
    
      BOOK ONE

      The Last Kingdom

    

  First published 2026
Copyright © 2026 Titus W. Macharia
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.


For every kingdom that refused to kneel.

And for the ones that should have.


“If the men of Asante will not go forward, then we will. We, the women, will. We will fight the white men. We will fight until the last of us falls in the battlefields.”

— Yaa Asantewaa, Queen Mother of Ejisu, 1900

“I have defeated you. What treaty will you now impose upon yourself?”

— Emperor Menelik II of Ethiopia, after the Battle of Adwa, 1896


PART ONE
THE LAST FREE PLACE


Chapter One

Azari

Kamau

The city breathed before it woke. Kamau Muruthi had learned this early — long before he

understood what it meant to be the man responsible for its breathing. He had been seven years old the first time his grandmother brought him to the upper wall at dawn, her hand wrapped around his wrist like a question she was waiting for him to answer. ‘Listen,’ she had said, not pointing at anything. Just: ‘listen.’ And he had. He had stood there in the dark, the air cold enough to see, and listened to Azari inhale.

The hum of the Iron Core rose through the soles of your feet before it reached your ears. It started in the earth — deep, tidal, patient — and climbed upward through the stone of the wall and into your bones until you could not tell where the city ended and you began. Then came the light. First a shimmer along the western towers, gold and faint, as the energy shields calibrated for the day. Then the solar spires — each one a column of hammered iron shaped like a baobab tree turned upside down, roots reaching for the sky — caught the first of the sun and scattered it across the valley in long amber shards.

Then the drums. Someone always started the morning drums. He had never found out who. His grandmother claimed she didn’t know either, but she smiled when she said it, which meant she was lying.

Now, twenty-five years later, Kamau stood on the same wall and listened to Azari breathe, and he tried to hold it — the sound, the hum, the light — the way you try to hold water in your palm. It always left. The day always started. The weight of what he was and what he owed always settled back onto his shoulders like armour he could not take off.

Three days. Three days and the city would be his to protect in name as well as fact.

He did not feel like a king. He had never felt like a king. His grandmother had told him that was how you knew you were one.

He turned from the wall and walked down to the training grounds.

*   *  *

The soldiers were already moving when he arrived. A hundred men in formation — spears striking shields in a rhythm that could be heard from the market quarter a kilometre away. They moved well. They moved like people who understood that the alternative to moving well was dying, and that dying was not only personal — it was a debt against everyone who had built the walls they stood inside.

Kamau moved through the formation without breaking it. He did not shout commands. He never had. He wore two iron armbands — one on each wrist, worked in the old style, dull and dense and warm from his skin. His grandmother had pressed them onto him the year he took command. He had not removed them since. He wore them in training, in sleep, in every council meeting and every confrontation, because they were the weight that reminded him what he was carrying before he got out of bed each morning.

He touched a shoulder here, nudged a foot into position there. A hand on a man’s jaw, tilting his chin up — ‘you fight with your whole body, not just your arms, and your body starts at your eyes.’ The men watched him the way men watch something they are trying to understand by observation rather than instruction.

He had led them for eleven years. They still watched him like that.

At the edge of the training ground, Njeri stood with her arms crossed and her expression arranged into something professionally neutral, which meant she was studying him. She was the captain of the Ironsong Guard — Azari’s elite female unit — and she had the gift of appearing to be merely standing somewhere while actually cataloguing everything within fifty metres.

She had three scars on her left forearm. She wore them openly because she had earned them, and because she believed that hiding what you had survived was a small form of dishonesty.

Kamau stopped near her. ‘Your footwork is different this morning,’ she said. ‘Good different or bad different?’ ‘I haven’t decided.’ She tilted her head. ‘You slept.’ ‘A few hours.’ ‘More than usual.’ She glanced at him sideways. ‘The coronation.’ It was not a question, so he did not answer it. He looked out past the training ground, past the southern wall, to where the valley dropped away toward the border. The sky was clear. The satellite reports from last night sat in the back of his mind like a stone lodged in a boot — present in every step, impossible to ignore.

‘Gitau has the eastern patrol reports,’ Njeri said. ‘You’ll want to read them before the council.’

