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Chapter One
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“Etse! Where the hell are you, man?” Kwadwo was astride his kwapawnkah, waiting for the boy yet again. It was intolerable. An accident of birth made the spoiled sprat an obirempon’s son. That didn’t give him the right to keep others waiting all day long. Bad enough to have to play nursemaid for him, but worse by far to put up with his tardiness. Among other rampant flaws.

The other men were already mounted up, ready to go. Their kwapawnkah held their place in the keep’s courtyard, but little shifts in their legs and ears showed they were picking up on their riders’ impatience. A standard patrol of six, plus Kwadwo and, of course, Etse. If he ever showed up. The other men were quietly whispering to one another and chuckling a little. Kwadwo ignored the cowries he saw passing from hand to hand. Etse had something of a reputation, and not a good one. If he wanted to ruin any faith these men might have in him as a leader, then he was well on his way.

And if he was rolling in the hay with some little gbolo (whore) again today, Kwadwo rather thought at least one of the patrolmen was about to make some money.

“Etse...!” he started to call out again but heard the clopping of hooves behind him. He gently kneed his mount around, and it pivoted gracefully in place.

“I’m here, Kwadwo,” Etse said. And he seemed to have actually taken care in his preparation this time, thank God. His hair was tucked neatly inside a helmet. He was wearing a full mail shirt, the same linked-ring protection most of them wore when they bore arms. A spatha was belted at his side – the longsword of Kiswala. Kiswala might have abandoned this far off outpost, Kwadwo thought with some bitterness. But Asanteman had not yet abandoned Kiswala, or civilization. And it would not, while strength remained in his bones and sinew.

Sometimes he despaired being able to pass that on to the youth, though. And then sometimes – like this moment, seeing Etse astride his kwapawnkah (antelope), resplendent in white beaded armor with shining silver bracers and greaves and a sword belted at his side – sometimes, he could see a future that filled him with hope. If only he could find a way to pass the banner on, to get the beardless young man to live up to the potential Kwadwo saw in him.

“Well, now that we’re all here,” Kwadwo said, “Let’s begin. We’re to patrol along the Pra River. We look for any signs of scouts – tracks, campfires, anything you see that looks out of place.”

“Perhaps we’ll catch raiders in the act,” Etse said.

“The Gbawmehi Fawji rarely raid this far west, but they could. The Abonsa Hii from Kongo are a greater risk, though. Remember: if we see one boat, we investigate. More than that, and we retreat for reinforcement. We’re too few to stand in the way of a large raid,” Kwadwo added, with a pointed look at Etse. Who still looked hopeful, damn him. Trust an untested boy to want bloody battle. He knew the other men in this patrol. They were career soldiers, and like Kwadwo, preferred peace to war.

Peace was less likely to make you dead.

Kwadwo took his kwapawnkah up to a canter, and the rest of the men fell in behind him. The gates stood open, as always during the day. With a lookout in the towers, it was simple to spot any danger coming at them across the open moor, so the gates were only shut at nightfall. Takoradi wasn’t the port city Nicran was, but when Gbawmehi Fawji raids around the larger city had increased tenfold, Asantehene (King) Kwesi decided it was more prudent to move his government West, away from the invaders. Takoradi was far from impregnable, but it had stood since long before Kwadwo was alive to see it, and he imagined it would still be there long after he was gone.

Outside the walls, the straight road from the city to the seaport was cluttered on either side now. Batches of small huts, tents, and other dwellings stood where a few years ago there had been nothing. Hundreds had gathered there, forming a small town of temporary houses outside the gates. There was another proper town down by the shipping docks, but it had been overwhelmed by the number of refugees coming toward them from the East.

The Gbawmehi Fawji were coming, working their inexorable way across Asanteman. It was just raids now, but it would be war before long. Kwadwo could see it like storm clouds on the horizon.

He led them off the main road, down a path that took them away from the port, and out over the moors. There on the open land, he gave his kwapawnkah a nudge, and she obliged with more speed. They shot toward a distant point of shoreline with long, graceful strides.

It was beautiful country here. Some trees – enough for shade, enough to break up the line of the fields. Rolling low hills, covered with tall grasses. The scent of the sea in his nostrils, blowing in from the west. The sky was blue, the wind in his hair, the ocean beckoning... Sometimes, on days like this, Kwadwo remembered what it was like to be young and without care. He loved this time, with just the wind and the steady beat of hooves to keep him company in his thoughts.

“A sail!” Etse called.

Kwadwo reined in his kwapawnkah, slowing her to a stop. The patrol fell in around him, Etse pointing a hand toward the river, which had already become quite wide here. From their vantage, he could observe a good chunk of the banks, and there was indeed a small boat headed into a sandy beach.

“Something odd about that boat,” Kwadwo muttered. His eyes were not as young as they once were, and he couldn’t make out the details at this range, but something looked wrong to him about the way the sail flapped and fluttered in the wind.

“We should investigate, right?” Etse said. “One boat – we investigate.”

“Aane,” Kwadwo said. “Etse, your eyes are young. Can you see the man on their tiller?”

The boy raised his hand to shield his eyes from the sun and squinted. “I can see the tiller, but I don’t see anyone manning it.”

That was what had caught Kwadwo’s eye. The ship wasn’t being steered. He could see that even more clearly now. It drifted in toward shore, washed by waves and a light breeze, but the prow of the boat wobbled back and forth like an unsteady drunk trying to find his way home while the sail snapped wildly back and forth at the whim of the breeze.

“We’ll go check it out. Something has happened to them, and we should find out what. There could be survivors,” Kwadwo said. Then he had a thought and added “Or it could be a ruse. Stay alert, swords and wits sharp.” He hadn’t lived this long by being incautious.

Etse kept his disappointment in check as they wound their way down the hillside toward the shore. Old Kwadwo seemed relieved that the boat was adrift, but more than anything else Etse wanted something to happen. Life had to be about more than just studies in the morning, patrols and sword work in the afternoon, and then more studies in the evening – didn’t it? Was it any wonder that he slipped away when he got the occasional chance? If it was up to men like Kwadwo and his father, he’d never do anything worth anything.

He’d been wearing a sword since he was eight. Even before that he’d carried a knife as long as he could remember. But he’d never once drawn in actual combat, and he knew every man riding with him had. It burned him that they knew he was still raw, untested. Etse had confidence in his skill – he’d disarmed Kwadwo himself in practice just last week. But how could the men ever truly trust him until he’d seen actual battle?

He knew they would not. Oh, they’d follow him, because they were ordered to. But he wouldn’t really be one of them. Couldn’t be, while things remained as they were – boring.

