring her to justice themselves—had come around to accepting Esheme’s role in possibly preventing a war from wrecking the continent. So, no, she was not going to murder Esheme. Besides, how different from Iyanya would she be if she did so?

So she decided on a third option.

She told Danso, the Ihinyons, and the Tombolos everything she’d learned from her visit to the Nameless Republic, how Kakutan struggled to keep Ifiot in line. The Tombolos, now that they had seen how fragile their protectorate could be, had come around to sending a party to the Nameless Republic after all. Best if they went along with the Abenai warriors and Danso, with Esheme in tow as a point of negotiation. Better show of strength, better arguments, better odds.

But Lilong had a different idea about that point of negotiation, and this was what she told Danso.

“The bargain,” she said, “is not her negotiation. The bargain is her.”

It took Danso awhile to understand it, but when he did, she could tell, immediately, that he saw her point. Esheme, not as the person speaking on behalf of the islands, but rather, as the gift from the islands, from the Tombolos. Here, they would say—to Ifiot, to Kakutan, to the Nameless Republic—here is the person who wronged you. Take her—give her a fair trial or a public execution—whatever you want. But stop this war. Stop putting innocent lives in needless jeopardy.

It was a win-win. The Nameless got justice, a dialogue could be opened with the Sahelian, and everyone could speak in their own voices. No one would need to be spoken for by anyone else, and surely not by the lips of the very one who had once destroyed them. Not if Lilong could help it.

Just one thing: They could not tell the Ihinyons. It would have to be their secret.

Danso agreed.

The plan was set. The next morning, the selected few—Danso, Lilong, three Ihinyons, a handful of Tombolos—set out for the journey. Two Ihinyons were to remain, as was Issouf, to help the Tombolos put things back together.

“If I don’t come back,” she said to her brother, as they pulled out of the hamlets, crossed the threshold, and ventured on to the path west, “you get on that dhow with those warriors, and you go home. You hear me, Issouf? Go home.”
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FINALLY ALONE AT THE Three-Prong Waystation, Nem turned her travelwagon toward Kangalaland and ventured forth.

The small escort of Whudans that accompanied her between the Peace Fence and the waystation had eventually departed. Mostly former Youth, still sworn to their new Supreme Magnanimous, Biemwensé. The woman had herself been unable to join the escort—“My body is no longer what it used to be, see,” she’d said—or leave the protectorate without leadership for any amount of time. Fair enough. Nem wanted to be alone, anyway. She’d insisted on it.

The escort had done their job of getting her as close to Kangalaland as possible without being spotted, camped with her for the night, prepared her for the rest of the trip of a few hours, and bid her farewell. Now, she was facing the opposite direction, the place she had ridden away from only a couple of seasons ago, carted by Biemwensé herself, amid a throng of fellow refugees.

The Emperor’s Road was empty this time, almost no one left who was escaping Bassa. Wherever else in Bassa that Kangalaland had not yet swallowed was occupied either by the new Nameless Republic or the straggling Sixth Ward coalition of former civic guards who called themselves New Bassa (no one but they ever used that name). Harmattan was also around the corner. Dust billowed against Nem as she drove the empty wagon all on her own, the least risky way she could get to her destination without requiring a mobility aid or aide.

Going to Whudasha, she had been afraid—afraid for what the future would hold, what she had left undone and unfinished; afraid that she might never bring her life to completion in the manner she wanted if she spent the rest of her days in hiding. She did not feel such fear now. Ahead of this trip, she had gone about setting her affairs in order, the first of them being drawing a line under her long-standing relationship with Satti.

“Consider yourself free from me,” she’d told the woman two nights ago, the day before departure. It was a mooncrossing night, and they had been sitting outside Biemwensé’s former abode on the eastern edge of Whudasha where she had stashed them to avoid discovery, while she ran things from the Youth headquarters. It was the greatest gift Nem could’ve received from Biemwensé, having been sequestered for so long in the caves with the Ajabos. Now, she could, for one last time, look up to the wide-open sky, bathed in bare, wild nightlight, soaked in the grandeur of the twin moons hugging each other.

“You may roam the continent as you wish,” she’d said to Satti. “Whatever’s left of it after the Sahelian is done, anyway.”

Satti, ever the stronghead, said: “I have always been free of you, MaaNem. My time here has been willful.”

“Hmm,” said Nem in agreement. “Well.”

“Perhaps wait until you return before making further proclamations.”

“Hmm,” said Nem again, but she pitied the woman. She did not think, at all, that she was coming back. No one met with such a voracious enemy in wartime and returned whole.

“For a long time, I have wanted to ask you,” she said to Satti, “why you stayed.”

A long silence sat between them.

“I have always thought that they must miss you,” Nem pressed. “Your family.”

Satti did not look at Nem’s face. One unspoken agreement between them had always been that Satti’s family was an untouchable topic of discussion. But they were at the end of the road here. Old dispositions no longer applied.

When Satti remained quiet, Nem changed tack: “What will you do, then? After?”

After I don’t return was the full sentence she did not need to say aloud, because Satti knew. This was not a matter of whether she would survive the meeting with Kangala.

She was going to ask Kangala what he’d really done with her daughter, what had truly happened to her. Forget about all that political blather, she would say. Tell me the truth. Tell me as one seated before you, as the one who bore her, as the maa who wants to know the fate of her child.

And then, depending on what his reply was, she was going to make a decision, and no matter what he said, none of those decisions would lead to her returning here.

“I don’t know what I will do,” said Satti quietly, and Nem knew that was as much of a complete answer as she would ever receive.

“Fair enough,” she’d said, pressing no further. “Just…”

“What?”

“Just… while you still have life,” she said. “Spend it wisely.”
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She arrived in Kangalaland just before high noon. The hours of the trip had been long and arduous, the road rough and painful on her tailbone, the kwaga as restless as Nem was. The Whudans had wisely crafted her a blanket for her shoulders and the nape of her neck, the places most affected by the blazing heat of the sun as one rode. She had been stocked with sufficient water and insufficient food, which was fine because she did not like to eat while riding, anyway. It disturbed her stomach.

She wondered if Esheme’s stomach had been disturbed—of all its contents, food and child both—during her trip. Had the girl ever eaten well, slept well, travelled well? Had she remained alive long enough to gain any sense of fulfilment, of completion, for the things she’d pursued so keenly? Had she died quickly? Had she lived?

Was she still alive, somewhere, maybe?

These were the questions that plagued Nem’s solitary journey, each intercepted by memories of their limited time together as maa and daughter. Far from their latest exploits as Consul and Emperor, but rather her pre-fixer days, when it was just the two of them, the MaaNem household a small, thriving affair. Esheme, still interested in the big questions of the world—Why do kwagas bark the way they do? Why are there two moons in the sky? Why can’t we simply visit the outer wards?—and Nem gently answering these questions as best she could.

The teenage years, when Esheme had stopped speaking to her altogether, had become a blank slate of expressionlessness, offering nothing, receiving nothing. Nem wanted to know who fancied her and who she fancied in return; who had wronged her and what she had done in response; what she liked most about the counsel guild she’d joined; gossip from the court sessions she’d attended. Alas, Nem had trained her too well, and Esheme had learned how to wear a mask all the time, even to her own maa, something that pleased the fixer part of Nem but ate deeply at the parent part of her. Her daughter, quiet in that way of innocence stolen by the hard lessons of real life, the joyous and foolish spontaneity of youth scrubbed too quickly, only a husk of a budding woman left, fertile ground for anything else that wished to take root.

And in a way, something had. Something that had led her down this path, a path that Nem now felt completely responsible for, and would do anything—including this—to rectify, or at least provide absolution for.

They were waiting for her at the gates, if they could be called that. Kangalaland was more a sprawl, a camp that started in First Ward and simply kept going. First Ward—that once-glorious place of energy and splendor, now reduced to a glorified refugee camp. She imagined what it looked like now from the portico of the Great Dome—outlined in the distance, looming over her and Kangalaland both—and she had to laugh at the picture in her mind of this haphazard, scattered settlement superimposed upon Bassa’s initial vision of orderly streets. It was the fate of empire to eat its own self and regurgitate its messy insides so that they looked like this, a corrupted offspring.

She couldn’t even think of it as First Ward, because Kangalaland no longer ended there. They had built fencing of some sort around the settlement proper, but even that did not seem to contain the ever-expanding new empire. Everything was new and unrecognisable now—there was no memory left of her walking these streets. The soil was the same, but the soul of the land was completely, irreparably, new.

The two who met her—the big man and the small woman who had visited Whudasha and introduced themselves as Kangala’s children—were alone. They must’ve heard about who was coming—Tell them it’s the cripple, she’d insisted, to Biemwensé, when sending the pigeon—and had decided she was too little a risk to devote resources to.

“Welcome to Kangalaland,” said the small woman, once they’d brought her kwaga to a halt. “I am Ngipa, and this is my brother, Oroe.”

“I am—”

“We no care who you are,” the man called Oroe said. “And if not you are helpless, I put my spear into you, right now, where you sitting.” He spat. “You Whudans, you test my patience. Look at this insult; you send us your weakest, you travel alone, you no bring gift or anything for Kangala. You think we foolish? Kangala spare your life every day, you no know? Every moment, every time he say no kill them—”

“Oroe,” said the small woman, gently, but cutting, without even as much as a glance cast at her brother, “be respectful to our guest.”

“Our daa’s guest,” the man said, adding something in Sahelian that Nem couldn’t parse. Ngipa chided him some more in the language, then returned her smile to Nem.

“Would you like some help coming down?”

“And a chair, if you please,” said Nem.

Ngipa signaled, and some Sahelian hands arrived, helping her down from the kwaga and into a chair.

“Take good care of her,” Nem enjoined them, when they led her kwaga away, but they had already lifted her in the chair and were carting her to where the Man Beyond the Lake awaited.
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“Why?” asked Ngipa, who remained by Nem’s side as they went to see Kangala. Oroe walked up in front, preferring to have as little to do with this visit as possible.

“Why what?”

“Why send you?”

“You mean why send a cripple.”

Ngipa shrugged. “Well, yes. But also—why send you? The Supreme Magnanimous, when we met her, seemed quite capable of negotiating by herself.” She eyed Nem quizzically. “What makes you more special than she is?”

For a moment, Nem wondered if this woman had caught on. She almost appreciated the inquiry, taking it to mean that this Ngipa woman was no mook. Nem looked her over now, convinced that such a person would fit quite well into Whudasha, if not even in the old Bassa itself. What was she doing, yoked to this foolhardy Sahelian and his even more foolhardy son?

“My mouth is sharper,” said Nem, which was true but not the real answer. “I can give as much as I can take.”

“Hmm.” Ngipa offered a wry smile. “More experience with the hard life than the Supreme Magnanimous, is it?”

Nem thought back to what she knew about Biemwensé, what she’d learned the woman had been through—as Supreme Magnanimous, as outcast, over the border, and back—and thought: perhaps not.

“Yes,” she told Ngipa. “That’s it.”

They had finished winding between tents and ramshackle abodes and had begun to move into the realm of the proper abodes, the heart of the settlement. Here, there were stronger signs of a thriving community—a marketplace, a centre for education, administrative outposts. The abodes were clearly those of Kangala’s extensive lineage, a fact confirmed when most of them looked up to greet their siblings (or half-siblings, if what she’d heard of Kangala was true) and regard the visitor with the same sense of irritation that Oroe had.

“When you get in there…” Ngipa began, then seemed to realise what she was doing and stopped herself short. Nem wanted to egg her on, but opted to keep up her performance as someone who didn’t want to be here any more than they did.

“Just… do your best,” Ngipa finished.

“Best in what way?” Nem countered. “My people have already told you what they want.”

“Yes,” said Ngipa. “But there are different kinds of surrender.”

Different kinds of surrender. It was the kind of thing Nem would have said in her fixer days. Different kinds of surrender—it was true that she had to be clear about the exact level of surrender Biemwensé was talking about, and weigh that against whatever level of surrender Kangala had in mind.

Not that it mattered anyway, since this surrender business was simply a ruse for the real thing (although she couldn’t tell Ngipa that), so rather, she simply said:

“And if my best is the opposite of what your daa wants? What then?”

Ngipa gave one of her wry smiles and shrugged, then pointed: “We’re here.”

The abode was the largest so far, and one of the largest in the former First Ward. The two children did not enter with her, but signaled for the hands to carry her inside. Ngipa gave her a final wry smile, while Oroe pretended she didn’t even exist.

And then, she was soon alone in a dark room with Kangala.
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She did not see him at first, so dark it was. When her eyes adjusted to the light, there he was, back to her. A slender outline, a stick-thin man, gangly and bent, dressed in a long tunic that went down to his ankles. He turned slowly around, beverage in hand, to acknowledge her, an eyebrow lifted. He had not prepared himself to meet her, and therefore was meeting her in his home, in his home clothes. In that way, Nem knew he considered her some sort of sideshow, an amusement piece for himself before he went ahead to do whatever it was he already had in mind anyway.

Big mistake.

“So,” he said, his Mainland Common halting, “they send you.”

Nem angled her head. “Do you know who I am?”

He frowned at the question, either due to a lack of understanding of the language or surprise at the question. Again, not that this mattered to Nem. She had decided, long ago, that she would go straight to the point. What purpose did it serve to hold on further to her ruse once she was seated in front of the man? He did not know it, but the moment she stepped into this room, it was already too late.

“I no understand…” he started.

“Me,” she repeated. “You know me? Who I am?”

He angled his head. “No… ?”

She smiled. “Good. I get the pleasure of telling you.” She sat straight-backed, shoulders squared, head upright. “I am First Consul Nem, second-in-command to the Red Emperor of Bassa, my daughter.”

It took him awhile to piece it together, the language, and then it came quickly, with recognition washing over his expression at the words Red Emperor and daughter.

“Aaah,” he said, finally. “You are the maa.”

“Yes. The maa.”

He smacked his lips now, self-satisfied, as if where he was once bored with who sat before him, he now suddenly relished the challenge. He set down his beverage, pulled up a chair, and sat opposite her, leaning forward.

“I see now why they send you,” he said. “You want revenge.” He chuckled, amused by the very concept. “Brave. I like brave.”

Nem said nothing.

Kangala opened his arms wide. “Well, then. What you wait for? Take it.” He rose, looming over her. “Take your revenge, if you can.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but he put up a finger. “Ah. You better fast now. Because you see this?” He held thumb and forefinger before his face. “This reach my lips, and I blow whistle, and that is the end for you.” He pointed to the doorway, ajar. “My children move fast fast. Fast fast fast.”

“Shut up,” Nem said sharply. “Sit down.”

Slowly, he sat, retrieving his beverage and taking a sip.

“Okay,” he said. “Tell me—what Whudasha want to surrender for? What they really want?”

“One condition,” she said. “I tell you everything, but…”

“But?”

“You tell me what you did to her.”

He paused at the question, and for a moment, she thought she would have to clarify who her was. But she realised he knew exactly who she was talking about, and was rather thinking, considering how much information to give and how much to hold back.

“Tell me what happened,” she said, anticipating this hesitation. “Every single moment of it.”

He put down his beverage, clasped his hands together, and leaned forward.

“I tell you what matter the most,” he said, taking on a gleeful expression. “I kill her, your daughter. I dump her in the Forest of the Mist. I leave her there for the vultures to eat and the ghosts to swallow. I make sure that she suffer the same thing that everybody suffer in the name of the Red Emperor.”

Nem almost laughed. It was amusing, couching this act of depravity in the language of rebellion and liberty. This, from the man who had then risen to take the emperor’s stead, vanquished whatever old system he’d claimed to detest and superimposed his over it. Only, it wasn’t that different, was it? Kangalaland was just as much empire spawn as the other faction, Nameless and whatnot. They all wanted the same thing the empire had, the same thing she’d been trying to get Esheme to want less of once she’d ascended to the highest level in the land: unbridled, unchecked, and unquestioned power.

He had murdered a misguided and embattled young woman and her baby. He had murdered her own child, her own flesh and blood. But here he was speaking about liberation while seeking obeisance from one of the most vulnerable populations on the mainland.

The nerve. It would almost be funny, if it weren’t so egregious.

She nearly laughed. But she didn’t. Rather, she said:

“That is enough for me.”

Later, no one would be able to tell the story of how it happened, because no one was there to see it. One moment, the two were in the abode, speaking quietly. Next moment, the house was aflame.

For Nem, it began like this: a familiar stirring in her belly, something crawling in its depths. It had been a lifetime since she felt this, this squeezing in the pits of herself, fingernails scraping her insides. She did not show any change in countenance as she let it build, rise to her chest, settle into the core of her spirit, teeth grinding so hard against each other that she thought they would shatter. And then, just when the energy had risen to the point where she couldn’t hold it in anymore, she exhaled and let go.

It was a dark and thinly lit room, but it was still lit, by a small lantern—a globed flame. That would do. It was the only mistake they’d made so far, and it was the only one she needed.

She gathered all the ibor Drawn from the hidden stone-bone, pointed it toward the lamp, and Possessed the flame.

They’d searched her, when they brought her in. Stripped her down like she’d known they would, checking every nook and cranny. Ngipa had done it herself, apologising the whole time, Oroe’s back to them. My daa is cautious, even about a cripple, she’d said. It’s why he insisted you couldn’t even bring your rolling chair, lest you make a weapon of it, or hide one in it.

Nem would’ve done the same, in their position. It was also why she knew to hide the piece of grey ibor in the only place they couldn’t search: inside her body.

To Chwytu—who in secret had slipped her the grey ibor when she’d asked, and then helped her tear apart her skin, insert the stone-bone, and sew it back up—to Chwytu, she had said:

“This is how I atone for your son and your husband.”

The Ajabo woman, ever contemplative, had simply nodded and continued sewing the aperture. That was how Nem had known that she had achieved atonement with her.

Now, she would achieve atonement for Esheme too.

Go, she Commanded the lone flame. Go out and touch everything. Consume all that you touch, and may your thirst never be quenched.

Her body emptied, ibor blasting out of her, fast and hard, shooting for its target. She screamed.

Kangala did not see the dancing fire in time, or even at all. All he saw was the woman in front of him screaming, and then her pupils shifted colour to an unmistakable grey. He rose, panicked, but immediately knew it was too late. The room, the house, every corner to which he looked, was suddenly an angry orange, every nook filled with angry, flaming tongues. Smoke came sharp and fast in half step to the fire, clotting every gap. Black char swept across the ceiling.

Shouts, from outside. They had smelled the smoke, seen the dance of orange light. They called for their daa, their patriarch, their leader. Someone tried to rush in, but Nem Drew more ibor, more twisting in her insides, pushing the flames, forcing them to converge around the entrance, a blockade of fire. Screams, whoever had tried to enter now overwhelmed by the heat. Her nostrils and ears leaked blood from the effort—she could feel the hot drip down her earlobe and top lip.

It was over. Nem knew it, and so did Kangala.

He sat back down, coughing, eyes reddened by smoke. He sipped from his beverage, then threw it into the fire, which now encroached on them both, seated in the middle of the room.

“You will not succeed,” he said, over the flames. “Your people will burn for this.”

Nem coughed painfully. Smoke filled her lungs. Her ears throbbed. She could barely hear.