‘I already read them.’ ‘I know. I’m giving you an excuse to move before you turn that view into a problem.’ He looked at her. She looked back, unmoved. ‘Sixteen ships,’ he said. ‘I know.’ ‘Holding at the border. Not advancing. Not retreating.’ ‘Waiting,’ Njeri said. ‘For the coronation.’ She nodded. ‘They want to take the throne before it’s yours to defend. It’s what I would do.’ He had thought the same thing, and that was exactly what made it worse — that the most tactically sound decision his enemy had made in thirty years was the one he would have made himself. ‘Run the guard through the northern defensive sequence,’ he said. ‘Full speed. I want them ready to hold that wall if they come early.’ Njeri gave him the Ironsong salute — right fist pressed flat against the chest — and walked back toward her unit. He watched them fall into formation. Forty women, each one chosen from a thousand applicants for a combination of physical ability and a quality that had no clean name. Steadiness, his grandmother had called it. ‘The kind that lives in the chest, not the head. The kind that does not leave when the situation becomes terrible.’ He had never seen Njeri be anything other than steady. He turned and walked toward the Council Hall.

*   *  *

Gitau was waiting for him at the entrance, eating something wrapped in flatbread and looking entirely too comfortable for a man whose general had just told him sixteen Syndicate warships were sitting on their border.

‘You read the reports,’ Gitau said. ‘Yes.’ ‘And?’ ‘And they’re sixteen ships.’ Gitau took a large, thoughtful bite. ‘My grandmother used to say that the only thing worse than an enemy at your door was an enemy who was ‘almost’ at your door. Because the ‘almost’ is designed to make you anxious. The anxiety is the first attack.’ Kamau stopped walking. ‘Your grandmother was a market woman in Thika,’ he said. ‘She was a very wise market woman in Thika.’ Despite everything, Kamau almost smiled. Gitau had that effect — it was one of the reasons Kamau had kept him close for eleven years. The ability to make a man almost smile in the middle of a crisis was not a trivial skill. It was, in fact, something close to a military asset. ‘The council in an hour,’ Kamau said. ‘Mumbi is already inside. She has been since sunrise.’ Of course she had. Mumbi did not sleep the way ordinary people slept. She rested, which was a different thing — a tactical withdrawal from consciousness rather than a surrender to it — and she returned from rest exactly as sharp as she had entered it. Kamau had once asked her how she managed it. ‘I stopped carrying tomorrow,’ she had told him. ‘Tomorrow is heavy. Tonight is enough.’

He had not yet learned how to do that. He suspected he never would.

He climbed the steps of the Council Hall and went inside to learn what his city was about to face.

*   *  *

The hall was built from the same pale stone as Azari’s oldest walls — quarried from the mountain that gave the city its northern face, cut and fitted so precisely that not even a blade of grass could find purchase between the joints. The ceiling was latticed iron, the spaces between the beams filled with treated glass that scattered sunlight across the floor in shifting geometric patterns. In the centre of that floor, inlaid in copper and gold, was a map of Azari and everything beyond it.

Mumbi sat at the head of the table. She was seventy-eight years old and she looked exactly like what she was: the living record of everything Azari had survived. Her face held it all — the wars, the losses, the victories that had cost something, the quiet years that had cost something too, just differently. Her eyes were the eyes of someone who had been watching the same horizon for fifty years and had learned to read it the way others read language. She looked up when Kamau entered, and she did not ask how he was, because she could see how he was. ‘Sit,’ she said. He sat. The twelve council elders arranged around the table made small adjustments — sitting straighter, settling papers, preparing the careful faces that people wear when they know something important is about to be said and they have already formed opinions about it.