They were careful as they approached, moving slowly enough that the boat had almost reached the shore before their kwapawnkah hit the beach. The boat wallowed there, bobbing in the shallows. It was a small craft, only about twenty feet long or so. The sail was slack now, luffing a bit in the wind, and Etse could see from here that it was torn, tattered.

“Dismount,” Kwadwo ordered.

Etse swung a leg down from his kwapawnkah, carefully holding the reins in one hand. Something had spooked her, but at first, he couldn’t see what was bothering her.

Then he still couldn’t see it. But he could smell it.

The wind blew the scent from the boat, and Etse’s stomach turned. Decay, he smelled, and rot. Something long dead and left to sit in the sun. His stomach roiled as his mind envisioned what they were about to find. He swallowed hard and stepped into the water with the other men around him. Their confidence gave him courage.

“Dosseh, Amuzu, grab the prow and bring her closer to shore,” Kwadwo said. The two men took a line dangling from the front of the boat and hauled it closer to the beach. A minute later, sand was grating on the bottom of the boat.

Etse stepped closer, but Dosseh came between him and the vessel.

“Not yet, Etse,” he said, stepping up and grasping the side of the boat. Etse saw his nose wrinkle at the smell, much worse this close to the source. He peeked over the guardsman’s shoulder.

The boat was small, a tiny sailboat. A fishing boat, perhaps, with no cabin or cargo area. At first, he thought the bottom of the boat was covered with debris. But then he realized what he thought was debris was human remains.

Tattered cloth. Bits of broken bone. Chunks of flesh and other bits left rotting in the sun. Odd that the birds hadn’t been working on this mess, he thought, his mind racing as it tried to make sense of the scene. Then he saw movement.

“Look there, Dosseh!” he said.

“God, one of them is still alive!” Dosseh said. He reached into the boat, holding his hand out. “Here, take my hand. We’ll help you.”

The hairs on the back of Etse’s neck raised as an arm rose slowly from under the human remains. It was slender, emaciated. Almost skeletal in appearance. The movement struck him as wrong, somehow, and he reached to Dosseh’s shoulder to pull the man away.

“Dosseh, I don’t think...”

That was all Etse managed to say.

The thing in the boat became a blur of motion, pushing itself up from the deck of the boat and latching itself to Dosseh’s arm. It wore nothing but tattered rags, and its skin was covered in what looked like infected bite marks... and it moved faster than anything Etse had ever seen.

Its jaws locked onto Dosseh’s flesh just below the elbow, below where the studded shirt would perhaps have warded off its teeth. Blood spurted. Dosseh let out a yell, and tried to pull his arm away, but it held him fast with both hands, ripping a strip of flesh from his arm.

Dosseh screamed and kept screaming as he punched the thing in the face with his free hand, once, then again. The blows seemed to have no effect at all. Then with a sudden movement that was uncanny, it scuttled up his arm, jaws clamping on his throat. Dosseh fell backward from the boat, losing his footing and falling, his head slipping under the water, the thing crashing down with him.

Etse reached into the water. He grabbed hold of the thing with both hands by its shoulders, straining to pull it off Dosseh. It clung to the downed man with a fantastic strength. Then it whirled on him, launching itself clear of the water, claws scrabbling for Etse’s throat. He thrust out both arms, just barely keeping the snapping jaws away. But the momentum of its charge lifted him from his feet and threw him back into the water.

The waves closed over Etse’s head, those deadly claws still locked in their grip around his neck. Etse struggled but was unable to even lift his head from the sand. His lungs burned for air already. His arms were getting weaker. Any moment now they would falter and the thing would have him.

Then it was gone. Firm hands grabbed him by his woven armor shirt and hauled him up. Etse felt cool air on his face and gasped, gulping deep breaths. Breathing had never felt so good!

“Are you all right? Are you wounded?” It was Kwadwo who’d hauled him up from the water. Etse struggled to bring his gasping breaths under enough control to answer.

“I’m not hurt,” Etse managed to get out. “Dosseh?”

Tetteh shook his head, and Etse looked down into the water. Dosseh’s body lay there on the sandy bottom, staring up at them, eyes wide open. That could have been me, Etse realized. Almost had been him. If Dosseh hadn’t stepped in to block him, it would be Etse’s body still on the sea floor.

“Damn it,” Etse said. He snapped his attention back to the thing, which was surrounded now by the rest of the patrol. They baited it in turns, working together to keep it from getting to any of them. One would get its attention, back away – and then another man would sink his sword into it from behind.

But their swords didn’t seem to be doing much good. One of the thing’s wrists hung limply, half severed. And it oozed blood from more than one gaping wound. Rotted intestines had spilled from its side. Yet it kept fighting. And Etse could see the men tiring.

Then one guardsman jumped back a hair too slow, and the thing had him. Its claws caught his sword arm, and its mouth followed, snapping down like a vice on the fleshy forearm. The man screamed for help, pummeling the thing over the head with his free fist while it gnawed on him. Two other men stepped forward, stabbing their swords into its back with little effect.

The scene sickened Etse. But more than that, he felt hot anger. Those were good men the thing was hurting. Killing. And he’d had enough.

His sword came free from its scabbard almost without a thought. Kwadwo said something behind him, but he couldn’t hear. He was lost in the movement of the sword now, gliding in to face this horror. His blade whistled, almost catching it in the head, but instead struck one of its arms, detaching it at the elbow.

That got its attention! It turned from its prey, jaws snapping at Etse. The man it had savaged collapsed to the ground, clutching his wounded arm.

It darted in at Etse, trying to get past his sword, but he sidestepped the movement and it lost several fingers. He’d take the thing apart one bit at a time if that’s what was required to finally kill it.

It rushed again, and he stepped off to the left, avoiding its good arm. It turned, following his dancing movement impossibly fast. Etse’s blade sang through the air as he blocked three slashes. The monster leaned in toward him, jaws trying to bite his face, and he only just got his sword between him and that terrible maw. Its teeth gnashed on his blade, some snapping off as it tried to bite through the steel.

He twisted the sword, pulling it clear of the creature’s mouth and opening a gash across its cheek. Ichor dripped from its wounds.

Two patrolmen closed on the thing from behind, stabbing swords into it to pin it in place. The creature hissed, and tried to turn on the men, but the men grimaced and held on. Their swords held it fast.

“Now, honhommawne (demon), we will see how well you do without a head,” Etse said. His sword split the air one more time, taking its head from its shoulders.

The thing collapsed in a heap as soon as it was headless. All semblance of life was gone in an instant. The men withdrew their swords hesitantly, and who could blame them? Etse half expected the thing to come back to life and attack them again. But it stayed there, oozing putrid blood onto the sandy beach.