“My people have already burned,” she said. “Now you will know my pain, because yours will too.”

The fires got to Kangala before they got to her. They climbed his chair, then jumped to his clothes, then ate his arms, his hair. He fell over and writhed, and she watched, making sure to take it all in.

She thought of how symbolic it was, offering atonement to Chwytu using the same method with which her daughter had murdered Chwytu’s husband, and yet also dispatching retribution on behalf of the same daughter by killing this man. This wasn’t quite redemption—Nem had long stopped believing she could be redeemed in any useful way. It wasn’t who she had set out to be upon leaving Whudasha to live with the Ajabos. But when one brought a child into the world, and the world pressed its blade into that child’s flesh, something had to give. There had to be some kind of closure, some kind of satisfaction.

The shouts from outside got louder. Someone had begun pouring water at the entrance to douse the flames.

Nem Drew the last dregs of stone-bone available, and with the last of her draining lifeblood, pushed at every lick of fire within the vicinity.

Go, she Commanded. Consume. Consume it all.

Every tooth in her mouth rattled, slipped from its holding, fell to her feet. Her tongue swelled, filled her empty mouth. A pop in her eardrums, a burst of an organ somewhere inside that she assumed would be her appendix. Her body, rupturing, giving way, succumbing to ibor.

The flames roared and burst forth, an explosion. Ibor, giving way to the desires of her mind and the sacrifice of her body.

She slipped out of the chair and crumbled to the floor. She no longer had the will or the means to control her body; all that was left in her grasp was perception. But it was sufficient, this perception, as it let her see the final moments of the Sahelian, the Man Beyond the Lake, the man who took her daughter from her, when his body stopped writhing, and he finally lay still as the fire engulfed him.

She tried to smile, but if her lips took on the shape, she wouldn’t know, because soon after, the flames came for her as well, and all was an endless, forever darkness beyond that.
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Biemwensé

Whudasha

First Season of the Five States
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THE NEWS CAME TO Biemwensé not by pigeon, but by the old way: a fast rider, ordered to discreetly shadow Nem’s travelwagon all the way down to First Ward. Pause at the last waystation on the edge of the Emperor’s Road. Wait to see what happened, if Nem came back.

He returned quickly, alone, with a single message:

Kangalaland is burning.

Biemwensé had imagined, as soon as Nem’s travelwagon crossed the Peace Fence and began its westward trip, what message the shadow would bring back. She imagined him waiting at the waystation for days, until he was sure Nem was never coming back. She imagined Nem gone off to the desertlands, having heard from Kangala himself the details of what happened to her daughter—Where is she buried? she would ask. She imagined Kangala smirking, haughtily divulging every little detail, thinking: What can this cripple do?

One thing she knew: Nem was never coming back.

Their goodbye had been protracted, each trying everything not to say the words, not to be too direct in asking, not to divulge their plans. Nem had a way about her that signalled that, somewhere within her mind, a door had shut firmly, forever. Biemwensé tried everything she could that morning to pry it open. No amount of indirect questioning helped.

So, off she let Nem go. And then she’d turned around and begun to plan, forced to be Supreme Magnanimous again, one last time. Because she knew: No matter the news that returned from Kangalaland after Nem’s trip, it would be bad, and it was her job to save Whudasha from Bassa’s wrath once more.
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Into hiding they went.

For the second time in her lifetime, Biemwensé was forced into the arduous task of corralling her people to safety before the storm that she knew was coming arrived.

It was not much unlike the trip to the Dead Mines had been. First, she had to convince them. Kangalaland is burning, she had announced. The Sahelian has been attacked, and he will want revenge. We are vulnerable. We must protect ourselves.

The language of self-preservation worked, particularly for a people who did not want to wait to see if the brutality of the devil they knew—Bassa—would match or surpass that of the devil they didn’t—Kangalaland. However, this did not mean that Whudans were immediately amicable to the situation. Quite the opposite. Now that Whudan was less a descriptor for a homogenous accumulation of Bassa’s rejects, and had since grown to encompass all forms of refugees—some of whose tastes were still a bit slow to sour on the actions of either Bassa or Kangalaland—asking them to think of the fate of their fellow Whudans did not always result in amicable agreement.

Perhaps we wait, said a few. Perhaps we wait to hear their offer.

The offering will be which kind of death you prefer—slow or quick? Biemwensé wanted to tell them, but rather opted for the response more representative of a Supreme Magnanimous: Are you willing to bet your life on that?

Perhaps we plead our case?

Tell me of a time when pleading has borne fruit for us Whudans.

Perhaps we fight?

Here, Biemwensé was forced to gesture at the protectorate, to say: With what? With who? Yes, she had told them that Whudasha would be standing strong, but not alone, and not against a bloodthirsty army. No—first, they had to regroup, and from there, they could figure out what resistance looked like.

Then where will we go? Who will receive us right now?

That, Biemwensé could finally say, is a better question.
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The caves was the answer. The caves of the Ajabos.

Long before Nem had made her trip west, on that day of the envoys when Nem had had that set look on her face, Biemwensé knew, and Chwytu knew, what was coming.

So they had set to talking, once it was agreed Nem was going to Kangalaland. Like with Nem, Chwytu managed to refrain from saying the unsaid—that the likelihood of Nem never returning from that visit was high, and that whatever she would do once there would reverberate and make its way back to the protectorate. So, they had agreed: If the Ajabos’ presence here on the continent was to continue to remain a secret, the only way to keep it so was to swallow whole every single soul who knew of their existence here.

If the Ajabos wanted to remain invisible, they would need to absorb Whudasha itself.

Convincing the Ajabo council had not been easy. Chwytu had argued from a point of Ajabo self-interest—in a way, keeping close the only people who knew about their return to these lands was keeping that information contained. Biemwensé’s argument tended more toward the humane.

“You once said these lands belong to us just as they belong to you,” she said. “So, prove it. Be our kin now, in times of trouble, and we’ll be your kin forever, in sorrow and in joy both.”

It was the most emphatic speech she had ever made as a person. Alone, it was insufficient to convince the Ajabos. So she had thrown in other factors—the additional hardworking hands of the Whudans, for one, to ensure the community stayed upright in terms of food, clothing, water, everything that kept them going. There was also the greater numbers, in the event that war arrived at their doors and they needed people to fight. You could train us, she said. Ibor or not, we will fight for this land, because it is just as much ours as it is yours.

That did it for the council. They set about, soon enough, to making space for the incoming hundreds.

It was hard work, this. The ibor expenditure aside—and ibor remained limited for those here on the coast—the physical labour was gruelling, and the caves themselves weren’t all that large. This meant it was a question of balancing structural stability with more room, while keeping an eye on avoiding claustrophobia.

You almost never get used to it, Chwytu had told Biemwensé, living in here. I don’t suppose your people will find it easy adjusting. But they can do this, or they can die. I know which I’ve chosen for scores of seasons.
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When, at last, the day came for the move, no one was ready—not Biemwensé, not the Ajabos, and certainly not the Whudans. But off they went anyway. What choice did they have?

The trip was more successful than that to the Dead Mines. No one got injured or crippled; no one got mauled by a mountain lion. The journey was short enough that they did not have to build camp more than once, which meant that most did not have sufficient time to rethink their commitment to this trip. This did not mean, however, that arguments over bread and salt and sugarcane did not persist, that quarrels did not rise in frequency as resources dwindled. There were no physical fights, but there were almost-fights that fortunately did not progress to the level where someone’s jaw was dislocated.

No one turned back, because they knew to do so would be to embrace death.

The caves came into view not long after, their yawning apertures ready to swallow the throng of Whudans. Many were fascinated by the view, as Biemwensé had been the first time she’d seen them; others, particularly those who had never been on the trip to the Dead Mines, were gripped by fear, by the overwhelming sense of the sublime—that the world was bigger and more diverse than the offerings of their small slice of coastline or their little abode in a Bassai ward.

Chwytu stood at the mouths with the Ajabo council, waiting to welcome them. Upon their arrival, the guards—sentries—made that sharp ululating sound from their throats, and more Ajabos—not all of them sentry-like; most of them normal-looking, perhaps simple citizens—snaked out of the cave mouths to welcome their new brethren.

It was awkward at first, as Biemwensé attempted to address the Ajabos on behalf of her people, and Chwytu attempted to address the Whudans on behalf of hers. Soon, though, interest, enchantment, and attraction took over. Whudans grew curious to see what the inside of the cave system looked like. Ajabos were excited to make new friends after such a long time without. So, organically, without waiting for the blessings of their leaders, the two melted into one, and snaked back into the apertures from which the Ajabos had come.

Less than an hour later, Chwytu and Biemwensé were the last left.

“When do you think we will come out?” Chwytu was looking to the coast, in the general direction of Whudasha and the Great Waters after it, perhaps even at where the Ajabo Islands must once have been. Biemwensé assumed, even, that she might have been looking at where she imagined Danso might be found once whatever had begun ended and she could resume searching for him.

“Who knows?” Biemwensé replied. “When the winds blow over, I guess.”

“Hmm,” said Chwytu, and then, to the last remaining sentries: “Erase their tracks.” She circled a finger in the air, indicating the cave’s openings. “Seal this up.”

Together, they went into the darkness, and everything shut behind them.
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The Great Dome
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BLACK MOTES DRIFTED OVER Kangalaland.

Little by little, piece by piece, the new colony charred. The central Kangala abode was the first to turn black, to drown in thirsty orange flames. Next, the family settlements themselves, emptied one by one as the fire spread from the centre, reaching, like tentacles, smothering all within their vicinity. Then the ramshackle abodes of its outskirts, and those who did not have the same protections of the Kangala clan at the centre did. All, the former First Ward and beyond, was swallowed by the hungry, serpentine fire and smoke.

Oroe, stationed at the portico of the Great Dome—a place his daa had never stood and opted never to stand even when he could—watched his daa’s legacy burn to a blackened husk. Somewhere in there was the Man Beyond the Lake himself, the Sahelian who Saved the North, flesh melted down to white bone. Somewhere in there was the assassin sent to murder him, to sever at the root all of Kangala’s clan, melting alongside him. And somewhere in there, as Oroe had gathered his people to flee—those who’d been alert enough to escape the flames—was the promise he had made to his daa, spat into the billowing flames as he turned away to run: I will avenge you. I will uphold your legacy. Kangala will be the only name on every lip on this continent, forever.

“Oroe,” Ngipa, his sister, was saying behind him. She, too, was at the portico for the first time, looking out over the old Bassa. She stood with him now, just as they’d stood with their daa on that fateful day when they’d conquered Chabo, razed it to the ground, and looked over their handiwork. Down came Kangalaland, in the same manner that Chabo had that day—thick smoke rising in columns, mixing seamlessly with the clouds. Down came black and grey ash in return, settling and clinging onto their clothes, their skin, tongues, and eyelashes.

“Oroe,” she repeated. “Whatever you’re thinking—”

“Word from the protectorate?” This was the only thing he was thinking about: what had become of his strongest champion siblings and their parties that he’d sent off to the western protectorate of Whudasha. It was the first thing he’d done as soon as he’d escaped the flames and led the clan (or what was left of it) to sequester in the Great Dome.

Whoever had sent that assassin, he wanted them to pay. All of them.

“You’re not going to like the message,” said Ngipa, who he now realised was fiddling with a small piece of cloth he assumed had been retrieved from the Great Dome’s only functioning pigeon coop.

“Tell me.”

“Oroe.”

“Tell me.” He did not look at her. His sister sighed and read:

“Empty. All gone.”

He waited for the rest of the message, but she had fallen silent. That was it.

He chuckled, surprising himself at the levity he was bringing to the situation. Empty, they said? Escaped. Run away. All gone. They couldn’t even stay and face the consequences of what they had done.

“Cowards,” he said under his breath. To his sister, he said: “Send this response.”

“Oroe, listen to me.”

“Burn it,” he dictated. “Burn it all down.”

He left her and ventured down to the depths of the Great Dome. He would start with the most mundane task, which was also the most harrowing: counting the total sum of all who had survived. He was to take charge of this delicate task, to show leadership, even though he already knew, in his mind’s eye, those who had been lost.

His daa’s dearest, Wokoma, one of the first to succumb to the fire. Her sisters, her cousins, her maa—all who had lived in the family abode with her. His champion siblings and their parties depleted. Their kwagas—gone. Their homes—gone. Friends, siblings, children—gone.

His own child, his dear sweet Popi, only fourteen wee seasons old—gone.

There was no time to cry, no time to mourn. Now, rather, was the time to move, to burn. Ngipa did not know what she was talking about, telling him to slow down, to wait. The enemy wasn’t slowing down; neither was he. He would move with the speed of the fire they had brought to his doorstep, and he would strike with such alacrity and rage that the Four Winds themselves could not put a stop to it.

He would unleash war and death upon Oon. He would burn down this whole continent, set fire to every nook and cranny. He simply had to. It was, after all, to be the Kangala legacy.








From an old desertland poem, a time before emperors.




War is bad market,

a trading place set

on fire.

No stall or soul is left

unburned

not even that

which survives.
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… that never was.


Oroe, assisted by two spouses, put on his armour.



THE THIRD GREAT WAR of Oon began with this single act: the son of a legendary tradesman, leader, and eventual warmonger attempting to live up to his daa’s name in the only way he knew how: by warmongering even more.

Oroe was unlike his daa in this way. He did not seek longevity of the family line or an expansion of its ventures. Of what use were these ventures if the people on either side of the border thought them weak, unable to fight back against those who worked to ensure their destruction? How could such ventures stand in a world where others thought them unable to protect themselves and their assets? How could the Kangala line ever see independence without revolt? There was no other way to send a signal to all who thought they were ripe for the taking. A complete and total annihilation of all their enemies, one by one, to the farthest reaches of the continent, was in order.

Starting with Eighth Ward.

The door opened, and Ngipa entered. Unlike him, she wasn’t planning to be on the battlefield, so she neither was dressed for it nor wore the countenance of one who could soon see the end of their life. While he, as he stood there, drowned in apprehension, Ngipa was more restrained, though her expression bore deep concern for him.

She nodded approvingly at his attire, angling her chin toward the armour.

“Never dreamt I would get to see you in that.”

He looked down at it, like it was a new thing. “Yes. I guess.” It had been their daa’s, hand-stitched in the Sahel, in the same manner and design as that of the rest of the Kangalaland army’s armour as they gathered out there to march out to Eighth Ward. None of them had ever thought they would be putting this on—not on this scale and for a battle of this magnitude, at least. But circumstances had a way of doing whatever the fuck they wanted, so here they were.

“Perhaps you don’t need to be in it at all?” she asked. “Your old one suffices.”

She was talking of the regular garb the warrior band wore. This was her way of insinuating that they did not have to go to war after all, that they could simply talk things out, come to some sort of negotiation. This had been her position since day one, and no matter how many times he’d told her—The time for negotiations is over; this is wartime now—she refused to accept this truth.

So he did not grace her with an answer, instead motioning for his husband and wife to both hurry up. Ngipa got the message, and opted not to press.

“Perhaps one last brew together?” she asked, voice laden with sadness. “In case, you know…” She trailed off.

“In case I don’t return.” He nodded, turned to look at her. Her head was bowed. She was still his sister, after all. Disagree as they might, she still cared for him.

“I could do with some calming lemongrass tea,” he said, and smiled.

“Want me to ask the servers to bring one?” asked his husband.

“No,” Ngipa said, smiling back at her brother. “This one is our own special thing.”

After Ngipa was gone, Oroe called in his warrior siblings. They filled the room, standing shoulder to shoulder—seventeen in number, now that he had stepped into Moy Kangala’s role and was therefore no longer among them. Each, commanding their own companies, had shared their own company among themselves, swelling to sizable numbers when added to their original Sahelian crews and the mainland and desertland recruits who had since joined.

He spoke to them plainly, honestly.

“The Bassai sent their consul to murder our daa,” he began. “So today, we go out to whatever place remnants of them exist, and we wipe that remnant off the face of this continent.” He stabbed a finger at them. “Take everything and everyone you have. March beyond the boundaries of Kangalaland, and visit the wrath of our daa’s name upon whatever remains of the middle wards ahead. Old Bassa, New Bassa—whatever names they may now be called. Soon, I will join you on the front lines. Together, we will take apart the Nameless Republic and their army. Together, we will reclaim this land for him—for Kangala—as he’d always wished.” He waved a hand. “Go. And may the Four Winds be with you.”


The homing pigeon flew over Sixth Ward, wondering why people made so much waste.



Below, the battle of Sixth Ward raged, faction slaying faction without mercy. Nothing was singularly visible, elements blending together in a fog of chaos. Dust and smoke, steel and shadow; bludgeon and block; blood and bone. The stones and plants dripped red, weeping.

Waste, everywhere.

In her short life on this landmass, the homing pigeon had never seen a conflict of this scale, this magnitude of brutality. She had traversed this route many a time, going from her nest in the outer wards to her nest in the Great Dome, each time a load strapped to her lower leg, just like now. She had seen many things on such trips, but nothing like this.

This high up, she couldn’t be sure what the result was. She could tell that those wearing one attire seemed to be bludgeoning more people in a second attire, but she did not know what to do with that. What is the result? she kept thinking. What is the result? What is the result?

Luckily, her mind remained occupied by a singular goal: go home. That was where she was headed. All these other things were distractions, both their war below and this load they had strapped to her leg. People, being very wasteful, were simply distractions. In spite of them, though, she would get home, where she could be complete.

Another homing pigeon passed by her, going in the opposite direction. They slowed down just enough to regard each other. She did not recognise this pigeon—his feathers were new to her, his birdsong unfamiliar. But that meant little. They were two living beings in this big, immeasurable world. They were responsible for each other.

Go-ing home, the unfamiliar pigeon said to her.

Meee too, she replied.

Go-ing north, he clarified.

Go-ing south, she said.

Un-safe, he said. Do not look down.

Yesss, she said. I know.

He flew away. She kept her head up, tilted herself just so the wind was in her ear, deafening her. She refused to listen to the clanging below, the cries, the loss, the waste. What is the result? Never mind. She was going home. That was most important.


The battle of Sixth lasted, and lasted, and lasted.



Less a battle, more a mowing down. The forces from Kangalaland by far outnumbered the defenders of New Bassa, and though their weaponry was no more superior or inferior, they possessed much more verve and tenacity, much more to fight for. When their arms swung, it was with generational force, a vengeance for all the forebears lost to the old Bassa, in whose name these remnants fought.

There was no singular leader in the northern forces from Kangalaland. No banners, no titles, no central captain or commander. Oroe, still back in First Ward, was awaited, but not required. This force did not need a leader. Desertlander or born immigrant, these disparate individuals commingled into one angry wave, a spearpoint ramming through the middle wards that constituted New Bassa, striking down every former civic guard or brave soul who dared resist. They set fire to the homes, and though they did not always harm the defenceless, they sent them running, into the forests or mountains or wherever else they could find hiding places.

Kan-ga-la, the northern force sang, chanting their founder’s name as they advanced.

Kan-ga-la, as they struck down mainlanders and burned their homes.

Kan-ga-la, as they headed for their next target: the front lines, where the army of the Nameless Republic awaited.