Kamau spoke before any of them could. ‘The Syndicate fleet is sixteen ships. Holding position two hundred kilometres south. They moved during the night — that puts them within strike range of the outer walls within four hours if they advance at speed.’ He looked around the table. ‘They will advance at speed. They will want to move before the coronation. If they take the city before it is formally in my command, they can argue before the outer nations that Azari is ungoverned territory subject to Syndicate jurisdiction.’ ‘That argument has no legal basis,’ said Elder Oduya, the council’s legal authority. ‘The Syndicate’s legal basis is usually the size of their fleet,’ Kamau said. ‘Which is currently sixteen ships.’ Silence. ‘They have sent a request for dialogue,’ Mumbi said. ‘Formally, through the outer nations’ channel. They wish to send a diplomatic convoy.’ ‘A diplomatic convoy.’ ‘Two vehicles. Six persons.’ Kamau studied the map on the floor. At Azari’s borders. At the space between the city and those sixteen ships. ‘The convoy is not a convoy,’ he said. ‘It is a scout. They want eyes inside these walls before the fleet moves.’ ‘We cannot refuse without appearing hostile to the outer nations’ observers,’ said Elder Oduya. ‘We can refuse and let them think what they like.’ ‘Kamau.’ Mumbi’s voice was level. One word, one tone, and the room resettled around it. He exhaled. Looked at the map again. The clean copper lines of Azari’s streets. The network of tunnels that carried the Iron Core’s energy to every quarter of the city. The

location of the primary access shaft — hidden, protected, known to fewer than twenty people.

‘We accept the convoy,’ he said. ‘We screen every individual. We position the Ironsong Guard at every point of entry. We let them see what Azari looks like when it is prepared.’ He paused. ‘And we move the refugee processing to the eastern gate and run every new arrival through a full secondary screen. If they’re sending a diplomatic convoy as cover, they may also have sent someone ahead.’

‘Someone embedded in the refugee flow,’ Mumbi said. ‘If I were Voss, that is what I would do. Send the scout first. Then send the distraction.’ He stood. ‘Full defensive rotation begins tonight. No exceptions.’ He turned to Mumbi. ‘I want to speak to the city. Before the coronation. I want them to hear it from me.’ Mumbi nodded. Once. Like a door closing. Outside the hall, Gitau was still eating. ‘Well?’ Gitau said. ‘Three days,’ Kamau said. ‘If we’re fortunate.’ Gitau considered his flatbread. Took one more bite. Folded the rest carefully. ‘My grandmother also said—’ ‘Gitau.’ ‘Right. Not the time.’ They walked back toward the wall together, into the morning that was already running out.

Chapter Two

The Mission

Wanjiru

The briefing room on the Syndicate warship ‘Carthage’ had no windows — it never did, in any Syndicate command vessel. The people who designed these rooms did not want you to know where you were. They wanted you to have only the mission.

The mission was everything. Location was a distraction. She sat across the table from Commander Voss and kept her hands flat on its surface and her face arranged into the expression she had spent seven years perfecting: attentive, confident, without opinion. Voss was reading her file. He always read her file before a briefing, even though she knew he had it memorised. It was a technique — a reminder of who held the information in the room. She had catalogued it years ago and stopped letting it work on her. ‘Wanjiru,’ he said, not looking up. ‘Sir.’ ‘Your last three assignments.’ ‘Completed.’ She did not add ‘successfully.’ That was implicit, and adding it would have sounded like she needed him to confirm it. ‘Mombasa corridor, Kisumu sector, the eastern processing network.’ He turned a page. ‘All three produced intelligence that allowed us to integrate those territories within ninety days of your exit.’

‘Integrate.’ That was the word they used. She had learned not to follow it all the way to what it meant.

‘Yes, sir.’ He closed the file and turned to her. Commander Voss had the kind of face that had once been handsome and had decided, somewhere around fifty, that handsomeness was an inefficiency it could no longer afford. What remained was structure — a lean, grey precision. His eyes were the colour of overcast sky, and they assessed everything with the same mild, thorough attention. She had never seen him surprised. She had never seen him delighted. She had seen him satisfied, twice. It was the closest he came to warm. ‘Azari,’ he said. The word landed differently from other place names. It always did. ‘I’m familiar with it,’ she said. ‘You know the public record. You know what the outer nations know — which is what we’ve allowed them to know.’ He stood and moved to the display wall, where a satellite image of the kingdom appeared as if he had willed it. ‘What you don’t know is the internal grid. The Iron Core access points. The defensive structure beyond the outer walls.’ He paused. ‘No one outside Azari knows that. They have kept it for two hundred years.’ She studied the image. From the satellite, Azari looked almost modest — a city in the highlands, ringed by walls, surrounded by valley. The resolution was good enough to see the solar spires but not good enough to see what the city actually was. She had read every available document on Azari in the Syndicate’s archive. Most of it was projection and guesswork. A city of perhaps three hundred thousand. A military force of unknown size. An energy source of unknown

yield, derived from a mineral found nowhere else on the continent.