“Sir, over here,” another patrolman called. Etse fought to recall his name – Kudowor. He’d never felt it was so important to remember the names of these men before now.

“What is it, Kudowor?” he asked, working to cement the name in his memory. The guard was standing near where the creature’s head had landed, his sword drawn.

Etse came up alongside him and gaped down at the head. It was gritty, covered with damp sand. Oozing ichor from its neck. Rotting flesh dangled in tatters where it had been damaged during the fight.

But still the thing gnashed its teeth together, trying to reach them.

“It still didn’t die?” Kwadwo asked. He’d followed Etse over, and his eyes promised a conversation later that Etse did not relish. He winced inwardly – he was supposed to stay out of harm’s way on these patrols, not step into it. But he worked hard to keep his outward demeanor calm and still. If he’d had to do it over again, he would have done the same anyway.

“No, it didn’t.” Etse poked it with his sword tip, and it hissed up at him.

“There must be a way to kill the thing,” Kudowor muttered.

Kwadwo drew his sword. “This was blessed by the Ahene Akamfo (Chief Shaman) himself,” he said. “If any weapon can end this honhommawne, it can.”

He stepped forward, the thing hissing wildly at them, teeth clashing together. Then Kwadwo stabbed his blade downward, punching through the thing’s skull. It went suddenly still.

Everything was quiet for a long moment, and then the men began cheering. Etse felt a wallop across his back and turned to see Kudowor grinning at him.

“Well fought, Etse,” Kudowor said.

“Thank you,” Etse replied. He tried to keep the pleasure out of his voice, and the heat from his cheeks at the compliment. Kudowor was, after all, a warrior veteran. He’d seen more battles than Etse had years. But behead a monster, and it seemed much was made equal that was not before.

“Is Utuka’s wound bound? Good!” Kwadwo was barking orders, snapping the men back to reality. “Anatsui, Nii, wrap that thing up in a cloth. We’ll drag it behind the kwapawnkah. I want the obirempon to see it.”

“What the hell was that thing, Kwadwo?” Nii asked.

“Damned if I know. Perhaps the Asantehene will,” Kwadwo replied.

Etse wondered what his father would think of the creature. Wondered if in all Ki Khanga, anyone had ever heard of such a thing.

“Kudowor, give me a hand, would you?” Etse murmured. The other man tilted his head sideways a moment, then nodded. Etse stepped back out into the water, Kudowor following behind.

Dosseh lay there on the bottom, still staring up sightlessly at the sky, his mouth open in a wide “O,” his neck ripped open even wider where the thing had gnawed at him.

“Help me get him to shore?”

“Aane, of course,” Kudowor replied. Together, they lifted the dead man from the water.
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Chapter Two
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Etse was tired and sweaty by the time they made it back home. Kwadwo sent riders ahead to warn of their approach. So naturally a crowd had gathered to greet the warriors as they rode through the gates. Young children had been tucked away, although a few of the older ones had been allowed to stay. Most were curious onlookers, but Dosseh’s family had been warned of his fate, and they were there as well. It was easy to tell who was there for curiosity and who was there in grief.

“Keep well back!” Kwadwo called. The patrol brought their kwapawnkah about the wrapped body of the monster, forming a wall to ward away onlookers. Etse walked his kwapawnkah out a few feet, carrying a precious burden tied to the saddle behind him. One woman from the crowd, her face already burnished with tears, saw his movement and broke out crying again.

Etse knew Dosseh’s wife on sight but had never learned her name. They’d been wed for longer than he’d been alive, and her shattered face told him everything he needed to know about their relationship. He dismounted and slowly led his mount to the woman.

“I am sorry for your loss. Dosseh was a good man, and he fought for us all,” Etse said to her. She nodded, crying all the while. A couple stepped from the crowd, the woman taking Dosseh’s wife by the shoulder and leading her away. The man stepped up to Etse, grief clear on his face.

“I will take the body for burial,” he said.

“I’d be glad to help–” Etse began to say but was cut off.

“No need, Etse. We will care for him.” The man waved a pair of younger men over, and together the three of them carried Dosseh away, leaving Etse to wonder about the madness of a world where such creatures could exist, and where good men like Dosseh could simply end, in an instant.

Over and over in his mind, Etse saw Dosseh hold him back from the boat. If he had not, their roles might have been reversed.

He looked back at the rest of the patrol. Kwadwo had things well in hand. The kwapawnkah were being taken away by stable boys. Utuka was walking away toward the physician’s house to have his wound tended. Etse was glad; he’d watched the man and seen sweat pouring from his brow on the ride home. He was surely more hurt than he’d let everyone know at the beach.

“Come with me, Etse,” Kwadwo said. “We need to report to your father.”

Etse managed to not roll his eyes. Barely. He couldn’t avoid the sigh that escaped his lips, however. He’d rather have faced another of those things from the beach than deal with his father, right now.

Kwadwo strode down the long stone hallway, Etse unwillingly following close in his wake. He tried to keep from smiling. He needed to appear stern. It wouldn’t do to smile.

Kwadwo spoke. “You know your father has explicitly said you are to come with my patrols, but stay clear of actual battle, yes?”

“Aane.” Etse sounded quiet, but not petulant. Good so far.

“Yet today you disobeyed those orders and engaged that...thing.”

“Aane.”

“Why?” This was the question that mattered most to Kwadwo. This answer would tell him much about the man Etse was at his core.

The boy hesitated. “Because I was angry,” he said at last.

Kwadwo looked over his shoulder at the boy – young man – sharply. That was not the answer he’d been hoping for. “Angry? At what?”

“These men may be my father’s guards but they are my people too. That makes an attack on them an attack on me. Dosseh died, for me! I fought it because I could. And because...” Etse trailed off.

“Because you owed it to the men who serve you?” Kwadwo said quietly.

“Aane.”

That was more like it. Kwadwo stopped dead in the hall. He turned, took Etse by both shoulders. He stared deep into the boy’s eyes, trying to see his soul there. He’d known Etse since birth, twenty years. He’d watched the boy’s father, Kwesi, pamper and shelter the boy since birth. All the while Kwadwo struggled to do the opposite, exposing the boy to everything he could, as safely as he could.

Because Kwesi was wrong. Kwadwo could feel that in his gut. Kwadwo didn’t pretend to understand all the complex politics involved, but he was a lifetime soldier: he knew discord and anarchy when he saw them.

Without strong leaders, Asanteman would be doomed within a generation. It would rot from the inside, as much as fall apart from without.

Did Etse have the spark that could make men follow him? Kwadwo hadn’t seen it before. But after today, he felt something he had not for a long time.

Hope.

“Boy, your father is a good man. He’s done well by his people. But he is...not always right about some things.”