Word of Kangalaland’s advance and the defeat of New Bassa reached the Nameless Republic in a flurry of homing pigeons.



The first pigeon arrived, bored and indifferent when the coop master brought her to Kakutan and Ifiot, message strapped to her leg. It was the first time Lilong was seeing pigeons used as letter carriers—back on the islands, they simply sent a runner with a kwaga or an iborworker-controlled seavessel for contact between islands. They were fascinating, these creatures, carrying out their duties diligently, completely oblivious to everything, including their being co-opted into a war they had no business being a part of.

That was the thing about war: It roped in everyone and everything, whether they wanted to be a part of it or not.

She watched Kakutan and Ifiot read the message, muted. Around them sat the hinterland clan representatives, and herself, representing the Tombolo hamlets, all waiting to be advised of the contents of the letter, written in Mainland Common. Everyone else was off somewhere else—Esheme was still in holding, Danso had gone off with the rest of the Ihinyon islanders.

They all knew the letter was from the son of their former foe—the pigeon bore the distinct markings of the Great Dome’s coop, which Kangalaland still used as their messaging outpost. A message so close to a planned war was unusual—one would think their next conversation would simply happen on the battlefield. But Lilong held out some hope that this was a letter that wanted something else.

From the look on the two women’s faces, though, she knew she was hoping in vain.

“Ironic, is it not?” said Ifiot. “He sends a message about crushing the Bassai by using the Great Dome’s own pigeon. When I tell you both forces are one and the same, conquerors all, believe me.” She tossed the piece of cloth in disgust. Kakutan caught it.

“Read it to us please, will you?” asked Gevah. Their fellow hinterlander, Manemena, nodded. Kakutan cleared her throat and read.


Our forces, four hundred strong, have invaded the wards beyond Kangalaland. Fifth has fallen to us, and so will Sixth. Seventh, we hear, has emptied ahead of our arrival. Such is our might, that our foes fall even in our absence.

Soon, it will be your turn. Surrender now, or suffer the same fate.



Silence sat in the room after. They were in what served as the command quarters, converted from what was once the courthouse of Eighth. It did not escape Lilong that they sat in a law house belonging to an empire that was no more lawful than the current force that advanced and sought to drive them out. Perhaps Ifiot was right, after all. Monsters and serpents on all sides, wasn’t it?

“Does he really have four hundred?” asked Lilong.

Kakutan shrugged. “Between the warrior children, recruits from the desertlands, mainland immigrants, and other Emuru who joined upon the taking of the Great Dome, who knows what numbers he has now?”

“I say he’s lying,” said Ifiot. “Perhaps when Moy Kangala was still alive, I could say maybe. The man at least shot all his arrows straight and true. But that coconut-head son of his?” She wrinkled her nose. “He’s a coward. He will do anything for victory, including trying to win without even a lick of a fight.” She swept a dismissive hand in a large arc. “Fuck him. We fight.”

It was hard to argue with Ifiot’s reasoning when, before the day was over and through to the next morning, even more pigeons arrived, each bearing a message similar to the last. Sixth has fallen. Our numbers have grown. Our weaponry is superior. We have advanced into Seventh. We will give you mercy, but only if you lay down your weapons.

Surrender now. Surrender now. Surrender now.

By the morning of the battle, Kakutan had no more arguments. More than enough pigeons had arrived with letters that signalled this new leader of Kangalaland was in no way like his daa. This one was simply looking for something to kill. For some reason, he had decided to set his sights on the Nameless, even though it ought to be obvious that they did not have a hand in murdering his daa.

She watched Ifiot dress up in her long-planned battle outfit, a remarkably eccentric getup that borrowed aspects of the Whudan Youth garb and merged them with cultural attires from the performance guilds. Kakutan, who remained in bed—under covers, wishing to stretch this last day of un-war as long as she could—thought it fitting that this outfit was born of performance. Its garish colours were meant to terrify, Ifiot had explained earlier, and it was light on actual protective armour because Ifiot did not intend to fight much herself. She was going to stay close to the fort and command long-range attacks with spears, arrows, and heavy artillery. Sure, she might throw a few herself, but she did not intend for there to be any melee, nor she in the thick of it.

“So you just want to send other people to death, then,” Kakutan had said, “but not risk it yourself?” She’d shrugged. “I could never.”

Ifiot had laughed a bitter laugh. “As if you haven’t already.”

They had slept in different beds the preceding night, as more and more Kangalaland pigeons arrived, flapping over the Nameless blockade, filling Eighth Ward with the smell of shit and feathers. Ifiot had come in this morning, long before dawn, because she had left her footwear in this room, the one they’d always shared. She’d then stayed to put them on, and Kakutan watched.

“Will you be at the front?” Ifiot did not look at her when she asked, and in her tone, Kakutan heard the true words she was speaking: It would be better if you weren’t.

“Oh, I will be there,” said Kakutan, suddenly—and perhaps, finally—defiant. She threw off the covers, stepped to the floor. “As I said: I could never send my people to war, if I cannot be out there, fighting in it myself.”

Ifiot sat up, the feathers in her costume—for that was what it was—bouncing in the air and soft light. “Well, then. See you there.” She paused. “Try not to do anything… stupid?” Then she left the room.

Kakutan threw a stool across the room and screamed. She sat on the bed and wept softly, grieving those who were going to die today—her people and others who didn’t deserve to—and the relationship between her and Ifiot, which had, as of a moment ago, died its last, final death.


Before the pigeons flew over Sixth Ward; before the northern army advanced south; before Oroe put on his armour: The delegation from Tombolo arrived at the Nameless Republic.



Upon Lilong’s second time arriving in the Nameless Republic within this mooncycle, she realised how quickly a place of promise could turn poisonous. Whereas the first time, after being buoyed by Kakutan’s hopes, dreams, and speeches, she’d come to the Nameless Republic as a beacon. Somewhere bold enough to stand up to Bassa, to further the empire’s fracture, to cobble a proud but dedicated resistance held together with dust and spittle. It was what the Abenai League had always dreamt of—it was what she had dreamt of. To have such a republic named after her own people—or, at least, the reclamation of a wrong name for them—was a fitting crown.

And then she’d arrived that first time to realise that the republic she’d imagined lived only in her head, and perhaps, in a way, in Kakutan’s too. It was from Kakutan she had gleaned this promise, after all. Rather, she witnessed something with its own fractal lines forming, not just between Kakutan and Ifiot, but across the entire enterprise.

Today, those fractal lines had become chasms.

The Nameless Republic, when they arrived from the east, was near empty. Not devoid of people—no, just devoid of people living. There was no commerce, no activity, no life. The few they met were either sheltering in place, packing up and attempting to move as far away from Eighth Ward as possible, or wandering about without obvious purpose, perhaps overwhelmed by the inevitability of the oncoming war. Lilong calculated that Fifteenth, once the poorest and most overcrowded ward, would now be even more so, simply judging by how many had moved there since the war gong had sounded.

“It’s bad, Lilong,” Kakutan, riding beside her, was saying. “She’s out of control.”

Word from a spotter had reached Kakutan first, and she’d ridden out—alone—to bring them in safely. The reunion was short, hurried, a quickly stirred pot of emotions. Kakutan was glad to see Lilong alive and to hear of Iyanya’s fate (but equally sad to hear of Turay’s), deeply surprised to see Abenai warriors, as well as Danso (so much so that she pulled him into a tight, long embrace), and her stomach soured once she was told who Esheme was.

“Oh,” she’d said. “Oh.” She had to sit for a moment to take it all in.

Lilong filled her in, first openly, on how they came to be in this position, then secretly, in whispers away from the group, on how they intended to get Ifiot to stop the war by offering up the Red Emperor. Only after this last part did she perk up, suddenly realising that this blanket of despair did not have to smother her after all. She could still find some way to puncture it, if only they could convince Ifiot to rethink her plans.

“So many things have happened since we last saw each other, Lilong,” said Kakutan. “Your plan, unfortunately, is dead on arrival.” She held up a finger to quell Lilong’s immediately crestfallen expression. “No matter, though. We may still get something out of this. Just… follow my lead.”

Kakutan led the party into the republic. Soon, they were met by the Nameless forces she’d placed at the forest’s final waystation. She dropped from her kwaga and motioned for the others to do the same. She separated them into two groups—those who were to visit Ifiot (Lilong, Danso, Esheme, the Tombolos) and those who were to remain behind (the Ihinyon Iborworkers, who protested, but were soon pacified by Lilong—to await a successful first meeting before taking a next step). Then they got into a travelwagon and went to meet Ifiot at the frontlines.

“Ha!” said Ifiot. “When Menai sends gifts, she really showers!”

She could not believe her eyes. The Red Emperor of Oon? Here, in the Nameless Republic? Unarmed, unempowered, and completely subject to her whims and desires?

Upon hearing of Kakutan’s approach, and the group that was with her—the fugitive jali and his islander friend (the emperor had been cloaked to prevent chaos) alongside a group of Tombolos—she had stopped her right hand, Sileya, from going to fetch the rest of the council. She sent Sileya herself away and shut off the rest of the abode, leaving them alone in the room that now served as their war room.

This new war room used to be the entertainment hall of one of the well-built edifices in Eighth Ward, now commandeered by what they were calling the Nameless Republic Army. Ifiot, as leader, sat at the head, although she refused any militant titles, and refused for any others to bear the same. We already have names, she would say. The only thing that matters is what we’re fighting for. There was little pushback to this position, seeing as both Kakutan and Hakuoo were out of the council, and neither Gevah nor Manemena cared much about anything beyond securing a stable and independent future for their people.

“Ironic, is it not?” said Ifiot, who finally took the time to sit. The rest of the group remained standing.

“What is?” asked Kakutan.

“Once,” she said, “we asked this woman to come here, to Eighth Ward, and speak to us.” She gestured dismissively toward Esheme. “Come and speak for your people, we said. Prevent a war. But you thought yourself too big, too mighty to make your way down here to speak to the downtrodden.” Ifiot shook her head. “Look at you now. A lowly wastrel, just as downtrodden as the rest of us. Human, after all.”

The Red Emperor turned then to the jali and said: “It appears this woman has mistaken me for someone else.” To Ifiot, she said: “Up until the moment you opened your mouth, I was completely unaware of your existence. And yet, you continue to open it like so, which makes me yearn to return to such a time.”

It took the combined efforts of Kakutan and Lilong to keep an enraged Ifiot from pouncing upon Esheme, who stood unmoved, not a wisp of breeze disrupting her stillness. Once Ifiot had been calmed, and all was back to what it was, Danso stepped forward and gave a brief summary of the Red Emperor’s trajectory, from the day she left the Great Dome to chase after them on the Lonely Roads East until she reappeared on the Tombolo side of the continent. Thereafter, Lilong articulated the Abenai League’s desires: to allow Esheme to speak to Kangala, put an end to this war before it even began.

“Ha!” Ifiot said, once they were done; she clapped her hands, laughed long and loud, theatrically, before turning to Kakutan. “I see you did not tell them.”

Kakutan shrugged. “I thought perhaps it was best they hear it from you. See what alternative you offer.”

Alternative? Ifiot shook her head.

“Unfortunately, you will have to return to your people and tell them that your offer is useless. Kangala is dead.”

Danso and Lilong shot each other a tense look, then Kakutan, as if to say: Why are we just learning of this?

“You are just learning of this,” Ifiot offered, “because the woman who brought you here is a betrayer who will get cold feet regarding your established agreements and attempt to sell you off as a result.”

“If you are going to speak badly about me,” said Kakutan, “look at my face when you do it.”

Ifiot turned to Kakutan. “You should not have brought them here. Take them back before you cause more trouble.”

“You have offered no proposition,” said Kakutan. “Offer one.”

Ifiot spread her hands. “There is nothing to be offered,” she said. “War has been made upon us, so we have prepared for the eventuality of it. The stone has been rolled down the hill. Nothing will stop it now.”

“Perhaps,” said Lilong, interrupting, “perhaps if we make a proposition of our own.”

Ifiot folded her hands. “And what would that be?”

Lilong turned, slowly, dramatically, and opened her arms wide to encompass the entirety of the Red Emperor.

At first, it was unclear what she meant, and even Esheme herself did not quite understand. But as Lilong held her pose, slowly, it dawned—not just on Esheme, but on everyone else in the room.

“Excuse me?” Esheme snapped, at the same time Kakutan said, “Hold on.”

Esheme turned to Danso. “Are you seeing this?”

“I am seeing this,” Danso responded, refusing to meet her eyes. She turned to look at Kakutan, at the Tombolos, and finally at Ifiot. Only then did it dawn on her: She had no allies here. She was alone, and there was no one to speak up for her in her moment of need.

“This was not the agreement,” she said, a feeble attempt. “I am not for sale.”

“You are what I say you are,” said Lilong, without glancing at Esheme. To Ifiot, she said: “That is our offer.”

“Her?” Ifiot scoffed. “What am I to do with her? She is as useless to me as a comb to my bald head.”

“Or,” said Lilong, “perhaps you have not opened your mind enough to all the possibilities of having her in your hands.”

“I am not for sale,” Esheme repeated, and just as she said it, Lilong turned around and slapped her, hard, across the face.

A shocking, flat sound that brought the whole room to a halt. Gasps, even from the Tombolo warriors, who had known a much gentler Lilong in the time she lived among them. The Red Emperor put a hand to her cheek, then a finger to her lip where the slap had caused a tooth to dig in. There was no blood, but it was clear, by the emperor’s countenance, that the slap had cut deep in ways more permanent. An arrow to the heart of whatever shone in her eyes. A vigor dulled, a light dimmed.

“As I was saying,” Lilong continued, barely acknowledging the shift in energy, “you have myriad possibilities.”

“Such as?”

“A public trial and condemnation, for one. Bring justice to the desertlanders by sentencing the Red Emperor—to prison, to death, whatever satiates their appetites. Make them reconsider the need to fight for a man who is fueled singularly by revenge. Be hailed a just and astute leader in turn.”

“And if that fails?”

“A public execution, then? Do it yourself… or, better yet, hand her over to Kangalaland. Let the man satiate his desire for war by visiting it upon the empire itself, upon whom this war may be blamed. Who better to represent that than the Red Emperor, who last sat atop its highest office? Get your own revenge and placate your enemy in one fell swoop.”

Silence befell the room. The violence of the proposal, the hardness of it, the unabashed will for death. It choked. Only a few who had walked in here had expected it, and even they were rattled by not simply the offer, but the mouth that had offered it. Everyone here had known some version of the yellowskin woman from the seven islands, but no one here, not even those who believed they had known her the most, had seen this version.

“You know,” said Ifiot, who was listening now, it was clear, “that is a bold proposition.”

“And it is why I make it,” said Lilong. “Take it, or go to war.”

Ifiot thought for a moment more, opened her mouth to say something, but instead, swung sharply to face Esheme, who was still reeling from the impact of all that had unfolded before her.

“You know,” said Ifiot, “Oroe comes to war with us because he believes we murdered his daa. But it turns out that we did not do that at all. It was someone else, someone who we once thought dead, but it turns out was not at all.”

“Don’t,” said Kakutan, but it was too late. Ifiot had already homed in.

“It was your maa,” she said, leaning into Esheme’s face. “She went up there and, believing you dead, gave her life for you in revenge. She set herself on fire in your name, just as you have set others on fire in your name. She burned for you, and brought us war in return.”

Many seasons after the war, in telling these tales, the jalis would be divided as to the veracity of this moment. Some would pinpoint it as the moment the Red Emperor broke, shattered finally into pieces from the crack lines reverberating across her all this time. Some would say she was already shattered the moment she left her child and lover behind, on a distant island that even she knew the chances of her return to would be slim. Some would say the Red Emperor, as she was wont to, never backed down, but continued to fight, even when there was nothing to fight for and no one to fight with her.

One thing they all agreed upon, however, was this: From this moment onward, the Red Emperor never opened her lips ever again, her silence forever stitched into the fabric of history, leaving her long and troubling legacy to end in the five final words she spoke: I am not for sale.

Another thing the jalis would agree on that was marked in this war room: Upon the Red Emperor’s collapse once hearing of the death of her maa, Ifiot realised the emperor’s value, from this point onward, was reduced to nothing. Since there was nothing to be gained from her presence, Ifiot decided it was time to wring this cloth until the last drop of blood fell from it.

“Here is what I will do for you,” she said. “I will take the Red Emperor with me to the front lines. She will come along and witness the war that she did indeed bring about. Then afterward, after we win, the people of the Nameless Republic will have their justice after all. They will determine her fate in a trial.” She pointed to the rest of the group before her. “You and your people are all welcome to stay and watch. Join us at the front lines, even, as you wish. We will not touch her until the trial—you have my word.” Ifiot beat her chest. “I am not a barbarian. I do not casually murder people. I am not like you.”

What is most lost to time about this moment is the reactions of those who had brought the Red Emperor to the Nameless Republic. It is assumed that they must have now realised that they had made a mistake, had gambled and failed. The mission from the islands, in earnest, was over. If there was salvaging to be done, it was unclear what in this moment could bring it about.

Perhaps it was upon this basis that all in attendance agreed to stay and witness the front lines. Perhaps they believed it was possible to negotiate directly with the Sahelian and his desertlander army, see if they could change anything at the last moment. Perhaps they believed they had tried all they could, and the least they could do now was pay witness to the destruction. They had a jali in their midst, after all. Perhaps it was best to keep history accurate.

We would never know, because, in the end, history is barely ever kept accurate.


The Gaddos had been right: War was a bone-achingly quotidian affair.



Danso had not come to the front lines expecting or desiring excitement. He had experienced enough excitement for a lifetime. If he had his way, he’d rather there be no fighting today; he’d rather be walking across the field untroubled, reunification with his maa’s people the only thing in his sights. But he understood how impossible that would be. He had learned, the hard way, that people—himself included—often believed that they desired peace, stability. But deep down in their hearts, they craved chaos—not for themselves, but for others, a spectacle they could engage with from a distance, and feel the rush of blood to their heads, but never have to encounter themselves or deal with its consequences.

War, as such, was theatre, a faraway performance of blade and blood. The words that created it were everyone’s to utter, but the wounds and weight it brought to bear were most borne by those in the eye of it.

It was why he’d asked to come here. Not just to be as close as possible to the heartland when the war ended—whichever way it ended—but to witness the war firsthand himself. Something had happened to him out there, on the Lonely Roads West, and he shuddered now to think about what had come over him then, how much closer he’d been to disaster than simply triggering the flattening of a whole island.

He’d read once, somewhere: As the old world crumbles, from its rubble sprouts a season of serpents. He had encountered many serpents on this journey, not all of them obvious. He could even say he was one himself, and could argue that so was Lilong, so was Kakutan. They had come here hoping to offer Esheme in lieu of war, had they not? Esheme had killed, yes—in large numbers, yes—but who were they to offer a person up to death?

It’s what war does, he thought. Makes serpents of us all.

So he’d come here, to the front lines, hoping to look out onto the battlefield and witness for himself that which was the result of his own failures, of all their collective failures: more killing, more destruction.

If he was lucky, he’d leave this war alive and with this memory intact, to remind him in the days when he would become complacent and lackadaisical how easy it was to become a serpent. Because, he realised, in the end, the biggest serpents were simply ordinary people left unchecked.