The Iron Core. Everything came back to the Iron Core. ‘You want me inside,’ she said. ‘The refugee flow from the eastern Mombasa corridor gives you a clean entry vector. We’ve prepared documentation for a family that left the corridor eighteen months ago — the trail goes cold, which means Azari’s processors will have no way to verify or deny.’ He turned from the display. ‘You’ll travel with a genuine convoy. You’ll go through their entry screening. You’ll be processed as a civilian.’ ‘And once I’m inside.’ ‘Map the defensive grid. Identify the Iron Core primary access shaft. Establish its depth, access points, and any existing security measures.’ He paused. ‘And identify the optimal civilian population concentration during the coronation. The primary strike will coincide with maximum civilian gathering — it is the cleanest way to neutralise both the military and political command in a single action.’ She kept her hands flat on the table. The coronation. Three days from now, the city would gather in its central square. Every person in Azari, in one place, looking up at the man who was about to become their king. The ‘cleanest’ way to neutralise both the military and political command. ‘Understood,’ she said. ‘Your transmitter is third-generation. It won’t flag their scanners. Standard reporting protocol — every twelve hours, or immediately if you locate the primary shaft.’ He picked up

her file and set it aside. ‘You leave tomorrow with the convoy.’

He was already looking at the display again. She had been dismissed.

She stood, tucked her chair precisely, and walked to the door.

‘Wanjiru.’ She stopped. ‘You are the best I have,’ Voss said, still looking at the display. ‘You know why?’ She waited. ‘Because you don’t get attached.’ He said it the way you state a fact about weather. ‘Every operative I’ve lost to a compromised mission — it was attachment. Some version of it. A face in a crowd. A child at a market stall. A story that sounded too much like their own.’ He finally looked at her. ‘You don’t do that.’ ‘No, sir,’ she said. She left. In the corridor outside the briefing room, she walked at a measured pace to her quarters, closed the door, sat on the edge of her bunk, and breathed. Her mother’s name was Adaeze. She had been dead for nine years. She had died in a Syndicate-controlled processing facility in the eastern corridor, not from violence, but from the slow and unremarkable thing that happened to people when everything was taken from them and they had no reason left to stay in their body. She had lived sixty-one years and in those sixty-one years, despite everything, she had told her daughter stories. The same stories, again and again.

A kingdom in the highlands. Red soil. The smell of it when it rained — not like ordinary earth, but warmer, the way bread smells when it is almost done. Solar light collected in towers that looked like trees reaching toward heaven. Women who fought beside men without apology. A people who had decided, long before the world told them what was possible, that freedom was not something you asked for.

‘It is a real place,’ her mother had insisted, every time the younger Wanjiru had rolled her eyes or failed to look up from whatever she was doing. ‘Do not look at me like that. It is real. My mother walked those streets before they took her from them. Your blood is in that earth.’

‘Then why aren’t we there?’ Wanjiru had asked once, when she was old enough to be cruel with questions.

Her mother had looked at her for a long moment. ‘Because someone decided that people like us were useful elsewhere.’

Wanjiru had not thought about that conversation in years.

She opened the compartment in the heel of her right boot and took out the transmitter. Held it in her palm. It was the size of her thumbnail, the weight of almost nothing, and it could reach a Syndicate warship from inside a city that had repelled every Syndicate signal attempt for three decades.

She had designed the third-generation frequency masking herself. Two years ago. She had been very proud of it.

She put the transmitter back in her heel, sealed the compartment, and lay back on her bunk.

The ceiling of her quarters had no windows either. She stared at it until the ship’s night cycle dimmed the lights. She was aware that this was not a rational response to a surveillance assignment. She stared at the ceiling anyway.

She tried very hard not to think about red soil, and how it smelled when it rained.

She failed.