Etse laughed sharply. “You don’t need to tell me that!”

“No, perhaps not. But hear me out,” Kwadwo said.

A booming sounded in the hall, as the doors on the far end flew open. “Kwadwo! What is this? What has happened? Is Etse safe?”

Portly, almost round, and getting on in years, Kwesi had nonetheless retained the light step of a duelist. He strode down the hall toward the pair, and inwardly Kwadwo cursed. Who knew when he might get another chance to speak with Etse alone?

He kept such concerns to himself, for today. “We were on our way report to you, Kwesi.”

“We were attacked on the beach,” Etse broke in.

“By whom?” Kwesi replied. “The Oyo? Or have the Gbawmehi Fawji become bold enough to raid this far west?”

“Neither, Kwesi,” Kwadwo said. “I think perhaps it is better that we show you. I am not sure I would have believed the tale had I not been there to live through it.”

Kwesi looked puzzled, but curious. “Lead on, then,” he said.

Kwadwo turned, taking long strides down the hall. He loved Kwesi like a brother, but the man was lost in these times. He was a consummate politician. He should have gone to Kiswala when the last merchants left. Out here, on what was suddenly a cast off and wild frontier? Kwesi was not in his element, and that could doom them all.

He hit the big double doors at the end of the hall without breaking his stride, thrusting one back with each of his arms so they flew open. Bright sunlight was sharp contrast to the cool dim interior of the stone mansion. His men had surrounded the thing, to keep people away from it, and it was still wrapped in the heavy cloth they’d used to drag it from the beach. He gave a sharp nod to Amuzu, who bent over and carefully lifted the cloth away.

“What have you got, Kwadwo? The man acts like there’s a lion wrapped up, ready to take his arm off!” Kwesi said.

“Something worse,” Kwadwo murmured. “This thing attacked us on the shore.”

And then the cloth was pulled back, the corpse revealed. It was as motionless as it had been on the beach. All signs of unnatural life had vanished. Now it was just a stinking corpse, flies buzzing about it. The crowd backed away, those who had caught a glimpse murmuring to others in confused voices.

Kwadwo watched Kwesi, not the crowd. His old friend was examining the body carefully, eyes taking in every detail, that ferocious mind analyzing everything the eyes saw.

But most important, Kwadwo never saw even the slightest hint of disbelief in those eyes. Not a scrap of incredulity. Instead, he saw the glimmering of fear.

Somehow, Kwesi had known such a creature existed.
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Chapter Three
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Seeing the creature a second time didn’t diminish the horror for Etse. Not even a little. If anything, this viewing seemed worse. He picked out small details now that he had missed during the fight. The thing’s chin was intact enough that he could see stubble there, perhaps a two-day beard. The shoes it wore were leather, well-made but badly worn. Tangled around its neck was a thin silver chain, and he could just barely make out the sun-shaped Nsoromma Adinkra symbol dangling from it. This wasn’t some hell-spawn, then...

“This thing was once a man,” Etse said aloud.

His father shot him a sidelong look, eyes squinting as if to bore into him. “Aane, I think so.”

To the guards around the body, Kwesi said, “Burn it.”

Then he turned to Kwadwo and said, “Come with me. We need to talk.”

“Etse should join us,” Kwadwo said.

Kwesi shot him an incredulous look. “This is a serious matter, for serious counsel. Not a place for boys.” He took a step back through the double doors to go inside, then turned as if in an afterthought to add: “Etse has studies to attend to, anyway.”

Kwadwo gave Etse a long look. Etse could see the pity in his eyes. He turned away, but saw it echoed again in the eyes of all the guards. The men who’d just accepted him as one of them, if ever so briefly, turned away one after another, embarrassed. For him? By him? To Etse, it didn’t matter which. Their looks turned his recent accomplishments to dust and roiled his gut.

He fumed quietly as he stalked away from the courtyard. He didn’t like being left out of things, but his father cutting his legs out from under him like that was infinitely worse! Kwadwo was no better, really – setting him up for his father to humiliate him in front of everyone.

He’d fought and killed this thing! Of course, his father didn’t know that yet, but he wished he thought that news would earn him a proud look rather than a wrathful one. Best to get out of the palace for now. He exited the gates, unsure where he was going. There were taverns in town, where he could drown his problems in wine, and always a few admiring women around who would spend some time with him.

All of that felt as hollow today as it always did. And for once, hollow was not going to do for him.

Instead, he set off toward where Dosseh had lived. The man had saved his life. Had given him his life. The least Etse ought to do was pay his respects properly.

That would not be hollow.

*   *   *
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KWADWO FOLLOWED KWESI down the hall to the conference room, then through that into Kwesi’s private study. It was not a room he generally used for meetings and spoke volumes about how serious this matter was. More often, Kwadwo and Kwesi spoke in the larger room they’d just left.

“Shut the door please, Kwadwo. And slide the bolt,” Kwesi said.

His tone was deadly earnest and brooked no discussion. Kwadwo did as he bid without a word, then stood quietly by the door while Kwesi busied himself with taking two goblets and a wine urn down from his cabinet. He set them on the table and filled the cups, beckoning Kwadwo to sit.

Kwadwo broke the silence first. “You knew about these things. How?”

“Rumors only, Kwadwo.” Kwesi sighed deeply, staring down into his goblet. “Rumors I hoped were untrue.”

Kwadwo sank into his seat, his mind racing to take in the implications. “This is not an isolated thing, then.”

“No,” Kwesi said. “I have heard of some curse or affliction which is spreading across Ki Khanga. At first, I had hopes that it was simply a fiction. But – you know I have spies throughout the continent.”

“Of course.” Not news that Kwesi kept a dabbling hand in Ki Khanga politics.

“They’ve brought me more than one tale, these past few weeks. Of a deadly illness. It began in Sati Baa. Men eating flesh – their own and the flesh of others...then the sickness changed, transformed...the dead rising from their graves to attack the living. Gbohii (The Dead that Eats).”

“Gbohii. Like the one Etse slew today on the beach,” Kwadwo said.

That got Kwesi’s attention fast. “Etse slew it?” he asked. “Was he injured? Bitten? Cut?”

“No. His skill with a sword is quite remarkable, you know.”

Kwesi glared at Kwadwo. “You are supposed to keep the boy from danger still!” He paused a moment. “Perhaps it was inevitable that eventually he would be at risk. You said he killed it. How?”

“He cut off its head,” Kwadwo said. “That didn’t quite kill the thing, though. The body died, but the head kept going until I stabbed it.”

“Nothing else was hurting it,” he added. “The men had stabbed or slashed the thing a dozen or more times.”