At last, after a lifetime of waiting, the Third Great War arrived.



Dawn came with mist, thin vapor wrapped around the mainland, tightening. A burnt-orange sky spread slowly over the horizon, a dirge, portentous.

On the northern side of the imaginary line that once separated Sixth Ward from Seventh, the Kangalaland army of warriors from the north and rebels of the Bassai empire prepared their battle armour. On the southern side, the Nameless Republic and its few remaining allies from the confluence and beyond prepared to meet them in the field between.

This was to be a day for death.

Esheme, hands and feet shackled through the night—for there was no place else to keep her contained in the ramshackle barracks—was dressed by those assigned to her by Ifiot, who was making good on her threat to bring Esheme to the front lines to witness the war firsthand. The Red Emperor’s temperament was stilled, not by calm, but by the sense of something relinquished. It was a new look on her, not one to give up anything at all. Or perhaps this was a misread—perhaps this look was of something withheld. No one, not even the gods, could ascertain what it was that drowned the woman’s mind. But if one were to suppose, it would be well-founded to recall the old jali aphorism: It is unwise to mistake the serpent’s rest for an inability to strike fast.

With fat heads and long tails, each army set out, snaking through the quarters to meet each other in the field. The foremost company contained all the leadership groups, battalions following closely behind. The Nameless Republic boasted both mounted and foot squadrons, both sporting long-range and melee groups.

Ifiot, leading the army, with Kakutan and the others following a close second, willed herself into composure. You are ready, she told herself, even if it was a lie. You are ready. She had never led an army before; she had never led before, full stop. She had never been to battle. She did not even consider herself a fighter, not to speak of a soldier. And sure, she was not going into the melees herself—she would be behind the lines with all the other leadership groups, giving directions from there. She hated that, knew it would make her look weak. But she was weak.

You are ready. But it wasn’t true.

She did not know much about Kangalaland’s army, had little idea of what would come over that hill other than what she could glean from the pigeons’ messages. What if the rumours about a four-hundred-strong-and-growing force were true? They had blazed through Sixth, after all, cut down everything that stood in their path. They were sure to be buoyed by their new leader, a grieving and enraged man with a taste for murder.

This was why she had wanted the swamplanders, the coastlanders. After the Tombolo delegation arrived with the Red Emperor, she had even toyed with the idea of a special battalion made up of all the Iborworkers here, from the Ihinyons to the Tombolos to the refugee jali to even the Red Emperor herself. See if Kangalaland could hold up to that. But even if she’d have been able to convince them—not a single moon’s chance—there would have to be ibor here to do so, and there wasn’t.

So, then. She would have to be satisfied with simply bringing forth some semblance of retribution. For those wronged by Bassa; for those threatened by the Sahelian’s invasion; for those who simply wanted to fight. Revenge, whatever they say, remained a sweet, sweet tonic.

(And perhaps, once this was all over, the first thing would be to get her hands on ibor. That was where all the power lay these days, wasn’t it?)

Soon, the procession settled into its position, just at the edge of where the theatre of violence would begin. The battalions set up their attack formations. Mounts leading the charge, melee squadrons behind them, long-range attackers in tandem, and leadership groups a healthy distance behind. And then they waited.

Lilong, in this latter group, exhaled. Mist filled her breath. She turned to Danso, next to her, and asked: “If this was to fail, and we were forced to retreat, where would you go?”

Danso, who had never thought of this question, pondered it. He’d been everywhere there was to be on this continent. His feet had touched the sands of all lands, perhaps other than farther north or farther south. Nowhere in these places had ever felt like home. What was the point, therefore, of seeking one after all?

He had no home, this much was true. Perhaps it was best to stop looking for one, and perhaps work to make one instead. But first, he would need to rectify all he had destroyed of the one place that had served the longest as home for him.

“Nowhere.” He shrugged. “I will run, yes. But only in circles.” Round and round and round. “Perhaps it is my curse to always find my way back here.”

Lilong did not quite believe in curses. But she’d seen a lot of things since that first day she’d crossed the isthmus, snuck past the sentries, and ventured into the desertlands. Fate, fortune, destiny—these, she knew now, if not necessarily real, were true things at least. They had not been kind to her. Therefore, unlike Danso, she was not ready to give in to them yet.

“I would go back to the hamlets,” she said. “Then I’ll relearn ibor.”

“Get your power back?”

“No.”

“Oh?” He lifted an eyebrow. “Not amber, then?”

“Grey,” she said. “To sail the Neverending Sea.”

Danso nodded. He wanted to say, Because that is what Turay had initially wanted. But he would be only half right. Before she left the islands the first time, Turay had indeed wanted them to disappear, find somewhere just for them both. But Lilong did not want to live Turay’s dream alone. It would only make the hole in her heart grow larger. No. She wanted to sail because, if the Nameless Republic lost the Third Great War, the only safe place on Oon for someone like her would be to live on the water.

The sun finally showed, and shadows grew shorter as it ascended to its apex. The battalions grew restless, then tired, then in need of some sustenance. They sat and fiddled with water, food, hushed talk, the looming end to their mortal lives taking a back seat.

Kakutan, who had convinced as many Whudans as possible to drop out of the fight, regarded the remaining few who had chosen to stay with concern. She watched the hinterlanders and Bassai who remained and wondered why they hadn’t abdicated completely, like the Tombolos and Hakuoo’s people had. Instead, they had committed their lives to what was not the worthy fight it seemed to be, but a futile exercise in serving individual egos.

Kakutan turned to Ifiot now, who she continued to ride beside, if only to give those Whudans who had stayed something to look up to. She wanted her face to be the one they saw when they looked to the leadership group, and hoped her presence and position here conveyed enough of what she wanted them to hear, to know: I am still on your side.

Ifiot, she decided, was her mistake. Ifiot could not offer them whatever it was the Nameless Republic promised. But she would. All she needed was to bide her time, clasp her hands, and hope for an end to this war. For now, all she could do, like everyone else, was wait.

When the sun was past its apex—and therefore, when no one was expecting—a pillar of dust, the sign that they had been waiting for, came over the horizon.

The leadership groups perked up. The dawdling battalions regrouped to formations, to face death once again. Arms ready, forward-pointed, as over the horizon, before the dust, came a shadow.


A lone figure, riding a kwaga, descended the hill.



This was not a soldier. At least they weren’t dressed like one. This was an envoy of some sort.

At last, thought Kakutan. A sign. The opportunity she had been waiting for.

“This is crazy,” said Ifiot, beside her. “Can we just get to the fighting?” She twirled her spear. “I’m itching to break some Bassai heads.”

“Not Bassai,” said Kakutan. “Sahelian. Remember, the Bassai, too, have suffered under this northern invasion.”

“Oppressor by a different name,” said Ifiot. “Oppressor all the same.”

“Perhaps you confuse the decisions of one man for those of many? I’m sure there are many Sahelians and northerners who would rather eschew this war.”

“And I say to them: They can have this land over my dead body.”

“Or…” said Kakutan, “they can negotiate. Land, after all, is shareable.”

“Not with evil bastards.”

Kakutan, watching the woman beside her, slicked in war paint, bouncing on tiptoes, excited to carry out murder and bloodshed and enact pain, wondered: Who had she yoked herself to? Who was this bloodthirsty soldier who had replaced the deliberate, convincing leader she had met in secret on that first sojourn through the Whudan quarter?

Perhaps Biemwensé had been right all along. Perhaps Kakutan had indeed been swayed by sweet sex and the promise of a life filled with a loved one at her side. She’d been a Whudasha Youth for so long that her people had become her loved ones, ensuring she never had any one person for herself. Perhaps she had been so blinded by the quest to satiate this need that she did not see Ifiot for what she truly was: one who desired destruction of that which they hated, but had managed to convince herself that she was doing it for the people, for their safety.

How had it taken her this long to realise who Ifiot truly was?

“I will go inform the others,” said Kakutan. “As long as that envoy reaches this front line, we will speak with them.” She paused. “And they will reach this front line, Ifiot? They will arrive here safe and alive?”

She did not wait for Ifiot to answer. It was not really a question. Her implication was clear: If anything happened to that envoy before they brought their message from Kangalaland, there would be consequences. She was still the Whudan leader, after all, and her people were still loyal to her.

As Kakutan walked away, she looked back, and for the first time, saw Ifiot squirm.


Ngipa had opted to take the brew to her brother herself.



If this was to be his one drink before war, she wanted it to be from her own hands. She wanted it to carry a kindness, a care he would not find in some stranger’s hands. She had promised him, already, that if he did not return, his family was safe with her. The Kangala clan was safe with her. And she wanted to prove it, too—he was safe with her.

She waited beside the kitchen workers as they prepared it, a franticness in the serving boy’s motions, his hands quivering. She patted his shoulder gently, reassuringly. A young northerner who had opted to leave his own family behind to join the Kangala cause, hoping for protection and a future of growth in whatever new colony Kangala would’ve established on the mainland. Now, here he was, probably thanking his stars that he managed to escape drafting into this war, but knowing, like she did, that this might be the biggest war yet that the Kangala clan had ever fought, but it would not be the last.

This was not the end. It was only the beginning.

“Another dollop of salt,” she said to the boy. “Just how he likes it.” And then she smiled.

When Ngipa was a wee child fifteen seasons old, Moy Kangala had told her she would inherit the clan. It made sense—her maa had been the first of his many wives, after all. He’d taken Ngipa with him on missions, kept her at his side during conversations with different peoples from all over the desertlands. Every now and then, he would try to explain to her child brain the details of the discussion—trade, measurements, goods, exchanges, rules. He did not talk much about violence, but he did not shy away from it either. If they had to employ force during negotiations, he explained that as well.

“Exchange without power,” he said once, “is just two people talking. You need power to claw things toward yourself. And what better way to exercise that than violence?”

She didn’t understand much of these ideas, but she did understand language. These meetings were where she first recognised accents, and from there her aptitude for language forms and styles first arose. She understood that speaking did not just happen with lips, but with the whole body, and she was able to tell when someone, even when speaking in a different language or dialect, was lying, or where they harboured some deep emotion that coloured whatever they were saying.

Moy, too, noticed it, and deduced that this aptitude could be honed even further if she learned the spoken languages themselves. So off he sent her, across the desertlands, a wiry little teenager and her half-sibling warrior escorts, spending season upon season with Elders indigenous to the desertlands. She learned both the languages of these locales and that of the Bassai colonizer. And when those seasons were over, she returned home a woman, engorged with knowledge.

In her absence, a child, Oroe, had been born by another of Kangala’s wives. A bulky crank of a child, a bully in every sense of the word. Sure, he harboured a steadfast devotion to family and clan—something Kangala hammered into each spawn. Despite this—and perhaps even because of this—Ngipa knew that though she had returned a learned person, versed in the ways of the wider continent to a degree that no one this side of the lake was, all of this would be moot.

In her absence, a new heir apparent had appeared. She was no longer the chosen one.

Oroe sat in his chambers, more contemplative than she had ever seen him, when she entered. She sat opposite him and settled the two cups on the stool between them. They had done this many times when their daa was alive, taking time away from the damning work of being by his side, of attending to his visions of grandeur, to recover their minds. They would joke about anything and everything, even their own family—its strengths, its failings, their hope. And even since their daa had been assassinated, when Oroe had spun into a rage and avowed to avenge him, it was these intimate sessions with Ngipa that had brought him down from those heights, calmed him enough to see the bigger picture.

They were going to wage a long, long war. It had to be done strategically, lest they exert themselves before the real battle, chasing revenge when a far greater cause was there to be obtained.

She picked up her cup, raised it to her brother. “For our daa—he did what he thought was best for us.”

A sad, wry smile tugged at Oroe’s lips. He picked up his cup, lifted it.

“To Moy Kangala,” he said. Synchronized, they tilted their cups, pouring tiny drops on the ground in veneration of his memory. Then they sipped.

“How many days of attack, do you think?” she asked him, blowing across the top of her cup to cool the brew.

“Three? Five? Fifteen?” He shrugged, not too concerned. “Our army will be tired and depleted after the battle at Sixth and Seventh. But that resounding victory will spur them on. We have loaded everything we have to take to them at the front lines. We will stay out there until we win, or until we die.”

“Do our brothers know this?” she asked, gently. “Do our sisters? Do their wives, partners, children?”

He shrugged again. In the droop of his shoulders, she could see he was being eaten from within by bitterness and loss, the same grief that had grabbed a chokehold on him as soon as their daa was gone. She recognised it well. It was the same way she’d felt when she’d realised their daa had abandoned her, relegated her to a bit-part role. She never held it against Oroe, of course—he neither chose it nor asked for it. She never held it against their daa either. He was, after all, trying to secure the clan’s future. And like it or not, he had partially succeeded.

But it did smart quite a bit, particularly with the knowledge that she had been relegated simply because she wasn’t as prone to violence as Oroe was. What was it with men and violence as the sole solution to their problems? This elevation of inflicting pain and suffering to the highest regard when it came to conflict resolution always baffled her. Perhaps it was the very time she’d spent across the continent that had taught her that pretty much every person on this continent was the same—they all sought the same security, stability, and prosperity, albeit with different ideas of what that meant and different pathways to achieving it. Tapping into that desire was a safer path to finding common ground, she thought, than simply seeking to eliminate the person. It was the one thing she’d come away with in all her travels: Conflict was fine, but war wasn’t necessary. Almost never.

The men, however, thought this was silly. Just like Oroe, now, probably thought she was silly for considering the fate of the families of his own siblings, left behind if this war went on too long. Starving, unprotected, vulnerable. How was care and concern a weakness?

Oroe sipped from his brew, savouring it like it would be the last thing he’d ever drink. She sipped with him.

“You still have a chance,” she said. “Stop this thing now. Pull back the army. Save lives. Find another way.” She leaned in. “You don’t have to do this. He’s gone, Oroe. You don’t have to fight his battles anymore.”

Oroe shook his head firmly. “The Nameless moved first against us.” He stuck a finger up, pointing westward. “The coastlanders murdered our daa, our forebear, our patriarch.” He shook his head aggressively. “No. No. They die. Today, tomorrow, whenever—I don’t care when, but they die.”

“Oroe…”

“Sister.” The word was a sharp rebuke. “I value your opinion, I really do. But you must understand—this is a matter of honour and respect. We cannot go back on our declaration of war. This caravan has been set in motion; it cannot be stopped.” He drank the last of his brew, slammed down the empty cup with finality. “We are going to war, sister. That is all.”

With that, he rose to go. But as soon as he stood, he swayed, knees wobbly, ankles unable to carry his weight and that of his armour. He put out his hands to steady himself.

“Sister…” Gentler, this time. “Ngipa…”

Ngipa, one leg crossed over the other, hands folded over her lap, remained seated, watching him. Silently, she picked up her own cup, sipped, and put it back down.

“Are you feeling okay, brother?” she asked.

“What did you… ?” He was reaching for his cup, to pick it up, to inspect it. “What have you… ?”

“You seem tired,” she said. “Too tired for battle, perhaps.” She tilted her head. “Too weak.”

“Ngipa…”

“Perhaps you need rest? Here, let me help you.”

His knees had buckled by the time she caught him. He blinked rapidly, trying to get a handle on his fading vision. His teeth clenched in response to the stinging pain stirring somewhere in his belly.

When her daa had told her the story of the naboom plant, of how he had used it to defeat the emperor, she was astounded. The tale had never found evaporation from her mind since. Once the conquest of the mainland was completed and things had settled, she’d immediately set out to try the plant for herself. Paid a newly migrant desertlander to go back over the border and retrieve a sample for her. Tested it—on a goat—to see how it worked. Watched the goat writhe in pain until it died. A painful death, one she didn’t really wish on her brother. She’d cried, just at the thought of it.

But now, as she laid Oroe down gently and he began to convulse, foaming at the mouth, lips in a shape that was still trying to pronounce her name, she felt almost nothing.

Grief did that to a person. Took all the wind out of their soul. She’d lost the person who she’d most cared for in this world, and more, all in service of chasing her daa’s dreams—dreams he once promised to make her an heir to, a promise he’d too quickly reneged on. And what did she get in return? A lukewarm shoulder. When she’d lost him, mixed feelings roiled within her—anger, relief, loss, redemption. Then her brother had stepped in, and the first thing he’d tried to do was repeat the very same failures of their daa.

She sat by Oroe and waited, as he died slowly and violently in his armour, fluids leaking from every orifice—eyes, nostrils, ears, lips. She’d always loved him. They were not just siblings, but friends, the closest among all the Kangala children. Ironically, it was for all the other children she was doing this now. For their futures. For Kangalaland.

Oroe became still. It was done.

Ngipa wiped her eyes, though they were dry. She rose and stood over her brother’s body, wondering if it was honourable that he had died this way, no differently than he would have on the battlefield: in his armour, a soldier.

“Don’t worry, brother,” she said to the empty room. “I will take care of Kangalaland.” She grabbed the two empty cups, tucked them into the folds of her clothing. “I will tell them you wanted what was best for them. I will make sure they think you valiant, that they remember your sacrifice alongside daa’s.”

She left the room, locking the door behind her. Eyes forward, neck stiff, head high. She had a war-hungry army to corral.


At a safe distance from the Nameless front line, Ngipa slowed her kwaga’s advance.



She had opted not to arrive with any kind of convoy, give herself more of an opportunity to be heard, for her words to bear weight. Different from how she’d approached each battalion on her way from First, of course, approaching each with the full weight of her authority, and her message—he is dead, he is dead, I am your Kangala now. Received with confusion, of course, but barely giving time for it to harden into mutiny. Things had already accelerated, of course—Fifth, Sixth, Seventh, all gone. But Eighth was still here. She could still save Eighth.

Now that she neared, and saw the long line of people waiting to receive her, her conviction faltered. Perhaps she had miscalculated? Perhaps these people might be different than she’d anticipated. Perhaps she might never even leave here alive.

She gritted her teeth and held the doubts at bay. She was already here. What was the point in letting fear defeat her now?

Standing a distance ahead of the front lines, a large group awaited her arrival. Soon, she was close enough to identify them, if not by face, then by features. Ifiot, leader of the new Nameless Republic, battle-ready; her second-in-command, Kakutan, leader of the Whudans this side of the continent. Flanking them on either side were the leaders of the other contingents who’d allied with the Nameless Republic in this war. She didn’t know their names, but could tell from their garbs that the hinterlander clan leaders were there, and there were representatives from the Tombolo hamlets as well. A handful of others she didn’t recognise, but a moment later, she realised a few of them were yellow islanders.

Where had they come from? When? How did they arrive this deep into the continent?

But that which most struck her was this: two people she had never met, but whom she instantly recognised from the public notices back in the desertlands, when the Red Emperor was still in power. The fugitive Bassai. His hairdo was gone, his robust cheeks had hardened into angular lines, but he still had the same facial features, the same piercing stare and narrow chin. Beside him: the yellow woman on the public notices with whom this—all of this—had begun.

And most surprisingly of all, beside them both: their very own sworn enemy, the Red Emperor herself.