Kwesi nodded, closing his eyes. He seemed deep in thought, but that wasn’t unusual. He’d always been more of a thinker than a man of action. Sometimes, though, Kwadwo felt that Kwesi thought too long, and acted too late. The situation unfolding here suddenly had all the hallmarks of one of those times.

“You knew about these things,” Kwadwo said, trying to prod Kwesi with his words. “You’re not surprised that it took beheading to stop it. You’ve obviously heard a great deal about something that I know nothing of. How am I to keep you and yours safe if you hold back such information?”

Kwesi opened his eyes and glared across the table at him.

“I think it’s time to share information, don’t you?” Kwadwo asked.

They held each other’s gaze for another long moment. Then, Kwesi sighed, looking away and nodding. He took a long gulp from his cup before speaking again.

“At first I’d hoped it was just a story,” Kwesi began. “A frightening one, but fiction, not fact. Then, as I heard more versions of the same tale, I knew that something terrible was happening. A curse, a plague. And worse, that it was evolving...and spreading.”

He stopped for a breath and then went on. “I hoped even then that it might miss Asanteman. Might burn itself out in the deserts of Mali or on the Sati Baa River before it crossed here. So I held my tongue, to not panic people over nothing.”

“What are they?”

Kwesi looked startled at the question. “I don’t know. The stories spoke of the those slain by these undead things rising again to join the other creatures. The curse seems to spread that way.”

Kwadwo’s eyes went wide as he considered the implications.

“Those slain by it rise?” he asked. He could feel the blood drain from his face.

“Aane, that’s what I said.” Kwesi looked confused – and then his face filled with sudden clarity as he understood. “Who?”

“Dosseh,” Kwadwo said, rising from his seat. “He was slain by the thing before the rest of us could react. We turned his body over to his family.”

“You’ll have to go at once. I have no idea how long it takes for them to rise,” Kwesi said. “Bring whatever Gyase (personal bodyguards) are on duty and burn the body as soon as you’ve arrived.”

Kwadwo went for the door. Every second might count. If one of those things got loose in the town, it would be a disaster!

He hit the outer doors still moving at a good pace, and barreled out into the daylight, almost knocking over the man lingering on the other side.

“Kudowor!” Kwadwo said with surprise. “Where’s the rest of the patrol?”

“They dragged that thing outside the city,” Kudowor replied. “To burn it as Asantehene Kwesi ordered.”

“They won’t be back in time,” Kwadwo said. “Come with me, quickly. I’ll fill you in on the way.”

Kudowor gave Kwadwo a look that begged him to spill what was going on, but Kwadwo just kept moving. He was filled with dread, his head playing images of Dosseh’s family being killed horribly by his Gbohii.

“Kwadwo, do we need kwapawnkah?” Kudowor asked.

Kwadwo thought for a moment, then replied. “They’re already back in the stable. By the time we got them saddled, we could already be there. It’s not far.” He felt in his gut that time was very much of the essence. How long did they have?

He didn’t know. There were so many things that they didn’t know right now. That lack of information might be their undoing if they didn’t catch up, and fast! Know your enemy was an axiom that had been drilled into Kwadwo his entire career.

“Kwadwo, what’s going on?” Kudowor asked. “Why the rush?” He was puffing, trying to keep up with the pace Kwadwo had set.

“That thing we fought on the beach?” Kwadwo replied. “You become one of them by being killed by one.”

“Dosseh,” Kudowor breathed.

They doubled their speed.
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THE DOOR WAS CLOSED when Etse arrived at Dosseh’s house, but he could hear voices inside. He reached out to knock on the door, hesitating. Would they even let him in, or turn him away? He’d had enough of looking like a fool for one day.

But he owed Dosseh his life. He made a thin line of his lips, clenching his jaw against his fear, and rapped gently on the door.

Someone inside shuffled around for a few agonizingly long moments, and then the door creaked open a short span. An elderly man stared back at him through the narrow gap. “See here, young man,” he said, “now is not a good time. There is grief enough here. Be on your way.”

Etse took a deep breath before answering. “I was with Dosseh today when he fell. I tried to save him, and I... failed. I share in your grief.”

“Do you, boy? I’ve seen you. Heard stories of how you waste the life Nyame gave you. Now you come here, for what purpose?”

“He saved me, today. I just...” Etse stopped, looking down. “He saved me, and I couldn’t save him. I wanted to thank him.”

Just another man who saw a useless boy when he looked at Etse. He turned to go but stopped when he felt a gentle hand on his shoulder.

“For that you may come in,” the old man said. He stepped aside and opened the door the rest of the way, and Etse felt his shoulders sag with relief. He stepped into the candle lit entryway.

“My thanks,” Etse said.

“He is in the back of the house,” the old man replied, gesturing down a dark hallway.

But before he could guide Etse further, a scream echoed from deeper in the home. The screams continued, again and again.

“Stay behind me!” Etse said, following the sound. He drew his sword as he stalked down the dark hall. All his senses were tuned ahead. His sword reflected bits of candlelight from both the room behind him and the one before, but mostly the hallway was oppressively dim.

The person screaming was a woman. Etse thought it was likely Dosseh’s wife. Three more strides carried him to the open doorway. He didn’t hesitate, plunging through into the room beyond.

Sunlight streamed through the one small window in the room beyond, but it didn’t reach the corners. The gloom was broken by the light of candles, several of which had been set on a long table in the center of the room, and a few which had rolled to the floor, guttering there fitfully. Movement caught Etse’s eye, drawing his attention to the far corner of the room. A woman was trapped in the corner there, holding a chair between her and a burly man struggling to catch hold of her. She screamed again.

“Hey! Over here!” Etse cried. The man turned to face him. But it wasn’t a man. Etse’s jaw dropped, his eyes growing wide. What he was seeing was impossible, a nightmare. It was Dosseh’s body, with empty eyes and a hungry mouth full of gnashing teeth. It looked at him for a moment, then came at him with quick strides. It was clothed only in a loincloth. His family must have been washing him for burial when he...rose.

“Dosseh,” Etse said. “Do you know me?”

It didn’t reply. It was Dosseh, and yet it wasn’t. The face was his. The arms, the legs. It looked like him. But there was nothing human about the grotesque look of rage and hunger on that face. And no man could continue walking with a wound like the one on its neck.

This thing seemed slower than the one on the beach. It was moving quickly, but not with the incredible speed of the other creature. Perhaps it was slower because it was newly revived? Etse was glad, regardless of the reason. He wouldn’t have wanted to fight the faster one within such narrow confines.

“Eeeeat,” the Dosseh creature moaned. “Skiiin.”

Dosseh was still coming forward, and Etse held his sword carefully between himself and the Gbohii. It ignored the blade, kept moving closer.

Etse pushed his other hand out, and Dosseh slammed into his open palm, his chest hair coarse under Etse’s fingers. The creature grabbed Etse by the arms, meeting resistance from the woven armor he still wore from the patrol.

Etse’s mind lit back to the scene on the beach. He remembered Dosseh telling him to back away – taking the attack that might well have been his. The man had saved his life. Etse owed him everything. The thing in front of him snarled, drool dripping from its open maw, and snapped its teeth, trying vainly to bite him.

This thing wasn’t Dosseh. It was something dark and evil.

He stared into the thing’s eyes, looking for some semblance of humanity there. He saw none.

“Goodbye, Dosseh. I free you,” Etse said. Then he raised the tip of his blade and slid it home between the thing’s teeth, slicing upward into the skull.

It dropped immediately, like a puppet with the strings cut.

He withdrew his blade from the still body, blood staining the tip. In the corner of the room, Dosseh’s wife had dropped the chair and slumped to the floor, sobbing. Etse heard a sound from the doorway behind him and turned, sword raised to face the new threat. But it was Kwadwo, and behind him Kudowor. The men had their own swords drawn, as well, but their mouths were open in surprise.

“We’ll need to burn this one, too,” Etse said, looking back down at the body. To his own ears, his voice sounded hollow, empty.

Kwadwo grasped him by the shoulder, pulled him around until they were face to face. “Were you hurt?”

“No, it never touched me. My armor kept it from me.” Etse thought for a moment. “Why are you here?”

“I ought to be asking you that question!” Kwadwo replied.

“I came to pay my respects. And found...this.” Etse waved his hand at the body. “Kwadwo, did it seem slower to you?”

“Aane,” Kwadwo replied. “The one on the beach moved faster than any man I’ve ever seen.” He shuddered a bit.

“This one was slow, almost like it was taking its first steps. In a way, I suppose it was.” Etse wiped his blade clean and then sheathed the sword.

“What do you mean?” Kudowor asked.

“This thing wasn’t Dosseh,” Etse replied. “I don’t know what these things are, but I don’t believe there is anything left of the people who died once they rise as these monsters.”

“In a way, that’s a good thing,” Kwadwo said. “Imagine being trapped inside that body and having to watch while some honhommawne possessed it and killed your friends, your family.”

Etse stepped away from the other men. Dosseh’s wife still crouched in the corner, sobbing silently in her grief. She saw him coming and shrank away.

“I’m here to help,” he said, reaching out gently with one hand toward her. “Were you hurt?”

He prayed she had not been, that he’d been in time. He’d never repay the debt he owed Dosseh; it wasn’t possible. But if he’d saved the man’s wife, perhaps it would at least be a start.

She nodded and held out her own hand to show him. Etse inhaled sharply. Two crescent moon bite marks stood out bright on her skin, a trickle of blood running from the wound. It was a shallow cut. It would need cleaning, but she’d be fine. Not the perfect rescue, he mused ruefully, but nowhere near as bad as things could have gone. He stepped up to the table, where he found a bowl of water and long, clean strips of cloth that had been placed there to prepare Dosseh’s body. He took two of those, wet one, and stepped closer to the wounded woman.

“Here, let me see,” he said. She held out her hand again, and he gently washed the blood away from the wound. Then he bound it with the clean, dry length. He stood up, taking a step back.

“Keep that clean, and it should heal well.”

She nodded silently, clutching her hand against her chest, tears welling in the corners of her eyes. Etse couldn’t think of anything else to say to her. Nothing he said would help, anyway. The woman had seen her husband dead this afternoon, and then had seen his body rise and try to eat her this evening. There were no words to heal those wounds.

Instead, he turned back toward the door. Kwadwo and Kudowor were already gone, back down that dark hall. The body still lay where it had fallen, though. Etse wondered if he ought to do something to straighten it out, but the thought felt ghoulish.

He heard the heavy tromp of many boots. Etse’s hand went to his sword almost without thinking about it. It had just been that sort of day.

But the men who poured through the doorway into the room were his father’s. The leader was Gnama, one of the oldest men in Kwesi’s personal guard. Nowhere near as fit as Kwadwo, he’d nonetheless managed to move his portly body with good speed. His face was reddened, his breath coming in hard rasps, but he hammered out a smart salute for Etse.

“Kwadwo told me of the goings on. Your father sent us to help, but it seems we’ve arrived a bit late to do more than clean up the mess.” Gnama wrinkled his nose in distaste. “You can be on your way. We’ll dispose of the body.”

“This man was one of ours, Gnama. His body needs to be burned but give him all the honors you can accord.” Etse’s voice held a steel that surprised even himself – and he could see from his wide eyes that it outright shocked Gnama.

“He saved my life today,” Etse went on, more gently.

“We will, Etse. You have my word,” Gnama replied.

Etse nodded his assent, and then stepped from the room, taking long strides toward the door, out of this cramped space. He wanted to be back outdoors, in the fresh air, where he could breathe. He didn’t stop moving until he was and then exhaled a breath he wasn’t sure how long he’d held, sucking in a great lungful of air. The night had fallen, the sun’s lingering radiance casting the western hills in red, and the city streets into pools of blue shadow. The cool evening breeze was a welcome relief.

Kwadwo and Kudowor were outside, as were a half dozen kwapawnkah – brought by the guardsmen, no doubt. Etse shook his head. How had his father known to send the men?

Kwadwo was exchanging quick words with a messenger boy. Then he stepped away, looking worried. He handed Etse a set of reins. “Asantehene Kwesi wants me back straight away. And I want you there with me, Etse.”

Etse cocked an eyebrow. “What now?”

“Utuka is burning up with fever,” Kwadwo said. “He’s the man bitten by that thing on the beach.”

Etse grabbed the reins Kwadwo tossed to him and stepped up into the saddle of his mount, feeling his heart freeze at Kwadwo’s words.
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Etse was bone tired by the time he slid from his saddle in the courtyard. He barely noticed the man who took his mount’s reins from his hand, but his steps were still firm and solid as he approached the main doors. Lights were everywhere – candles and lanterns alike brightening the night. It was a huge expense, all that light, but Etse gathered his father felt the situation was bad enough without being unable to see.

“This way, me wura (my lord),” one of the servants said. He guided Etse and his two companions not into the main building, as Etse had thought, but into the east wing. Flanking one side of the courtyard, it was attached to the main building only by a single corridor. Asantehene Kwesi had used it in the past for visiting dignitaries whom he felt a need to honor but didn’t quite trust.

He was being very careful. Which meant he was very worried.