Ngipa could not believe it. This was what seeing a ghost felt like, surely? The woman whom the whole continent thought was dead was alive after all. Her daa and Oroe had been so sure of it! But, of course, they had failed to confirm, seek her body and make sure. That was the failing of men with hubris, after all—believing so much in their own prowess and convictions that they failed to do due diligence, to ensure the traps they’d set had properly snapped and ensnared their prey. A lesson the Red Emperor herself had used to her advantage, and a mistake that Ngipa had vowed never to repeat.

Either way, there she was: the Red Emperor of Bassa, lining up to go to battle against her own empire, accompanied by the people she once hunted. It was so bizarre that Ngipa could do nothing but laugh, her cackle carrying across the distance. Perhaps after all this, she thought, it would be worth considering renaming this woman the Cockroach Emperor—the one who, no matter how many times she was killed, never died.

The group, watching her, looked to one another, confused by her laughter. Even the Red Emperor herself seemed bemused, which only made Ngipa laugh harder. How was this woman in allyship with every strand of the very peoples who brought her down, acting like this was all okay and normal?

Perhaps that was just it, wasn’t it? Nothing about this was okay and normal. Absolutely nothing.

Her laughter, finally unnerving, caused Ifiot, the Nameless leader, to step forward.

“Envoy of Bassa!” she screamed across the distance that separated them. “You and your laughter are not welcome here. State your business or leave, or else you will be cut down like your charges are about to be.”

Ngipa brought her kwaga to a full stop, dismounted, and lifted her hands to show she was unarmed.

“My sincere apologies!” she shouted back. “I come with a message.”

“From whom?” asked Ifiot.

“From Kangalaland.”

A pause. The group whispered things to one another. They did not seem to be in agreement. Amid this, Kakutan, the Whudan leader, stepped forward.

“Who are you?” she shouted.

“I am Ngipa, a Sahelian. I bring good news.”

“And what is this news?”

Ngipa cleared her throat, put on her most authoritative demeanour, and declared: “There will be no war today.”

A new pause. The group whispered to be sure they’d heard right.

“Say again?” Kakutan inquired.

“I said: There will be no war today.”

Ifiot stepped forward. “Says who?”

“Says me.”

“And who are you?”

This was her time to shine, the moment she’d been waiting for, perhaps all her life. She stood tall, puffed out her chest, and said: “Says I, Ngipa Kangala, daughter of Moy Kangala. I have come seeking a truce.”


Kakutan could not believe what she was hearing.



Ifiot, speaking to the woman who had introduced herself as Ngipa, asked: “How do we know you are who you say you are?”

A pause, then: “Let me come to you. With your blessing. And your word. As you have mine.”

“Your word is goatshit,” said Ifiot. “Fuck off.”

The woman on the other end did not respond.

“Maybe without her kwaga,” said Kakutan. “Minimize surprises.”

“Or maybe we just slit her throat when she comes,” said Ifiot. “Win the war now, if she truly is the Sahelian’s scion.”

“Maybe I slit your throat if you don’t shut up,” said Kakutan.

Ifiot slow-turned to her ex-lover. “What did you—”

Kakutan struck her in the face, hard. It was an open-palmed slap, but delivered maliciously, with enough bone to leave a mark and cause maximum hurt. Ifiot, stunned—more from surprise and disbelief than pain—staggered and fell. Kakutan took the opportunity to step forward, standing over her. Before Ifiot could retrieve her fallen spear, Kakutan had pressed it to the ground with her foot, pinning Ifiot’s fingers beneath the rod.

Ifiot did not scream, but it was clear her body did, manifested by water gathering in her eyes.

“Eh, eh,” Danso was saying, stepping forward. “What is going on?”

A hand—Lilong’s—reached out and stopped him. “Wait,” she said. “Let them handle it.” Behind her, the former Red Emperor was chuckling. The hinterlanders—stone-faced—weren’t as amused. Neither were the soldiers who stood around them, suddenly unsure of how to respond to their two most senior members of the coalition fighting.

“Go on,” said Kakutan, keeping her eyes pinned on Ifiot. “You know you want to try it, so go on. Try me.”

Ifiot, fingers pinned, bode her time, gritted her teeth as Kakutan rested her weight some more on the metal rod.

“Something within you is broken,” Kakutan said. “That is acceptable—okay, even. But then you take that broken thing and try to break everyone else with it—break everything else—that, I cannot allow. So, as second-in-command of the Nameless Republic, leader of the Whudan contingent, I hereby call for no confidence in your ability to continue your duties as commander of this unit.” She lifted her foot from the spear and kicked the weapon into the distance. “As second-in-command, I hereby assume your duties.” She turned to face those before her. “All who disagree, speak now.”

The Nameless soldiers—at least two of whom were Whudan—seemed confused. Were they to follow their de facto leader, or were they to listen to this usurper? Behind them, the rest of the contingent looked on, just as confused. What were they to say to a squabble between ex-lovers that had now somehow turned into their own problem?

Ifiot, behind Kakutan, had risen, flexing her hurt fingers. A look of death filled her face, and it was clear that if someone did not say something now, then Kakutan was done for.

“I support.” Lilong stepped forward. “As representative of the Tombolo hamlets, and as someone who has witnessed Kakutan lead a contingent of warriors many times prior, I say she has my hand.” She put a fist into her palm and nodded at Kakutan.

Another pause, most unsure, then:

“I support.” Danso, stepping forward, fist in palm. “As representative of the Ihinyon islands, you have my hand.”

Kakutan turned to the hinterlanders and soldiers.

“Well?”

Gevah and Manemena looked at each other, then said: “Ifiot liberated us from the Red Emperor’s clutches. We stand with her.”

“Have you not seen her impulses?” asked Kakutan. “She is willing to murder innocent people.”

“They are not innocent!” Ifiot spat. “Nobody is innocent. It’s why we’re at war!”

“You are why we’re at war!” Kakutan spat back. “You should have stopped at the bombing of Eighth!”

“And sit back while the Sahelian invades us? Would you give up your own people willingly, without a fight?”

“I would seek better alternatives.”

“There are no better alternatives. Use your head, Kaku—sometimes, life is simply sad, horrible, and these are the circumstances. We are at war; it is that simple. There is no better way.”

“There is a better way,” a voice interrupted, and all jumped at it, turning to the source.

The envoy, in all this time and amid this commotion, had silently closed the distance between her kwaga and where the group was gathered. Now she was before them, a slight woman of plain disposition, the kind who would be hard to pick out in a crowd. She regarded them with some kind of amusement, and reserved most of this amused look for the former Red Emperor, toward whom she harboured a too-long gaze—respect, disdain, attraction, it was unclear. When she returned to addressing them all, a matter-of-factness had returned to her tone.

“There is a way,” she repeated. “A plan to move forward, for all states to represent their people harmoniously. But first, a truce. No war. Peace. Harmony. Then after, prosperity.”

Kakutan regarded Ifiot, who stared daggers back. This isn’t finished, her gaze seemed to say, and Kakutan believed it. This was, indeed, only the beginning. Starting, first, with the separation of her Whudan faction from whatever Ifiot had going on. Then, perhaps, considering whatever this Sahelian had in mind.

Whichever way this ended, however, harmony would prove a challenging possibility. Prosperity, maybe. Peace, even, in the loose definition of absence of war. Harmony, though? Not if she lived as de facto leader of a faction, and her warmongering ex-lover lived on this same land, as a free woman or not.

And so it was that the Third Great War was over before it even began. Tomorrow, a new dawn would break over Oon. Until then, Kakutan would find a different place to sleep tonight, if only to ensure she’d never have to see Ifiot’s face again.







[image: The salt-taste of triumph.]








Old Bassai proverb, author unknown. Culled from an untitled manuscript at the University Archive of the Emperor of Enlightenment, the Fifteenth Emperor of Great Bassa, Emperor Tumwenke.



NO MATTER HOW BLESSED we are, we all stand on two legs. Therefore, do not laugh at those who fall, because slippery ground does not discriminate.
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IT HAD BEEN A long time since Biemwensé had seen a sky so blue, so clear, so streaked with cottony white. So long that when the stone rolled away from the aperture to the caves, and her skin touched light and her soles felt the soft, fleshy, earthen ground underneath them, she gasped. So, so blue, the sky, in that pure way that no dye could ever replicate, that only the natural beauty of the world could produce. The sun: blinding, hot, welcome against her skin. She dug her toes into the soil, squinted into the light, however much it hurt her eyes to look up, and inhaled deeply, welcoming the world back to her, herself back to the world.

“Easy there now,” said Chwytu, arriving to stand in tow. “Too much all at once, you will go faint.”

They had been at loggerheads, the two, about how quickly to open up, how it was too soon to leave the caves. The latter opinion being that of Chwytu, who did not mind sequestering away from the world, having done enough hiding for so long that it had become habit. But Biemwensé—she had only ever lived in the open, a customer to the wild and wonderful world outside. Her people, too, were simply this way. So, while the Ajabos were happy to wait until there was a clear and obvious message brought back by the lookouts that the war was over and it was okay to reemerge, the Whudans were rather insistent on going to find out for themselves.

And then, amid the disagreements, a pigeon, carrying a message.

How they had known the Whudans would be checking the lone pigeon outpost left—the only one that hadn’t been burned down—Biemwensé could not tell, and neither could the Ajabos. It was agreed that the senders must have believed the Whudans would not so quickly abandon their land, their home, and the home of their ancestors. Not even after the razing of their land by the now-perished son of the Sahelian, in retaliation for Nem’s final act. The community had been flattened by fire, sure, but whoever sent that pigeon knew that their spirits simply could not be extinguished. Someone had to have survived, and the senders wanted that someone, however many, to see that pigeon.

The war is over, the message read. Victory is declared over the Sahelian. Come and claim your rightful place in the new republic.

Two more had arrived since the first one. The Ajabo council had debated whether to risk announcing their presence by letting the senders know the Whudans were still alive. But Biemwensé did not have the patience of the council. Her people, though glad to be alive and glad to be saved, had begun to feel the pressure of being holed up in the dark for so long, the weight of the oppressive darkness finally pressing down on them, suffocating enough to cry out. And to her did they cry—Supreme Magnanimous, when do we go out? She had offered as much calm as she could, as much reason as she could—It’s not safe. But there was only so much one could offer before the whims of the mind and body, uncontrollable, took over. That, and the resource costs that living outside of the world demanded, whether it was the rationing or the scarcity or eventually the total lack of food and water and clothing and sunlight and the wind in one’s face. There was only so much she could do to keep a whole population inside.

So they decided: One representative from each community would go out and meet with the senders. Naturally, Biemwensé and Chwytu volunteered.

“Ready?” Chwytu asked her now.

She wasn’t. Not really. When they’d sent a pigeon back, they had promised to meet in Whudasha Central, the old Youth headquarters, neutral ground where even if the two of them were captured, the rest of the populace’s location could still be kept secret. But Biemwensé did not want to go out there. She did not want to look at loss, at burning, at the complete evisceration of the only home she had ever known, the one place that she held truly dear. As badly as it had treated her in the past, she loved Whudasha, and had wept when the lookouts returned to report that the Sahelian’s people had come and razed it to the ground. She worried now that she would weep again when she looked upon it, charred and blackened to little else but skeleton. The life’s work of her people, reduced to nothing, forced to rebuild from scratch.

Whatever had happened out there in the heart of the mainland, there would be no victory here. Not for Whudasha, for whom everything would have to begin again, anew.

“I’m ready,” she said to Chwytu, a lie. “What about you?”

Chwytu, ever defiant, lifted an eyebrow. “What about me?”

“Are you ready? To show yourself to the world?”

Chwytu made a show of looking herself over. “Are my clothes dirty? Do I smell?”

Biemwensé chuckled. “You are not wary?”

“I think Bassa has seen enough yellowskins to last a lifetime. What is one more?”

“Well, this is no longer Bassa, is it? It’s different now, isn’t it, this new Nameless Republic?”

Chwytu snorted. “Republic. We’ll see about that.”
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Whudasha was, indeed, nothing but char.

All that was left of the headquarters of the Whudasha Youth was the stonework, the parts that did not succumb to fire, but were blackened by it all the same. The Sahelian’s people had been careful to ensure nothing survived, so that even as Biemwensé and Chwytu approached, they could see from this far away that nothing was left. Every piece of decoration and beautification, everything that marked this building as one that was Whudan through and through—erased; all manifestation of their identity scratched out by fire.

It was pure, undisguised cruelty.

Biemwensé, hard as her heart was toward the Sahelian and his people, knew that it was a thing they’d had to do. Nem, after all, had set their leader on fire, burned their settlement to the ground. What state worth its salt would not retaliate to that? She wouldn’t do it if given the chance, but even she knew that she’d be called stupid for it, and whoever called her so would be right.

Therefore, as much as she wanted to hate, she couldn’t. So, rather than rage or weep, she trudged up the incline in silence, Chwytu equally silent beside her, until they arrived at the quarter proper.

The three standing there, brightly dressed against the blackened skeleton of the once-building, couldn’t have stood out more if they tried. The first, she recognised, and immediately her heart hardened further.

“I know what you’re thinking,” said Chwytu, catching on, “but consider this: If she’s standing here, willing to meet us, then she cannot have contributed to this, can she?”

Biemwensé let her anger ease slowly, giving reason room to take over. She studied the Sahelian woman—Ngipa, her name was?—dressed in an approximation of Bassai garb; the wrappers, the hairdo, the jewellery. I am one of you, it seemed to be her way of saying.

The second person standing there was Kakutan.

She had grown old, in the time since they last saw each other. Biemwensé could not believe she was looking upon this woman with so much joy, so much love, for someone who was once her sworn and mortal enemy. She deduced the joy was not quite for Kakutan herself, but for the people she represented—if she was standing here, beaming, as she watched Biemwensé and Chwytu approach, then it only meant one thing: that all the Whudans in the outer wards of Bassa were alive and well and thriving. It meant they had both done their jobs, fulfilled their promises to each other—they had kept their people alive. Perhaps it even meant that her children, Afanfan and Owude, were alive. Biemwensé, who did not often let herself dream, suddenly found herself taking off on imaginative wings, given to her by the woman she’d once been sure she’d never again see alive.

But the third woman standing there—who also, in the time since they last saw, had grown older—she could swear she’d thought it would be impossible for her to survive. But there she was—Lilong, the yellow woman, no longer masked for the eyes of others. She, too, was dressed in a manner that was surprisingly Bassai, particularly notable for someone who had once sworn to never be caught alive in those clothes. Perhaps it was Biemwensé who was reading this in a sideways manner. Perhaps these weren’t Bassai attires after all. Perhaps these were the attires of freedom, of being able to wear clothing that no longer carried the weight of empire with it.

Freedom. That word that, for a long time, had meant something elusive to Biemwensé, something she’d always believed she would never have. But seeing these three women, from three different corners of the continent, standing together under the shadow of war, emerging together, calling to her, asking her to come forth and join in their fold—now, suddenly, freedom had meaning. Freedom, now, was a rooted thing, something she wanted to be rooted in and yoked to.

She trudged forward as quickly and madly as she could, and as soon as she was close enough, let go of her stick and opened her arms.

Lilong ran into them. The two held on to each other for a long time.

Biemwensé pulled away to look at the girl. “Heh. They don’t have food where you have been?”

Lilong laughed, a laughter full of joy and pleasure, the kind Biemwensé had not heard in a long time—not from anyone, and certainly not from this young woman.

“I am fine, Yaya,” said Lilong, teasing. “Everything is fine.”

Kakutan had come up now, beaming. She stood at arm’s length, waited for Biemwensé to make the first move.

“Sister-kin,” Biemwensé said, and opened an arm. Kakutan embraced her.

“I thought you’d have gone and killed yourself somehow,” said Kakutan.

“And you as well,” said Biemwensé. “Shacking up with warmongers and whatnot.”

Kakutan let out a small laugh. Again, Biemwensé could feel it, the infectious delight.

The Sahelian woman, Ngipa, was the only one who did not move. She nodded in Biemwensé’s direction as a kind of greeting and acknowledgment of her presence, but much of her attention was focused behind Biemwensé, and it took Biemwensé a moment to realise that she had failed to introduce Chwytu, who stood behind her patiently, waiting.

“You must be the Ajabo representative,” said Ngipa, speaking in Mainland Common, across the women and over to Chwytu.

“Indeed I am,” said Chwytu. “And you are the Sahelian’s daughter.”

“Indeed I am.”

“There is a story here,” Biemwensé said to Lilong and Kakutan, “about how you three came to stand together. I have heard bits and pieces. I would like to hear it in full.”

“There is more than sufficient time for that,” said Lilong. “But…” She was still staring at Chwytu, who had been staring at Lilong herself, as if the two were trying to recognise each other through a very thick fog, trying to make sense of each other.

“You will not believe it when I tell you,” said Biemwensé, “but this woman”—she turned to gesture toward Chwytu—“is Danso’s maa.”

A long moment, where it felt like everything went still. Lilong frozen, Kakutan wide-eyed, even the Sahelian woman bemused.

“Oh,” said Kakutan. “Ohhh.”

“If he’ll still have me,” said Chwytu, and chuckled.

“She has been looking for him all this time,” said Biemwensé, turning to Lilong. “You know where he is?”

Lilong and Kakutan glanced at each other. Even the Sahelian woman turned to her two companions, wearing an expression of worry. And only when all three turned their eyes, full of pity, to the Ajabo woman behind her, did Biemwensé realise that despite the infectious joy and delight demonstrated earlier, something was really, really wrong.
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WHEN DANSO ARRIVED AT the home of the woman he was looking for, he was surprised to find it in such a dilapidated state. He should not have been. Nothing went untouched by the agitations of war; some, like this house, were touched simply by the promise of it. The inhabitants had fled while the Great Dome fell, and then the house itself fell in that aftermath. Now that a new order had arrived, all, the woman included, had returned home.

Not that this was her home in that sense of the word; she was from beyond the pass. This was simply where she had lived as an immigrant on this land. He’d heard, from the inquiries made while searching for her, that she had plans to leave the mainland and return to the desertlands, to where her true family lived, if they were still there. She’d had these plans for a while, after suffering a personal tragedy. War had shattered those plans, but no matter. She intended to put them back together as quickly as she could. If she was going to spend one more moment on this cursed continent, it might as well be among those who loved her as their own blood.

This was why Danso had made haste to see her, before she left. Now, standing in front of the structure, before what used to be one of the outer wards, he was glad to have found her. The building had fallen to the elements, pillars barely holding up, mudbrick scorched and chipped, walls cracked. It looked in danger of crumbling over its inhabitants. Its roof, too, was completely gone in places. Danso surmised that only one, two rooms in this house could still be liveable.

He knocked on the front door.

Even this was pointless, as the door, unhung, gave way. He stepped inside carefully.

“I come in peace,” he announced.

The woman stepped out from behind a corner. Her hair was cropped short, she was barefoot, and her wrappers were hastily tied and loosely hung. Danso had never met her before, though he had imagined, from previous descriptions, that she would be taller. But she was small, frail, despite having many more youthful seasons before her. This frailty, he recognised—because he’d once been frail in this exact way—as the kind borne of adversity, of running, of always seeking safety.

“Yes?” She regarded him with annoyance, but not malice. Even when her face moved in inquisitiveness, there was still a shadow of her dimpled cheeks, the singular piece of description Zaq had shared when he’d whispered to Danso about his secret lover.