They followed the servant down one well-lit hall, then another. Finally, they ended outside a set of private suites – again, someplace generally reserved for visitors of some prestige. Not where someone would usually bring a man for an illness. Two guards stood outside the suite door – in full beaded armor, swords belted at their waists.

“Where is my father?” Etse said.

“Inside, me wura,” one of the men replied.

“Step aside. We’ll join him.”

The two men looked uncomfortable, but did not move.

Etse looked from one of them to the other. “Well?”

The same guard replied again. “We’re under orders not to let you in, sir,” he said. Then he added, “No disrespect meant. It’s your father’s orders.”

Something inside Etse snapped.

He looked back over his shoulder at Kwadwo. The older man seemed to see sense his mood and simply gave him a small nod. Kwadwo would back him. Good enough.

Etse took a step forward, and the guard stepped forward with his left leg, raising an arm toward Etse’s chest to stop his advance. Instead, Etse fluidly stepped to the outside of the man’s arm, grasping his wrist in a steel grip, and twisted. The guard went down, hard, crashing into the floor with a jangle of steel. But Etse had already released his wrist, spinning toward the other guard. Steel flashed in his hand, and before the other man could do more than flinch, the tip of Etse’s blade rested on his throat.

The guardsman swallowed hard. He didn’t move. The man on the floor behind Etse didn’t try to rise, either. Kwadwo had a boot on his wrist, and stood above him, shaking his head very slowly.

“I mean neither of you any harm,” Etse said. “You’re good men. But understand this: you are to obey me, not just my father. And should you stand in my way again, I’ll not be so gentle.” He sheathed his sword.

Neither guard gave him any more trouble as he went through the door into the suites beyond.

The space beyond was another long hall, smoky from the oil lamps hung on the walls. Three doors were evenly spaced on each side of the hallway, but Etse heard voices coming from the door set into the far end of the passage, so he walked past the nearer doors. He was about to open the far door when he felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned. It was Kwadwo.

“I have your back,” he said.

Etse nodded, grateful. Time to face his father. He opened the door.

Kwesi whirled as he heard the door creak behind him. He tried to shout at whichever of the damn fool guards was disturbing him now, but his voice croaked instead. Incense smoke hung thick in the air, coating his throat with its cloying sweetness. He rose from his seat, gathering his voice.

“I said we were not to be disturbed for any reason!”

“And you also said I was to come to you directly,” Kwadwo replied from the doorway. Etse stood there beside him. Etse opened the door the rest of the way, waving his hand in front of him as if he could waft away the haze of smoke.

“I would rather you waited for me in the main villa,” Kwesi replied. “And would rather my son was anywhere but here, Kwadwo.”

“I thought it important that I come to see Utuka,” Etse said. “And don’t blame your men in the hallway, father. They did try to stop me.” He came the rest of the way into the room, followed closely by Kwadwo. Kwesi could see another man in the hall beyond who didn’t enter but stood guard outside instead. One of Kwadwo’s warriors, Kwesi was sure, but he didn’t know which one.

He gave Etse a careful, measuring look. Kwesi sighed. He still saw a little boy whenever he looked at Etse. But then that boy would do something to remind him that he wasn’t a boy anymore and hadn’t been for quite a long time.

“I wanted to keep you out of here so you would be safe,” Kwesi said, hating how his voice sounded petulant even to his own ears.

“Father, none of us are safe right now. But I think we would all be safest if we pool our knowledge and resources.”

Kwesi grimaced. The boy made sense; galling is it might be. “Fine, fine. Stay clear of the bed, though.”

He turned back away from his son to return his attention to the tableau in front of him. The injured soldier lay on the bed, covered with blankets. Only his wounded arm and his face were visible. The man’s face was tinted bright red, and slick with sweat. His eyes were closed, his breath coming in ragged gasps.

Alarming as that might be, the wound was worse. Kwesi had never seen a limb wound turn bad so quickly. It was almost like there had been poison in the bite. The skin around the wound was green. Pus and blood oozed from the wound itself, and the skin around the bite looked almost as if it was coming apart from inside.

“My god, what’s happened to him?” Etse whispered, standing beside Kwesi now. When had the boy grown taller than me? Kwesi thought.

Kwesi ignored the question. The answer was fairly obvious: the bite was festering, and it would kill the man unless something was done. The two physicians standing on either side of the bed were making ready to perhaps save his life. If not his limb. One of them was even now fastening a leather strap tight around Utuka’s upper arm, while the other carefully washed a hand saw. Kwesi spared Etse a sideways glance, to see if the boy knew what he was looking at. The ashen face told him that he did.

“Will it save his life?” Etse asked.

“We’ll know by tomorrow,” Kwesi replied. He tried to hold his annoyance in check. The boy should know better than to ask questions that no one could answer. The surgery might well save the guard’s life. It might not. Which result occurred was less relevant than the data he would acquire from the experiment.

A bit of information was more valuable than a thousand cowries. That was nearly always true, in Kwesi’s experience. But perhaps never more so than now. He felt gallingly unprepared. The scraps he’d been able to glean out of tales from Sati Baa were woefully incomplete, and some had to be flights of fancy. The trouble was, it was hard to tell which were true and which were not. He’d never have believed that the dead were rising to attack the living, had he not seen the evidence of it with his own eyes.

One of his surgeons spooned a bit of thick syrup into the man’s mouth. It would keep him unconscious through this next bit. The other was already carefully laying the saw against flesh. The cut would be just above the elbow. The bite was in the lower arm, but the physicians must have felt they couldn’t save the elbow. A shame.

The cutting started. There was little blood. The tourniquet had been skillfully applied and cut off the flow. Kwesi heard his son gulp loudly as the saw struck bone. The grating buzzed at him, too, but it was like a fly. He spared the briefest of glances for his son, and saw not the horrified face he expected, but grim determination.

Another surprise. Etse seemed full of them today.

The cut was complete. Kwesi examined the wound, as his surgeons prepared to seal it with hot pitch. The flesh seemed good. The rot perhaps had not traveled so far from the wound. The surgery might have had saved the man’s life after all. Time would tell. The surgeons cleared up their equipment and made ready to depart.

Then he turned to his son. “Come. We have more to discuss.” Without another word, he strode from the room, shouldering past Kwadwo without looking to see if they followed him.

He knew they would.
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Hours had passed since Asantehene Kwesi and his annoying son had left, and Narko was having a hard time staying awake through his guard shift. He’d been handed many boring tasks in his years of service, but this? This one was the most obnoxious thing he’d been ordered to do in a long time. As if that wasn’t bad enough, he was still stinging from the embarrassing stunt Kwesi’s boy had pulled, taking him to the floor like that.

“I should be in bed, asleep,” he complained.

“You should be keeping your mouth closed and be glad you’ve got work,” grunted Trebi. The old man had been annoying him with such sage advice for their entire shift.

He sighed, eyeing the candle. They’d be relieved in only a few more hours. But it was cursed late, after the middle of the night, and he’d been up since dawn. He yawned again.

“Quit that,” said Trebi.

Narko yawned again, just for the sake of doing it. He saw Trebi roll his eyes and look away.

“Listen, why do they need two of us to guard one sick man? Who do they think is going to bother him?”

Trebi grimaced. “I’m not so sure that we’re protecting him, boy. I’ve heard rumors about how he got hurt, and...”

Something crashed in the room behind them, startling both men. They turned to face the door, straining for long moments to hear another sound, but there was only silence within.

“What was that?” Narko said.

Trebi shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t want to know. Let it be, boy. My gut says bad things about this.”

A series of thumps, from beyond the door. Then silence again.

“We ought to make sure he’s all right,” Narko said. Trebi was making him nervous, which made him angry. The superstitious old fool was jumping at shadows. Narko could see the lines of fear etched in his face. Was he unmanned by some bumps in the night? He stepped forward to the door.

“Boy.”

Narko turned to look back at Trebi.

“Don’t do this.”

Narko’s face became a mask of scorn. “Fearful old man,” he said, lifting the bar from the door, “go hide in a shadow and...”

He never finished whatever it was he had planned to say.

The door crashed open, and something that had once been a man stepped out into the candlelight. It moved faster than Narko could have imagined possible.

He didn’t even have a chance to scream before its teeth were tearing out his throat.

*   *   *
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ETSE’S EYES FLICKERED to the door. Had he heard something, out there? It was late, and his ears were probably playing tricks. He yawned and stretched, trying to rejuvenate his mind.

“Too tired, Etse?” his father asked.

Etse searched his father’s face, but as usual couldn’t tell if he saw mockery there or not. He chose his words carefully. “It has been a long day. Perhaps we’d be better continuing in the morning, after some rest? We need to be at our best to figure out how to deal with this matter.”

If Kwesi was really telling all he knew – which Etse rather doubted – then they didn’t have much more information than what he’d already told. The plague was in Sati Baa, Mali, and Oyo, and all Kwesi knew was that it was spreading fast. Those slain by the dead rose to become like them – Etse had already seen that happen firsthand, so they’d confirmed that bit of the story. The gangrenous corruption of Utuka’s wound had surprised even Kwesi, though.

Etse mentioned the small bite Dosseh’s wife had sustained shortly after they’d left Utuka. Kwesi sent guards to take her into custody, and for tonight at least she slept safely under their roof, men posted at her door to ensure she stayed there. The wound had not shown any signs of the corruption when she was brought in, for which Etse was grateful.

There was so much they needed to know! About the plague itself, and the creatures, but also about how badly this had struck their allies in Oyo. Etse could imagine the nightmare in some of the larger cities, if even a handful of the Gbohii managed to get in. All Asanteman and even all Ki Khanga itself could be in danger.

Kwadwo yawned, too. “Perhaps you’re right, and we should resume this in the morning.”

Kwesi looked from one of them to the other, then shrugged. “As you wish. But early.”

Etse heard a yell, from somewhere outside. And a loud crash, followed by more shouts. He was on his feet in an instant, hand already on the hilt of his sword. He stepped to the door, only to find Kwadwo’s arm blocking his path.

“I go first, Etse,” Kwadwo said, in a tone that brooked no argument.

Etse nodded his agreement.

“Stop, both of you! We are safe in here. Let the men deal with this,” Kwesi said.

Etse looked back at his father, seeing the frank fear in the man’s eyes for the first time. He’d always thought of him as a big man. Bigger than life, bigger than whatever the world could throw at him. His father had always been able to think his way through anything the world threw at him. Negotiation. Diplomacy. Talking through problems.

“This is the moment for action, father. Not for talking. Our people need us,” Etse replied. “Open the door, Kwadwo.”

Kwadwo held his eyes only for a moment, then complied, pushing the door open hard, stepping out into the hall beyond with sword already drawn. Etse followed close behind him, ignoring his father’s protests. He pulled the door shut tight and heard the bolt slide home on the other side of the door. The sound of metal scraping against wood echoed in his mind. It sounded final, like the closing of a book.

The hall lamps guttered in a faint breeze blowing down the passage. Up ahead, Etse could hear more noise, and now smelled smoke, too.

“Fire?” he asked aloud.

“The whole place could burn down, if it gets out of control,” Kwadwo replied. “The yelling is coming from the courtyard.” With that, he started down the hall, sword out and held at the ready. Etse drew his own sword and followed. His eyes flickered from side to side, seeing movement where there was none as the lamps cast dancing pools of darkness on the walls. The light was growing brighter as they moved toward the main doors.

The courtyard was a cacophony of light and noise. Fire engulfed the east wing of the palace. That was where Utuka was being treated, and Etse felt his stomach sink as he felt his worst fears confirmed. He’d been hoping that the emergency was something unrelated to their current crisis. Worse, the courtyard was full of people. Servants and soldiers alike were carrying buckets from the well to the fire, trying to keep it from spreading. Etse couldn’t see any sign of a Gbohii, but he could feel in his bones that one was about.

“Utuka,” Kwadwo said. Etse thought he was merely naming aloud the most likely source of the current trouble, but then he realized Kwadwo was pointing with his blade. Looking down that way, he saw a form, hunched over in a dark corner next to the stable. The thing reached down, pulling something from the ground to its mouth, and Etse realized with a start that it was eating.

“The corruption,” Etse said. “It was just the first signs of his turning.”

“If just one bite spreads the infection...” Kwadwo shook his head. “This is worse than we had feared.”

“We need to stop the spread,” Etse said. “Right now.”

He was walking toward it before he’d realized he had started moving, anger filling his gut. Not at Utuka, but at this curse, whatever it was, that turned good men into these creatures. He could hear the crunch of gravel that said Kwadwo was stalking the thing beside him.

But before they could reach it, there was a crash of breaking wood from the burning building, and an unearthly shriek. Firefighters fanned back as something shambled forth from the burning building. It wore the armor of Kwesi’s house guard, but it was on fire, and the flames had burned its face past recognition. The fires seemed to do little to slow it down, though, and it staggered toward the crowd.

“Two of them!” Etse cried. Utuka must have slain at least one of his guards. But it had risen so quickly! How fast could the curse cause the slain to rise? They could find themselves overrun. “Kwadwo, take Utuka. I’ll deal with this one.”

“Be careful,” Kwadwo said.

Etse turned without
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