“Mokhiri?” he asked.

Her expression deepened. She looked him up and down. “Who is asking?”

“I apologise,” he said going down on one knee. “I should have introduced myself.”

She waited.

“I am Danso DaaHabba, formerly the charge of your late partner, Zaq.”

After, Danso would think of the myriad of emotions that played across her face after hearing these words. First there was No, it can’t be; and then, How dare you? Something in the vein of Be calm and hear what he has to say, but that was quickly followed by her face folding into itself, into a deep grief. But the tears he expected never came. Rather, she took awhile to recompose herself, sighed a heavy long sigh, and her expression fell into one of surrender, of one who had given herself over to the hands of fate.

“Come in,” she said. “Make yourself uncomfortable.”
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Mokhiri, it turned out, was quite funny. A treasure trove of jokes, asides, and sayings causing Danso to laugh out loud multiple times. He wondered how it was possible that someone who contained this much light and levity could possibly exist alongside Zaq, who had been, predominantly, a quite serious person. But then, Danso thought back to his household, how the shadow cast by his daa’s everlasting grief and his triplet uncles’ constant grumbling would smother any such rays of light, if they existed.

Such was the situation that Zaq had been cast into, his light smothered in more ways than one before it ever got to shine. It was what Danso had finally come to understand, which was why he had committed, come rain or shine, to find Mokhiri, and offer her the apology he owed.

He could not tell Zaq how sorry he was for… everything. But if he was to put right all his wrongs, this, here, was a good start.

“How did you find me?” They had now sat, both drinking a gingered tea that Mokhiri had prepared and presented. Like the outside of the house, inside was shabbily reconstructed, some portions open to the elements. Windows didn’t have shutters, there was no furniture (they sat, cross-legged, on mats), and property was simply heaped in one corner or the other, without care or order.

“I started from the local government’s archives,” said Danso. “Found at least one record that detailed Zaq’s trainings. He said you’d met at one of such before his postings?”

She smiled. “Believe it or not, I was one of his training leaders.”

“I saw. It was how I so easily found your name.” He chuckled. “You’ve spent longer this side of the border, I surmise.”

“Crossed with my family as a child,” she said. “According to my parents, things were just as open back then as they seem to be now.” She lifted her head. “It is open now, the border?”

Danso nodded. “No such thing as the Soke border anymore. It’s just the Soke Pass now. Anyone can go through.”

Mokhiri smiled, twirling her wooden cup in her hands.

“You want to go back.”

She smiled. “Zaq tell you that?”

“No, your guild members I spoke to.”

“They also tell you I’ve always wanted to go back?”

Danso shook his head. “I… didn’t know that.”

“Bassa never let us leave. You know that part?”

Danso nodded solemnly.

“They called us Seconds.” She pointed her cup toward him. “You called us your Seconds. You accepted the names they gave us, like Yelekuté or Potokin. But we were servants, indentured. That’s what we were. And that guild? That was our prison.”

An uneasy quiet settled between them. Danso tapped a finger on his cup, drank some more, let the warm beverage settle into the pit of his stomach, where all the other unresolved feelings were gathered.

“I did want to go back,” Mokhiri said eventually. “Now that I can safely do that. But I have realised there is no point. Too much has changed. This place is not much different than up there now. A good thing, but for whom?” She shrugged. “Some of us have had so much broken that there is nothing left to repair.”

“Maybe I can… help?” he said. “In any way I can.”

“You have cowries? Copper? Gold?” She stretched out her hands. “Maybe you start there, yes?”

He chuckled. But she was serious, keeping her hands there, her expression impassive.

“Oh,” he said, recognising this. “Well…”

“Then you cannot help,” she said, withdrawing her hand. “Your goodwill cannot rebuild this house. It cannot help me get work in whatever new arrangement this new leader brings.”

“I can put in a word,” he said, hastily. “Talk to the new leader and her coalition. Her name is Kakutan, by the way. I knew her in my time as a fugitive.”

She snickered. “You mean you met her when you took my Zaq to die.”

Danso opened his mouth, but she cut him short.

“How did he die, if I may ask?” she asked. “Not that it matters, but I have heard many different things from various lips, and none from any lips that speak unbridled truth. So.” She leaned back. “Tell me.”

So he told her. Every grisly little detail. How he fought, how he tried, how he mourned. He told her, too, of all his mistakes, how he had continued to deny the evident danger of Zaq’s involvement. He told her of how much guilt he had held on to since, the lengths to which he had gone in an attempt to satiate that guilt, to become strong in a way he’d believed would be sufficient to avenge Zaq. But vengeance was useless, pointless; the person who had murdered Zaq had died alongside him. Where was this vengeance supposedly to be directed, if not simply at his own self? What if what he sought was not vengeance, but rather forgiveness—from those hurt by his own selfish actions, and then, eventually, from himself?

“I am here, therefore,” he said, concluding, “to seek your forgiveness. I cannot ask Zaq to give me his, but I can ask you to give me yours. For without it, I believe I can never forgive myself.”

She smiled a small smile, inspected her empty cup, and put it aside.

“For a long time,” she began. “I held a warm grievance against you. I took it with me to bed at night, when it was cold, when I had to sleep on the roads because we were fleeing the war we knew would come. I dreamt of dealing to you the very same hand that you dealt to me by taking away the one thing that made this life bearable for me.” She stared into the distance, beyond Danso. “I do not apologise for feeling this way. It is a human thing to feel this way. That feeling dissipated as the days went by, and dwindled even more so when the war did not happen after all, and we learned that it was the fugitive Shashi, the Jali who Went Under the Pass, who returned with a contingent from the islands and made a case for saving us all. I rejoiced as everyone did, but I still had this feeling, still held on to it.” Her gaze returned to him. “And I still hold on to it now. But yes, if what you want to hear is that I forgive you? Yes, I forgive you. I forgive you, Danso DaaHabba, for your wrongs—against me, against Zaq, against Bassa. You are free, Danso DaaHabba. Go. You are free…”

She was fading, her speech slurring, her lids slowly narrowing. She did not lose her sitting shape, but simply arched, folded across her belly, head dropping forward until Danso could see the shiny bottom of her scalp.

“Mokhiri?” he was saying. “Mokhiri?”

He reached forward to push her on the shoulder, but she was too far, and his own arm was too short. He tried to say her name again, but his lips were too fat, tongue too swollen, head too heavy. His neck and spine hurt from the weight of carrying his body. The room was too dark. His lids struggled to stay open.

What did you do? he wanted to ask, but couldn’t. He reached for his cup, knocking it over, so that the beverage spilled all over the floor. Then he knew.

Oh, he thought. Oh.

In the days to come, when the jali and the woman would be discovered here, heads bowed, teacups between them, it would be surmised, understood, that they had been poisoned by someone else. It would be surmised, understood, that they did not see this coming, or know what would happen when they had each drunk.

It would be harder, though, to surmise, to understand, the satisfaction present in their final expressions, the hints of smiles tugging at their lips, frozen by the muscular rigidity of death. It would be hard to surmise and understand the ways their bodies folded so carefully into everlasting stillness, backs curved so easily over their cross-legged seating, never falling over, never flailing, simply waiting there and accepting—welcoming, even—this final silence.
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Igan

The Ihinyon Islands

First Season of the Five States

Sixth Mooncycle, 6

FIRST, THEY WERE IN a wagon; then on a dhow; then in a wagon again, and not too long after, it was feet walking on sand. Two feet, because the child had to be carried. What awaited beyond the Forest of the Mist, Igan did not know, but they had made a promise, and they were going to keep it.
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News of the mainland’s events eventually made it to the islands via the returning Abenai warriors. It had been successful, the plan. The war thwarted; in its stead, a reconstruction. Disparate parts of the continent now brought together. The Five States, they were calling it.

The jali had held up his end of the bargain. The Red Emperor had held up hers. And both had been punished for it.

So, even as Igan watched the family they were living with rejoice at the return of their older son, Issouf, and his assurances that their daughter, Lilong, was alive and well on the mainland, it was hard for Igan to be happy. The one person they had lived for, held out hope for, was nowhere to be found.

Exiled was the only information Igan received. Banished to live out in the wilds, forever unwelcome in any community within the Five States.
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Day after day, Igan turned that trial over in their head. Esheme holding tightly to her little daughter while others debated her fate. Igan relived every word of their speech, wondered if what they had said about Esheme—She is committed to the survival and thriving of this child—was true.

At the time, all Igan cared about was keeping Esheme alive. We will be reunited, they had promised. But now that they relived that day, they realised something else they’d missed.

Esheme had asked, over and over, not for her own survival, but for that of her daughter.

Promise me, she’d whispered to Igan. Promise me she will be here when I return.

Now, Igan understood that this was a promise wrapped within something else, something they only now realised was coming to fruition.

Ma Guosa emerged to join them outside the abode. She sat where, not too long ago, Danso had sat and talked to Igan. Both said nothing. Ma Guosa put a hand on Igan’s, then rose and went inside. And that was how Igan knew it was time to leave.
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No point informing the Elders, or even the rest of the family. Ma Guosa prepared the transport, then promptly averted her eyes, allowing Igan the dignity of leaving whenever they wanted. Igan chose a cool, early morning, when Little Esheme was still asleep. The breeze was soothing, on land and sea both. And even after they arrived at the threshold of the Forest of the Mist, and the sentries on duty gave them one long look, then looked in the opposite direction and let them walk across the isthmus, into the mist, Little Esheme remained asleep.
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Time in the forest, as usual, was an imperceptible, immeasurable quantity. Everything blended together into a mass of green and brown and grey, of wet and wetter. The understory did not offer as much snag as Igan had expected, and the baby did not fuss more than anticipated. They had packed light, expecting to find some food for the child before the day’s end.

Unlike the first time crossing this forest, the path out was not hard to find. Lumusi had regaled Igan with tales from the jali’s codex, and of the stories, two things stood out: the intricate descriptions of the spaced pattern trees that led the way in and out of the forest, and the nearby settlements of isthmus seekers on the mainland side.

Together, these two things were enough.
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It would be fortnights before Igan would finally settle into the hamlet they had chosen upon emerging from the Forest of the Mist. Apparently, having a baby made help easier to come by. Various settlers were happy to offer, and Igan offered what they could in return, often manual labour, which was hard to come by in these parts. This quickly made them a settlement favourite.

On the status of this favouritism, they sought news from the mainland. Did anyone know what happened to the Red Emperor? Where she was banished to? Where she would turn up? The questions hung unanswered, like rotting fruits on a dying tree.
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One day, the desertlander and the baby vanished from the settlement. It was unclear what happened to them. Some isthmus seekers said it came on the heels of a woman, a silent woman, arriving at the settlement—battered and beaten, speaking nary a word. None in the settlement knew who she was. Some offered help, but she refused.

It was only when Igan, speaking nary a word to her either, offered food and shelter, that she accepted. They ate supper, and the silent woman held the baby. She held the child tight, close, hard, whispering. She held her that way all night. What she whispered, no one would ever know; no one had ever heard her speak a word. But by morning, the abode was empty, silent woman and desertlander departing together with the child.

In the end, the settlers forgot about them, and the world forgot about them. The winds swept memories of them into the desert sands, and their names and likenesses faded into time. It would be unclear if they lived or not—it was likely that they did. No parent, after all, would forsake their child if they could help it.

But it would be foolhardy to believe that simply because the world forgot about them, they would forget about the world. After all, what was that old jali saying again? It would be unwise to mistake the serpent’s rest for an inability to strike fast.
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Lilong

The Nameless Republic

First Season of the Five States

Sixth Mooncycle, 1

THE FUNERAL TOOK PLACE in the forgotten square of the Great Dome. Equal parts not quite a renowned pillar of society, and yet at the same time arguably one of the most important pieces in the Nameless Republic movement—the jali who went under the mountain, who discovered the yellowskin, discovered the codex, started this whole thing altogether—he was, in many ways, if not a pillar of the society that was ending, surely one in the society about to be made.

And so the funeral was held in the city square, tributes lined up as far as the eyes could see. First in this line of tributes was a most unnerving, unseemly, mind-boggling bunch: a group, a movement—cult?—that had grown to calling themselves the Odes to Danso. Adherents were mostly young, mostly men, but there were people of other genders scattered about, all of them dressed the same, so that it did not matter anyway. They all wore the same singular braid with shaved sides, in the same manner that Danso had, and they all knotted their wrappers in the same manner. Granted, this made them simply look like novitiate scholars, except that their wrappers were of various kinds, and even the actual scholars among this group, senior and otherwise, dressed like novitiates in this manner. Some did not wear wrappers at all, but simply strung together any garments they could find. Some were poor folk from the outer wards, a handful were not, and most were simply refugees seeking something to latch on to in these transitory times. If they shared anything, it was the desire to follow the passions of the man of whom they’d heard so much but knew so little: to walk in his very footsteps by maintaining a passion for old and forbidden stories, a fascination with the Breathing Forest and crossing it, an interest in a pilgrimage to Whudasha, the Dead Mines, Chabo, the Lonely Roads West, sailing the Neverending Sea.

In this way, therefore, the Odes to Danso represented this fractal, commingling nature of the new world about to come: diverse, confused, and in many senses of the word, Shashi.

Next came those who had known him in Bassa and Whudasha, but also in Chabo, in Tombolo, in the Nameless Republic. Lilong, waiting a distance away from the tributes—alongside the leaders of the new states, everyone she had come to know on this journey with Danso, waiting for the tributes to end so they got their own separate chance to meet Chwytu and offer condolences—she realised how many lives Danso had touched, in more ways than she could have considered. By the stories he told, verbally and through his pamphlets; by his actions, breaking out of the mainland’s monotony, crossing the pass, roaming the desertlands and islands, sailing the Neverending Sea; by his codex, which was now being copied by various scholars for archival purposes; even by the lives he’d saved, with a few children from the desertlands—former child bandits—arriving to pay their respects. He had, in his own misled, misguided, confused, Shashi way, changed lives, changed himself, and in more than one way, changed the world.

At the tip of the line, to receive these tributes, stood Chwytu. Bassai funeral custom dictated that the eldest child of a household was to receive these tributes, but this was not Bassa anymore, and Danso did not have a household anyway. In that way, the funeral itself marked a new custom, one where the parent received tributes on behalf of the child—a forbidden practice in the old Bassa, where it was deemed taboo for a parent to outlive a child. Chwytu stood there, stoic—not a performance, for that was simply the way she was—and received the words of commiseration, thanks, and encouragement with little comment, other than a small nod of the head, a little smile, a perplexing blink, and more often than not, complete silence.

The square, decorated in red—the colour of death—by strung drapery, coral, and flowers, was filled to the brim with these tributes. Decorated as if a ceremony were to take place—although Lilong was almost sure that this, here, was all the ceremony anyone was going to get. At the centre of the square was the body, wrapped in red also, placed on an ancestral altar, to be burned to ash and sent to the ancestors. As was the custom, it was expected that Chwytu would take Danso’s ashes to the highest point in the Soke mountains and scatter them, so that the winds there could convey his soul safely to the moons, to be with his ancestors in the sky.

Lilong expected the woman would do no such thing. As much as her son was Bassai, she certainly was not, and therefore bore no desire to adhere to its archaic customs. She had already vetoed the public burning of her son’s body (“His body is private,” she’d said. “His body is mine.”) and was dead set on taking it with her to the new Ajabo outpost in Whudasha. She had not known her son very well, and had therefore sought Lilong’s counsel and others, to paint a picture of who her son was and what he would’ve wanted. Lilong had told her, in no uncertain terms: Danso would have wanted nothing to do with the Bassai empire.

So there she was, receiving throngs upon throngs of tributes, the only Bassai thing she’d let them do for her son. Partly, of course, because some of these people were not just here for Danso, but also for her husband, his daa, Habba. There were those, old and rickety now, who had known Chwytu when she was a young woman eons ago, hidden away by them during the mainland pogroms on the Ajabos. Only a handful left, living histories themselves, so old, they were, disease taken over their minds so that they could not even recognise the woman in front of them, and their contributions to her survival had to be explained to them. Chwytu knelt to embrace them anyway, holding them close for a long time. They wept, but she didn’t.

In their wake followed supporters of DaaHabba from the physicians’ guild, those who had welcomed him after his ejection from the university and scholars’ guild; and then those of the scholars’ guild itself, from the university, who had always stood with him—particularly those who had argued against his ejection. Danso’s own mentor, Elder Scholar Oduvie, led this group, and behind her followed various novitiates, many of whose time at the university had been cut short by the war. After that, a motley group whose lives had been touched by DaaHabba’s healing know-how, who stopped to tell Chwytu stories about how her husband saved a child or parent or sibling or friend. Chwytu nodded to the stories, first stoic, and eventually letting go, letting tears roll down her cheeks, wiping them discreetly as often as she could.

It struck Lilong as fascinating that it was for her husband that Chwytu eventually wept, and not her son. Lilong was fascinated by the woman, either way—she had a lot of questions to ask her, everything from what it was like to be Ajabo, to escape persecution, to lose someone that she loved dearly in the same way Lilong had lost her daa, had lost Turay, had even also, in a way, lost Danso. She wanted to know what it was like to be a person in the world after this, to be a person like her in the world after this. Chwytu had managed it for many seasons. Lilong wanted to know how to do it forever.
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After the tributes were done, after Chwytu had sat and was finally allowed a drink of water—only then did Lilong and her group approach.

Ahead of them was the last batch, those who were just as much family to Danso as she could claim to be. His three friends who had brought Chwytu’s message to the Supreme Magnanimous, who had since stuck by her side to offer support. Then Habba’s triplet brothers—Kachuwe, Pochuwe, Uduuwe—bringing with them Habba’s ashes, which they’d kept all this time, presenting the clay jar to Chwytu, who received it solemnly, reluctantly. The men bowed apologetically, and Lilong had a distant memory of Danso regaling her with tales of how horrible it had been to live in the same household with these men. She’d believed it to be an exaggeration back then, something Danso had been quite prone to. But she assumed, based on how Chwytu refused to look the men in the eye, that Danso might have been right—it was obvious that they had not approved of her in the beginning, and did not approve of the son she had left behind while he was alive. No amount of supplication after the fact would get them into her good books.

It was typical of Danso to be vindicated, even in death—perhaps especially so.

The first from their group to go up were Oke’s husbands, Ugo and Alaba, trailed by the Gaddos. Immediately after the Soke border came down—demolished, Lilong had heard—they were in the first group to cross over, no longer needing their underground routes to do so. How they had found one another again was a completely separate story for another time, something to do with the men leaving the Weary Sojourner and journeying in the wilderness for days, somehow surviving despite Alaba’s injury, and heading for one of the safe outposts the Gaddos maintained in the desertlands. Only once there did they take on the challenging work of reconnecting with the Gaddos, who had disappeared into the wind once the Sahelian arrived. It took a long time, almost forever, for them to be reunited. But reunited they were, and just in the nick of time too, the empire crumbling, its faction states burning, and everything that had been a barrier their whole lives suddenly becoming a stepping stone to a whole new life.

“Thank you,” Chwytu said to them, “for being a place of solace for him when I couldn’t.”

Ma Gaddo—older now, more exacted by the elements—put a hand on her shoulder. “I know what it’s like to lose a child.”

“When we thought our son and granddaughter dead,” Pa Gaddo added, “we did not know how to live, what to live for. And even when they returned, we realised how much that grief had eaten into us, shaped us, left a hole.” He added his own hand to Chwytu’s other shoulder. “Don’t let it shape you. Don’t let it eat you up and leave a hole.”

“He loved our Oke like a sister,” Alaba said. “She loved him the same way.”

“And we cared for him, in the only way we could,” Ugo added. “We hope he is peaceful with the ancestors, and that she is there with him too. We hope they are both at peace.”

They presented an empty jar, into which they poured a dash of ashes. Generic wood ash to represent Oke. They had held on to them, wanting to pour some into the Neverending Sea, to send her forth via the same waters where she had perished. They planned to do so in the Ihinyon Islands, to go there and be finally reunited with their daughter, Thema, and in spirit with her maa. But they offered this small portion here because they wanted Oke, in some way, to be a part of Danso’s going forth too, to go forth with him, to accompany him in his journey as he had accompanied her in hers.

And so it became that into this jar more ashes were poured, and that all who came after had something to contribute to this new jar of ashes.

Biemwensé carried ashes symbolic of the Whudans lost to the proclivities of Bassa, to threats real and imagined both, to the promise of war and the war itself. Despite no Whudan falling in battle in the colours of either the Nameless Republic or Kangalaland, the war had touched them in a way it hadn’t others—they who had lost all and had little else to lose, but had lost just as much as others, and therefore had lost everything.

Afterward came the remaining leaders of the new codependent regions of Oon: Ngipa, representing the desertlands from the Sahel down to the northern mainland; Kakutan, representing the central mainland (jokingly referred to as New Bassa, which was starting to stick) alongside the mainland Whudans, now a completely different complement from the western Whudans; western Whudasha, run by a coalition of Ajabos and Whudans, currently spearheaded by Chwytu and Biemwensé until an election could be held (not that any would want anyone different); Elders from Tombolo, representing the coastal land; Gevah and Manemena, representing the southeast clans; Hakuoo, representing the delta swamplands. The Ajabos had sent a pigeon to the southwest hinterlands, hoping for a representative to attend the funeral, but received neither a return message nor a representative.

Each poured ashes symbolic of all that was lost—Ngipa for her people, sacrificed in a needless war; Kakutan for the Bassai who got trapped in this war; Gevah and Manemena and the Tombolo Elders for those lost to the Red Emperor’s antics; Hakuoo for all that could have been and was not.

Finally, bringing up the rear, was Lilong, bringing ashes for her people—for Jaoudou, for Turay, for all who had been claimed by this journey. She poured the ashes into the jar, and afterward sealed it tight and handed it to Chwytu.

The Ajabo woman put her hand over Lilong’s, a small smile gracing her lips.

“Thank you,” she said, “for giving him purpose.”
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The ceremony was over quickly, if it could be called a ceremony at all. The sun hung low, the Great Dome casting slant shadows over the square. The decorated body was quickly whisked away and prepared for transport back to Whudasha, where Chwytu had plans to lay Danso to rest in her own way. Afterward, when most of the public had left, and only the leadership groups remained—the square guarded by warriors from every corner—only then did the drinks show up.

Despite it being a solemn affair, there was a triumphant air to it, as if it was in itself a celebration of victory. Perhaps it was, not just for the new republic, but for all who stood here in service of it, and who stood, therefore, in service of Danso, in whom it could be argued this dream of a republic found pure representation.

Lilong was thinking this, sipping her palm wine and watching people mill about in the square, when Chwytu sidled up to her, quietly, drink in hand.

“Oh,” Lilong said, startled. “Apologies, I did not see you there.”

“Mhn.” Chwytu sipped from her drink. “What do you think they will really do with it?”

“Sorry?”

“Ibor.” She sipped again. “You and I might be the only people here who truly know what it is capable of. You think it is wise to leave them to decide?”

She was talking of the edict, agreed across eight regions—they were still waiting to hear back from the southwest hinterlands—stating that ibor would be available to use across all nine regions of the new republic across Oon. Eventually, that is. Currently, it was to be retained by the only two places on the coast where natural ibor was being found: Ihinyon and Tombolo. There was the expectation that it could show up in Whudasha and the swamplands, the two other habitable places where the Neverending Sea touched the continent of Oon. The edict dictated that they would announce such a discovery, if made, and all regions would make a decision forthwith.

For now, they had settled on a sole use of ibor: sea travel. Every other use would be delayed until each region had received sufficient education on its use from either the Ihinyons or the Ajabos. Much of the work with ibor, otherwise, was to be spent redirecting the beasts that sniffed it out, finding ways to keep them in places where they would not run into people, and therefore could be less dangerous. Storing ibor in attractive piles was outlawed; storing it without fortification was outlawed. Storing it altogether, without permission and proper oversight, was outlawed.

The stone-bone had changed the continent. It was the only thing that mattered now. In a way, that made it dangerous. But it was a shared danger, which meant that even though there would always be those who sought it out for power or wealth, it was a resource no different from salt or gold. It would be impossible to prevent people from caving to their most dangerous desires in service of it. All they could do, for now, was to design systems to protect it, to protect people from themselves. It was the only thing they owed. It was what Danso would’ve wanted.

Or, at least, this was what Lilong thought, and this was what she told Chwytu.

“Mhn,” said the woman, after some thought. “I can see why he was inspired by you.”

“Inspired?” Lilong felt herself grow warm at the compliment. “I think he was very much his own man. Flawed, but very much his own.” She paused, added: “Strongheaded.”

“Ha.” Chwytu chuckled, sipped from her drink. Lilong thought it was a strange day to be chipper. But what was that Ihinyon saying? Laughter is to grief what the sun is to clouds: One or the other must be overshadowed, so you laugh, lest the overshadowed be you.

“Well,” said Chwytu, “we know where he gets it from.”

“I suppose.” Lilong angled her drink, stared into it. “He talked a lot about his daa, his quiet and gentle nature. I suppose it is sad that I never got to meet him.”

Chwytu smiled quietly. “He was a good man.”

“That I see.”

“Both of them. Good men.” Chwytu raised her cup. “To good men.”

Lilong lifted hers. “Good men.”
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The twin moons hung high long after the square was clear. Lilong sat in a corner of the square, blanket wrapped around herself, staring up at the sky. There were so many moments she could remember that were just like this one, only that she’d shared them with someone: in Tombolo, with Turay; in the desertlands, with Oke; in the Breathing Forest, with Danso. That these people were no longer here, that she would never see them again, gave this moment a weight that surprised her.

Here she was—sadly, finally, free—in a land far away from home, looking into a familiar sky, but yet uncertain about the future in what was sure, now, to be an unfamiliar continent.

Where would she go? Now that she was a citizen of Oon, welcome anywhere the republic’s influence touched, she could go anywhere. But what was she to do? Who was she to be, now, in this unfamiliar future?

The easy answer, of course, was to go home. Return to Ihinyon, pick up the mantle of her daa, of her people—return to being a warrior for the Abenai League. Return to her family, her siblings, her maa, the household her daa built. But of course, she knew she could not step foot on that land. Everything she had learned—about how the Elders had treated Danso, had treated the Red Emperor, even, told her things she could not abide.

She could not return there and look the league in the face; she could not live there knowing all the things they had hidden from her. She simply could not face the fact that her own people had contributed, unrepentantly, to the ills that had befallen the world. Her family would be fine—Ma Guosa had held down the home in her and Jaoudou’s absences; she would continue to do so. But Ihinyon, the Abenai League—what they did was unforgivable. Worse, they would do it again, if they could, and for that, she could no longer count on them as her people.

So, was she to find a new people, then? A new home?

What could one be when they could be anything, anyone? She did not have to be a warrior anymore—she did not want to be a warrior anymore. She did not have to be a good daughter, a good friend or lover, a good representation of anyone but herself. She could learn anything, take up any occupation, make a new life. The world was wide open, wild, free, the possibilities endless.

Ibor had abandoned her, and perhaps that was for the best. But in this future world, one where ibor was to play such a key role, she knew that she would have to hold on to the stone-bone somehow. So she knew, therefore, that she would have to relearn this skill, find her connection again.

But not amber, she’d decided. Not for combat. Whatever new relationship she had with the stone-bone, she wanted it to be for something other than destruction.

So, then: white. And afterward, grey.

She would become a White Iborworker, for Turay. And Grey, for her daa.

She would start there, working her way back to the stone-bone, finding a new connection with it. And when she was learned and ready, she would buy a dhow, take it onto the Neverending Sea. She would sail alone, go find an island, like Turay had initially wanted for them both. Somewhere she could always go if the continent ever felt too small, too constricting. Somewhere she could leave behind all her troubles, so that, forevermore, until the illnesses of old age took her, she would never again have to carry on her shoulders the burdens of the world.







Epilogue

Somewhere in the tundra, a season’s distance from Oon’s northernmost point

IT WAS HER LAST day in this world.

For too long, she had thought of Tro as the only place that could be her home. In one way, he was; he was the only place she could ever live, and the only place she ever would. She had been born here, raised here, and had seen Tro passed down her family line, ending up with her. But now, he was too much to cater to. The family line, unfortunately, also ended with her. There was no way she alone could continue the upkeep, to offer the care that Tro deserved.

So, she was going to have to leave.

She did not pack. There was no need. On the morning of, the only thing she had to do was secure her belongings to the walls of her abode, ensure they did not fall. She emerged from the front, sat on the stoop, tucked in her legs, and tightened her pelt around her arms, then regarded the tundra, drinking it in one last time.

Around her, extending in every direction as far as the eye could see, was a crisp, cold whiteness, pockmarked only by the odd mountain jutting out of the ground. Ice flakes hovered constantly in the air, currently so thin that the sun melted them before they touched the ground. There were days when they weren’t so thin, when they were as sharp in their falling as blades, when they rained in droves and buried her and her Tro. Back when her parents were still alive and this would happen, they would emerge at first light and begin to dig their way out, preferring the manual labour to other easier means of emergence.

Why don’t you just move it? she would ask.

Out here, we conserve, her parents would say. We only move as a last resort.

Well, here she was. Moving. Whether it was a last resort or not, though, she could not say.

She took in a large drag of stinging, freezing air and breathed out mist. Beside her, only a foot away, lay the four graves of the people she had cared most about in this endless world of white. Her parents, who were gone soon after her first ten storms. Then her brothers, who had done their best to take care of her, venturing farther and farther afield to find them food, until they each ventured too far to find their way back. Their graves were symbolic, as their bodies never returned.

She stared at them now, hoping that they would be proud of this decision she was making, and that even if they weren’t, at least they would consider it sensible. For survival.

Finally, she was ready. She rose, then knelt, ensured she was steady, sturdy, balanced. It was the only way she knew how to make it happen. She placed her hand flat on the cold ground, shut her eyes, and whispered.

Tro, she called. Tro. Wake up.

Tremor. A rumble. The ice around her shook, giving way. Even the flakes fell differently, suspended by the vibrations that ran through all mediums: land, water, air.

The land beneath her began to rise, rise, until it became tall, bow-backed, and magnanimous. A slow warmth travelled from its centre to where she stood at the fore as the creature took shape: limbs, torso, head. A form just recognisable enough: all stone, yet all body, all breath. And best of all, amid this sea of white and dotted blue-black, this beast of colour stood apart: a singular, mountainous burst of radiant amber.

“Look at you, big boy,” she said, and chuckled. Beneath her feet came a tremble, and new breath escaped the amber mountain’s pores.

“We’re going south, my boy,” she said. “What say you, Tro? We leave this ice behind and find us somewhere warm, somewhere with steaming food and scalding drink and sweet, sweet people?”

The ibor mountain exhaled again, sending cracks across the frozen sea, and together with its Iborworker, set course for the unicontinent that lay south.







Author’s Note

THE FICTIONAL CONTINENT OF Oon and its characters are inspired by cultures, events, myths, legends, and cosmologies from various West African ethnic groups (and other such proximate ethnic groups within the African continent). They are in no way intended to be accurate portrayals or representations of any nation, group, or community at any point in real-world history.

In the same vein, the mainland’s hierarchy of darkness and lightness is not intended to be representative of real-world racism, especially not “reverse racism” or “inverted oppression.” Rather, it is a demonstration of how a matter of genetic randomness such as skin shade (even when—especially when—it occurs within the same racial group) may generate illogical and groundless reasoning for the purposes of compartmentalizing power. Bassa’s hierarchy of darkness and lightness is a product of the fictional city’s own storytelling, borne of tales rooted in its relationship to the land, the humus that forms the source of the nation’s agricultural prosperity. While analogues may be drawn from Bassa to the social, cultural, and political landscapes of today, Bassa’s caste system is an examination not of a particular institution, system, or place, but of all caste systems—visible and invisible—and how they take hold.

If a reader may draw analogues from this series to real-world lived realities, one specific instance stands out. The people of the Ihinyon islands deemed “yellowskins” by the Bassai are a representation of the stigmatization and discrimination against persons with albinism across the African continent. The rare genetic condition (affecting about 1 in 5,000 to 15,000 people in sub-Saharan Africa, sometimes as high as 1 in 1,000)1 results in a deficiency of the melanin pigment distinctive to Africans and their descendants, preventing it from colouring their skin, hair, and eyes in the same manner as their fellow darker-skinned compatriots. Early depictions of Lilong from the Bassai point of view mirror typical attitudes of many inadequately educated darker-skinned Africans and Afrodescendants toward fellow (otherwise Black) Africans and Afrodescendants with albinism. A discerning reader will realise that not only is said Bassai point of view false and damaging, it is also quickly overruled by various counter-portrayals of “yellow-skinned” islanders (“yellow,” in this context, is the sometimes-neutral-sometimes-pejorative term Black Africans and Afrodescendants often employ in describing those with this melanin deficiency).

As a reader, I have long wanted to see more Africans and Afrodescendants with albinism be presented as their whole, ordinary selves on the page. As an author, it is a privilege to have Lilong, a character with albinism, be the full gamut of her human self on the page—the hero of her own tale, melanin or not. Long may it continue.

Footnote

1 Preliminary Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Persons with Albinism, September 12, 2013, para 14







Persons of Interest

(Stresses—upward intonations—are on uppercase letters. Flat intonations on lowercase.)

IN THIS TALE, in no particular order

Lilong (lee-LONG): Abenai warrior from Namge, one of seven islands in the Ihinyon archipelago. Formerly a fugitive of the empire.

Danso (DAN-soh): Formerly Bassa’s brightest jali. Formerly a fugitive of the empire.

Esheme (ay-SHEH-mee): The Red Emperor of Bassa, and daughter of Nem. Formerly Danso’s intended.

Turay (too-RAY): Abenai warrior, and Lilong’s love interest.

Fatoi (fah-TOY): Tombolo fisherman. Iyanya’s lover.

Iyanya (ee-YAN-yah): Young Tombolo Elder. Fatoi’s lover.

Kangala (kan-GAH-lah): A shrewd Sahelian businessman-turned-warmonger.

Oroe (oh-ROW) and Ngipa (nn-GEE-pah): Kangala’s children and trusted hands.

Nem (nehm): Esheme’s maa, and formerly First Consul to the emperor. Formerly Bassa’s foremost fixer.

Biemwensé (BEE-EH-mwen-SAY): Whudan potter and Supreme Magnanimous of the Whudasha Youth. Formerly a fugitive of Bassa.

Chwytu (ch-WEE-too): Ajabo woman, returnee to Whudasha, who turns out to be Danso’s maa.

Kakutan (kah-koo-TAN): Previously Supreme Magnanimous of the Whudasha Youth. Formerly a fugitive of the empire. Now second-in-command to Ifiot in the Nameless Republic.

Ifiot (EE-feeawt): De facto leader of the Nameless Republic. Formerly leader of the Nameless faction, splintered from the Coalition for New Bassa.

Hakuoo (hah-KOO-OH): A stealthy swamplander warrior and leader.

Gevah (GEH-vah) and Manemena (mah-nay-MEH-nah): Clan leaders from the hinterlands.

Satti (sah-TEE): Nem’s Second. Once caretaker of the MaaNem household.

Issouf (ee-SOOF), Kyauta (kee-AW-tah), and Lumusi (LOO-MOO-see): Lilong’s [step]siblings.

Ma Guosa (GWO-sah): Lilong’s [step]mother.

Chikere (chee-KAY-RAY): Fatoi’s little cousin; a Tombolo girl.

Igan (EE-gan): Second, advisor, lover, and confidant of Esheme. Once a general of the Coalition for New Bassa.

Thema (TEH-mah): Oke’s infant daughter.

Swuigale (swoo-ee-gah-LAY), Wokoma (woh-KOH-mah), and Popi (PAW-pee): Members of the Kangala family clan: spouses (Wokoma to Kangala; Swuigale to Ngipa) and child (Popi to Oroe).

Mokhiri (moh-KHEE-ree): Zaq’s lover.

Riva (REE-vah): One of five Abenai warriors sent to the mainland by the Ihinyon Elders.

Akuchi (ah-KOO-chee): The ninth emperor of Bassa, also known as the Salt Emperor.

Imamu (ee-MAH-moo), Kidiso (kee-DEE-sow): Abenai Elders.

Narenga (nah-REN-gah), Mhabeh (MAH-beh), Obuluyha (or-boo-LOO-yah): Tombolo Elders.

FROM PREVIOUS TALES, in alphabetical order

Abuso (ah-boo-SOH): Speaker of the Upper Council of the nation of Bassa, and Oke’s father.

Abulele (ah-BOO-lay-LAY): A friend of Danso’s, sometimes called Abu for short.

Afanfan (ah-FAN-fan), Owude (oh-WOO-day), and Rudo (roo-DOH): Biemwensé’s adopted children.

Aifu (aee-foo): A First Elder of Bassa.

Alaba (ah-LAH-bah): The Gaddos’ son, partner to Oke and Ugo.

Anuli (AH-noo-LEE): Chief physician at the Great Dome.

Ariase (ah-REEAH-say): Dọta’s Second.

Awa (AH-wah): Chief Warden of the Chugoko Central Prison (and his daughter, Abunni, ah-boo-NEE).

Basuaye (BAH-soo-ah-YAY): Former leader of the Coalition for New Bassa, also known as the Cockroach.

Butue (boo-TOO-ay): A former Second Councilhand of Bassa.

Dọta (DAW-tah): First Elder and First Merchant of the Upper Council of Bassa.

Ebose (ay-BOH-seh): A priest of the moon temple in Bassa.

Gaddo, Pa and Ma (GAH-DOH): Leaders of the Gaddo Company.

Habba (HAH-ba): Danso’s father, formerly of the jali guild and later a private healer.

Idiado (ee-DEEAH-doh): Leopard Emperor, the Sixteenth Emperor of Great Bassa.

Ikobi (ee-KOH-bee): Advisor to the Red Emperor. Previously Esheme’s mentor at counsel guild.

Ilobi (ee-LOH-bee): A priest of the moon temple in Bassa.

Indina (een-DEE-nah): A Whudasha Youth.

Isago (EE-sah-GOH): A First Elder of Bassa.

Jaoudou (jah-OO-doo): Lilong’s father and Elder Warrior of the Abenai League.

Jhobon (jaw-BAWN): False name for Danso used while in Chugoko.

Kubra (koo-brah): A general of the Gaddo Company.

Mpewa (m-PEH-wah): A mainland immigrant in Fifteenth Ward.

Nogowu (noh-GOH-woo): Manic Emperor, the Twenty-Third Emperor of Great Bassa.

Nowssu (now-SOO): A friend of Danso’s.

Oboda (oh-boh-DAH): Nem’s Second, and later Esheme’s Second.

Oduvie (oh-DOO-veeay): Danso’s mentor at scholar guild.

Oke (oh-keh): Escaped daughter of former Bassai Speaker. Later in league with the fugitives.

Pikoyo (pee-KOH-yoh): New owner, caretaker, and housekeep at the Weary Sojourner.

Pochuwe (poh-CHOO-way), Uduuwe (ooh-DOO-way), and Kachuwe (kah-CHOO-way): Danso’s triplet uncles and Habba’s brothers.

Sankofa (SAHN-koh-fah): A Whudasha Youth.

Sileya (see-LAY-YAH): One of Ifiot’s advisors in the Nameless faction.

Tamino (tah-MEE-no): A general of the Coalition for New Bassa.

Tumwenke (toom-WEHN-kay): Emperor of Enlightenment, the Fifteenth Emperor of Great Bassa.

Ugo (ooh-goh): Partner to Oke and Alaba.

Ulobana (oo-LOH-bah-NAH): A general of the Coalition for New Bassa.

Uria (ooh-REE-ah): A friend of Danso’s.

Usi (OOH-see): The DaaHabba household’s kwaga.

Viasi (vee-AH-see): Oboda’s leopard.

Zaq (zak): Danso’s Second and only househand to the DaaHabba household.







Glossary

(Stresses—upward intonations—are on uppercase letters. Flat intonations on lowercase.)

TERMS

Abenai (ah-beh-NAI) League [of Warriors]: A league of sworn protectors of the secrets of ibor and the existence of the eastern archipelago of the Ihinyon islands.

Ashu (ah-SHOO): The white moon, the smaller of the two moons of Oon’s world. Represented as a hen in Bassai moon worship.

Bassai (bah-SAI): Of Bassa.

Bassai Ideal, the: An embodiment of the epitome of Bassai existence, which includes purity of lineage and devotion to the nation’s protection, prosperity, religion, guilds, and social contracts. Sometimes colloquially referred to as Prime Bassai.

bushroad: Any minor road leading outside of the city of Bassa. Named for the bush paths that they often have to cut through.

cheto (cheh-TOH): A hair and skin dye used in beautifying the self.

Chugoki (choo-GOH-kee): Of Chugoko.

civic guard: A member of law enforcement in Bassa, mostly of Emuru caste.

Command: The third stage of iborworking: to mentally order an object, element, or inanimate being Possessed by ibor to carry out a task.

daa: Refers to (1) father; (2) mister, a formal form of address for any male household head (when used before name, e.g. DaaHabba); (3) a diminutive form of formal address for any man (when used after name, e.g. Danso-daa).

dehje (DEH-jeh): A formal greeting in Bassa.

Diwi (DEE-wee): A household heirloom of red ibor, belonging to Lilong’s house.

Draw: The first stage of iborworking: to mentally absorb the power from an ibor piece by touch.

Elder: An honorific term used to refer to a leading member of Bassai society, especially in a guild or vocation. Sometimes preceded by qualifiers for members of the Upper Council; Second Elder for members of the Lower Council.

Emperor’s Road: Any major road that leads out of the city of Bassa. Named for Bassa’s first emperors, who built these roads to travel and establish trade with other parts of the mainland.

Emuru (eh-MOO-roo): The worker caste of Bassa and second in the hierarchy of all five mainland castes. Default caste for all mainland pureborns—mainlanders without any outlander blood—who are not Idu.

Gaddo (GAH-DOH) Company: A desertland group of semi-legal operatives.

High Bassai: The exclusive, highbrow dialect spoken mostly among the Idu caste of Bassa. It is the only language with a clear written form.

high-black: Bassai denotation of the darkest skin complexion of all mainlanders. The darkest and most desirable skin tone on the continent of Oon. Usually affiliated with humus, the Idu caste, affluence and well-being, and mainland pureborns.

high-brown: Bassai denotation of the darkest skin complexion of all desertlanders. Darker than low-brown but lighter than low-black. Usually affiliated with the Potokin caste and people of the Savanna Belt.

hunthand: A private bounty hunter.

ibor (EE-bor): A fossil-like magical mineral with the consistency of both stone and bone. Found washed up on the shores of island nations. Many believe it originates from the beds of the great seas, but this is unclear and unproven. Naturally occurs in four states: white, grey, amber, and red.

Iborworker: A manipulator of ibor who possesses the innate talent and training to wield each kind of ibor for their own use. White Iborworkers wield air and light, Grey Iborworkers wield fire and water, Amber Iborworkers wield objects with which they have established an existing connection, and Red Iborworkers wield dead entities that have once lived.

iborworking: The act of manipulating ibor.

Idu (ee-DOO): The noble caste of Bassa and highest in the hierarchy of all five mainland castes. Highly selective, only accessible through vocational inheritance (priests), economic accomplishment and guild leadership (First and Second Elders), politics (ward leaders), and scholarly merit (jalis, scholars).

islander: An indigene of any of the islands surrounding Oon.

Island Common: The crossover, easily understood dialect spoken all over the seven islands of the Ihinyon archipelago.

jali (JAH-lee): A trained oral historian, storyteller, musician, scholar, and information repository of the Idu caste. Exclusively trained at the University of Bassa (called novitiates while in training), the jali guild is highly selective.

landfowl (sometimes fowl): Any bird incapable of flight and restricted to land. Fowl may refer to birds in general.

low-black: Bassai denotation of the lighter skin complexion of all mainlanders. Lighter than high-black but darker than high-brown. Usually affiliated with the Emuru caste and poverty or less affluence.

low-brown: Bassai denotation of the lighter skin complexion of all desertlanders. The lightest and least desirable skin tone on the mainland, only darker than islanders and yellowskins. Usually affiliated with the Yelekuté caste and people of the Idjama desert.

Lower Council: Second-highest ruling council of the nation of Bassa, with thirty members. Also doubles as government of the capital city, with two selected members each representing one of the city’s fifteen wards. Usually of ward leaders, civic guard captains, high-ranking counsels, and local government officials, etc.

maa: Refers to (1) mother; (2) missus, a formal form of address for any female household head (when used before name, e.g. MaaEsheme); (3) a diminutive form of formal address for any woman (when used after name, e.g. Esheme-maa).

Mainland Common: The crossover, easily understood dialect spoken all over the mainland.

Mainland Pidgin: The dialect spoken northward of the mainland, closer to the Soke border. It contains limited vocabulary and is interspersed with other languages from the Savanna Belt. Sometimes referred to as border pidgin.

mainway: One of fifteen major roads that each divide and enclose Bassa’s fifteen wards. May also refer to main roads or streets in other regions.

Menai (meh-NAI): The red moon, the bigger of the two moons of Oon’s world. Represented in Bassai moon worship as a leopard.

mooncrossing: The celestial event when the orbital paths of both moons in the world of Oon, Menai and Ashu, cross over each other. Usually accompanied by festivities.

mooncycle: A “month,” that is, the period of time between each mooncrossing.

Ochela (oh-CHEH-lah): An annual festival held in Chugoko, spanning many days and bringing together many communities in the desertlands.

outlander: Someone who hails from the opposite side of the Soke border or across the seas, especially relative to wherever the speaker is from (e.g. a mainlander would refer to indigenes of the deserts and islands as outlanders).

peace officers (and their mouthpieces): Empire-ordained bounty hunters sent into the desertlands to seek the escaped fugitives.

Possess: The second stage of iborworking: to mentally release power Drawn from an ibor piece into a target object, element, or inanimate being in order to Command it.

Potokin (poh-TOH-keen): The higher immigrant caste of Bassa and third in the hierarchy of all five mainland castes. Reserved only for immigrants who work directly for Idu caste members, including aides, pages, hunthands, and a select number of Seconds.

raffia (RAH-FEE-ah): The collective name for the leaves of the palm tree native to Bassa. Also refers to the fibre from the raffia leaves, used for making woven items.

risisi (ree-SEE-see): A colloquial term for “rock” or “statue” or “ancestor” in Island Common. Not to be confused with Risisi, the name of a place.

runku (ROON-koo): A wooden club with a heavy bulbous end, usually carried by civic guards and Seconds.

Savanna Common: The commonly understood dialect spoken all over the Savanna Belt.

Shashi (shah-shee): The outcast caste of Bassa and lowest of all five in the hierarchy of mainland castes. Reserved for those of mixed blood between a mainlander and outlander, whether desertlander or islander. Also sometimes used to refer to the mixed-complexion appearance of Shashi caste members.

Soldiers of Red: Undead enemies of the Red Emperor, resurrected by red iborworking to become her personal protection unit.

stone-bone: A colloquial term for referring to ibor.

Upper Council: The highest ruling council representing the nation of Bassa, made up of ten First Elders and an appointed Elder Jali as a Speaker.

ward: One of fifteen subdivisions of the city of Bassa, starting from the innermost and most affluent closest to the Great Dome (First Ward) to the outermost and least affluent farthest from the Great Dome (Fifteenth Ward).

weybo (WAY-boh): A highly intoxicating alcoholic spirit distilled from fermented raffia wine.

Whudan (woo-DAHN): Of Whudasha. Also refers to the language spoken by the people.

Yaya (yah-YAH): A Whudan title for an elderly maternal person.

Yelekuté (yay-lay-KOO-tay): The lower immigrant caste of Bassa and fourth in the hierarchy of all five mainland castes. Default caste for Seconds and all other desertlander immigrants that constitute all the -hands: househands and all other workhands and servicehands.

yellowskin: Describes the albinoid people of the Ihinyon islands of the eastern archipelago (known to most on Oon as the Nameless Islands). Expression comes from the yellowish appearance of their skin, hair, and eyes.

LOCALES

Ajabo (ah-JAH-boh): Refers to (1) the group of islands west of the continent of Oon, whose people were the first to migrate to the mainland; (2) the people of said islands.

Bassa (BAH-sah): Refers to (1) the nation of Bassa, formerly the Empire of Bassa, which spans all of the mainland except for Whudasha and a few hinterland protectorates; (2) the capital city of Bassa from which the nation got its name; (3) the region of the mainland over which the Bassai nation spans, one of the three major regions on the continent of Oon next to the Savanna Belt and the Idjama desert.

Breathing Forest, the: A forbidden forest on the western edge of Bassa whose floor undulates during heavy winds. Rumoured to possess supernatural creatures and is eschewed by the Bassai.

Chabo (CHAH-boh): A colony to the west of the Savanna Belt.

Chugoko (choo-GOH-koh): The biggest city in the Savanna Belt, standing between Bassa’s Soke Pass and the Emperor’s Road to the north.

Dead Mines, the: A cluster of abandoned mines of gold and other ore at the foot of the Soke mountains, west of the border.

delta settlements (also known as deltalands, swamplands): The southernmost part of the mainland, mostly uncharted, and harbouring various uncontacted groups.

desertland(s): Anywhere north of the Soke border. Indigenes referred to as desertlanders.

Enuka (EH-NOO-kah): A clan in the southeast hinterlands.

Gondola (gon-DOH-lah): A river on the mainland, intersecting with the Tombolo at the Tombolo-Gondola confluence.

Gwagwamsi (gwah-GWAHM-see): A settlement along the northern trade route.

Haruna (hah-ROO-nah): A small town in the Savanna Belt.

hinterlands: The internal regions of the mainland, often split into the southwest and southeast.

Idjama (ee-jah-mah) (also Idjama desert): The desert regions north of the Savanna Belt. Next to Bassa and the Savanna Belt, the third major region of the continent of Oon.

Ihinyon (ee-HIN-yawn): Collective name for the seven islands and the people of the archipelago east of Oon. A word that means “seven” in Island Common. Known as the Nameless Islands to mainlanders, for the seven islands it contains: Namge, Hoor, Ololo, Edana, Ufua, Sibu-Sibu, Ofen.

Lonely Roads East/West, the: Roadways of the Savanna Belt that lead east/west, respectively.

mainland: Anywhere south of the Soke border. Indigenes referred to as mainlanders. Sometimes synonymous with Bassa.

Oon: The universal name for the one continental body, consisting of three distinct landforms: the mainland to the south, the desertland to the north, and islands to the east and west.

outer lands: The regions on the opposite side of the Soke border or across the seas, especially relative to wherever the speaker is from (e.g. a mainlander would refer to the deserts and islands as outer lands).

Risisi (ree-SEE-see): Buried city of ibor in the Ihinyon islands.

Savanna Belt: The savanna region between the mainland and the desert, north of the Soke mountains. Next to Bassa, the second-most prosperous of the three main regions that make up the continent of Oon.

Sahel: The transition zone just north of the Savanna Belt. Its most conspicuous landmark is the Lake Vezha.

Soke (SOH-kay): Refers to (1) the Soke mountains separating the mainland from the desertlands; (2) the Soke border, the man-made border of moats and drawbridges built along the Narrow Pass (or Soke Pass) between the mountains to regulate southward immigration from the desertland into the mainland.

Tkithnuum (t-KEETH-noom): A port city on the northern trade route.

Tombolo (tom-BOH-loh): A river on the mainland, intersecting with the Gondola at the Tombolo-Gondola confluence. Also refers to the people of the Tombolo Hamlets.

Undati (oon-DAH-tee): A small mining location east of the Soke Pass. Refers to the location or the mines themselves.

Vezha (VEH-zzah), Lake: A lake in the Sahel belt, separating the Savanna Belt from the Idjama desert proper.

Wanneba (WAH-NEH-bah): A clan in the southeast hinterlands.

Whudasha (woo-DAH-shah): A western coastal protectorate on the mainland, separated from Bassa by a Peace Fence. Known as the land of the first landers—the Ajabo who first arrived on the mainland through the bight, now known as the Bight of Whudasha.

FLORA & FAUNA

Damisa-Maciji (dah-mee-SAH mah-CKEE-jee): A “leopard-serpent, a serpopard. Tail of a scorpion, neck of a Ninki Nanka, body of a spotted desert cat. It came with the sandstorms, slipping between walls of dust, so that when one finally realised it was there, looming over you, it was too late.” Damisa means leopard; Maciji means snake.

genge (GEN-geh): An ancient desertland animal often found roaming in packs in the desertlands. Name translates to monster in a desertland dialect.

Ghost Ape: A gorilla-like animal with the camouflaging properties of a chameleon, rumoured to be found in Bassa’s rainforests.

kwaga (KWAH-gah): A striped, hoofed equine with horns and a sharp bark. Primary transport animal on the continent of Oon.

naboom (nah-BOOM): A desertland cacti-like plant (or tree) with poisonous milky sap.

Ninki Nanka (NEEN-KEE nan-kah), or swamp dragon: A ferocious dragon-serpent with corrosive spittle. Native to the swamplands. Believed to be mythical.

Skopi (SKOH-pee), or lightning bat: A human-sized bat with the ability to call down lightning.

tepe (TAY-pay): A carnivorous tree that masquerades as other trees in the rainforest (often ubiquitous trees like plantains). Contains teeth and tentacle-like material within, ensnaring whatever living animal comes too close (humans included) and consuming their flesh but rejecting the bones, which can often be found at the foot of the tree. It is also capable of moving by “shuffling” its way through the forest.
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Praise for

Son of the Storm


“A mesmerizing coming-of-age tale set against a thrilling, fantastical adventure that introduces a beguiling new world… and then rips apart everything you think you know.”

—Shannon Chakraborty, author of The City of Brass




“Ambition and intrigue cause surprises on nearly every page as characters reach for power in unpredictable and nuanced ways.… The effect is rich, wild, and occasionally dizzying.”

—NPR Books




“Okungbowa weaves an intricate and irresistible plot around the tensions and contradictions of a corrupt, decadent society. The result is a vibrant tale of betrayal, intrigue, and revolution, which benefits greatly from an original setting, a fresh take on magic, and deftly executed characterization.”

—Anthony Ryan, author of The Pariah




“Fantastical beasts and forgotten magic propel a story about ambition, conspiracy, and the elusiveness of belonging. This is epic fantasy that will make you think and leave you unsettled.”

—Fonda Lee, World Fantasy Award–winning author of Jade City




“Highly recommended for fans of epic fantasy based on non-European mythologies… readers who enjoy protagonists on troubled journeys… or anyone who likes to chew on stories with complex shenanigans.”

—Library Journal (starred review)




“Enthralling.… This sweeping and politically charged fantasy explores race, gender, and culture in a complex and compelling world.”

—BuzzFeed News




“A flash of lightning in the dark! Suyi Davies Okungbowa has created an original and fully conceived new world of fantasy teeming with brilliant possibilities and demanding to be explored.”

—P. Djèlí Clark, author of A Master of Djinn



Praise for

Warrior of the Wind


“Broad and imaginative in scope even as it’s firmly grounded in a West African setting, this installment surpasses the first.… From the heat of the savanna to the red eyes of a beast, there is much here to unspool and much still left to follow.”

—Kirkus (starred review)




“This book extends the well-built world of frightening beasts and bloodthirsty rulers that Okungbowa established in the first book of this series.… The intricate, fascinating world and Esheme’s character journey are both worth the investment for lovers of epic fantasy.”

—Booklist




“Worth the investment for readers who love complex worldbuilding and beautifully drawn magic.”

—Paste










[image: Informational flyer titled ‘Raising Readers’ discussing the importance of reading for children’s happiness and success. It includes statistics on reading habits and suggestions for promoting reading.]
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RAISING READERS

Books Build Bright Futures

Thank you for reading this book and for being a reader of books in general. We are
so grateful to share being part of a community of readers with you, and we hope
you will join us in passing our love of books on to the next generation of readers.

Did you know that reading for enjoyment is the single biggest predictor of a
child’s future happiness and success?

More than family circumstances, parents’ educational background, or income,
reading impacts a child’s future academic performance, emotional well-being,
communication skills, economic security, ambition, and happiness.

Studies show that kids reading for enjoyment in the US is in rapid decline:

« In 2012, 53% of 9-year-olds read almost every day. Just 10 years later,
in 2022, the number had fallen to 39%.

« In 2012, 27% of 13-year-olds read for fun daily. By 2023, that number
was just 14%.

« Read to children in your life daily.
« Model reading as a fun activity.
Together, we | . Reduce screen time.

can commit to | « Start a family, school, or community book club.

Raising Readers | * Visit bookstores and libraries regularly.
« Listen to audiobooks.
. « Read the book before you see the movie.
this trend. | . Encourage your child to read aloud to a pet or
How? | stuffed animal.

« Give books as gifts.
« Donate books to families and communities in need.

and change

BOB1217

Books build bright futures, and Raising Readers is our shared responsibility.

For more information, visit JoinRaisingReaders.com

Sources: National Endowment for the Arts, National Assessment of Educational Progress,
WorldBookDay.com, Nielsen BookData’s 2023 “Understanding the Children’s Book Consumer”
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