Chapter Three

The Last Gate

Wanjiru

The convoy was forty-seven people. She had counted them before they left the staging point

in the Mombasa corridor — a habit, not a feeling. Fortyseven people in eleven vehicles, moving northwest along a road that became progressively less certain the further from Syndicate territory they went. The tarmac gave out at the hundred-kilometre mark. After that it was compacted red earth, and the vehicles rocked and shuddered, and the children in the truck ahead of her cried in the way that children cry when they are exhausted past the point of knowing what they are crying about.

She sat in the second vehicle, near the window, and watched the landscape change.

She had been in twenty-three cities on this continent in seven years of field work. She knew the Syndicate’s geography well — the wide processed roads, the modular buildings in their corporate grey, the administrative hoardings in the Syndicate’s clean institutional font. She knew what a Syndicate city looked like from the outside: organised, efficient, absolute. Like a machine someone had mistaken for a home.

The landscape outside the window looked nothing like that.

This land was old. Old in a way that had nothing to do with age and everything to do with memory — as if the earth itself knew what it had seen and had decided to hold it. The

grass moved in long slow waves. Acacia trees stood at distances from each other that seemed deliberate, like the spacing of people who knew each other well enough not to crowd. The sky was enormous. In the Syndicate territories, the sky always felt managed, interrupted by communications towers and relay arrays. Here it just went on.

She had been told to expect something primitive. A holdout. A refusal.

The landscape looked like neither of those things. She looked away from the window and checked her boot heel. The transmitter was in place. She ran through her cover documentation for the fourth time — it was good, she had checked it herself. Family from the Mombasa corridor. Travelling alone after the family unit had fragmented. No verifiable contacts inside Azari. The truck slowed. She looked up. The wall rose from the earth like something that had grown there. She had seen satellite images of Azari’s walls. Satellite images were not adequate. They were the same way a sketch of the ocean is not adequate — technically accurate, categorically wrong. The walls were pale stone, quarried from the mountain that backed the city’s northern face, and they were not smooth. They were carved. Not decoratively, not after the fact, but as part of their construction — geometric patterns dense enough to look like script, like a language in which every sentence was ‘this place is ours’ and ‘we have always been here’ and ‘we are not leaving.’ They ran for kilometres in each direction, curving with the valley’s natural contour rather than against it. The energy shields ran along the top — barely visible in daylight, a shimmer of green-gold light, there and then not

there, like heat haze over the summer road. Except it was not heat. It was the Iron Core’s energy, distributed through the wall’s conductive stone, shaped into a barrier that the Syndicate’s three previous fleets had not been able to penetrate.

Wanjiru looked at the wall and forgot, for a full ten seconds, to be a Syndicate operative.

The convoy stopped at the gate. Azari’s processing officers — four of them, in the dark green and gold of the city’s administration — moved efficiently through the vehicles. Documents. Faces. A handheld scanner passed over every body, every bag, every seam of every item of clothing. They were thorough without being unkind. They spoke to the children by name once they had the documents.

When the scanner passed over Wanjiru’s boot, she held her breath.

The scanner moved on. She breathed. The gate opened. Not dramatically — it just opened, large iron sections moving apart in silence, the mechanism so well-maintained she could not hear it work. And through it, at the end of a broad avenue of carved stone— The city. She had not expected the light. The way the solar spires scattered it — a hundred different warm angles across the pale stone buildings, turning the whole city the colour of late afternoon even at this hour of the morning. She had not expected the sound. The market had already started in the quarter to her left, and the sound of it was nothing like Syndicate markets, which were organised, efficient, transactional. This was alive. It was argument and laughter and music and something being fried in oil and somewhere a

child shrieking with a delight so pure it was almost uncomfortable to hear.

She had not expected that the walls, once you were inside them, did not feel like walls at all. They felt like arms.

The truck moved her forward into the city and Wanjiru sat in it like a person who had been hit by something she didn’t see coming, and tried to remember that she had a job to do.

*   *  *

The processing centre was in the eastern quarter — a series of wide, bright rooms with carved archways and wooden benches worn smooth by use. There were Azari civilians here too, not just officers, moving between the new arrivals with water and food, crouching to talk to children at their own level, asking questions in a tone that understood the difference between processing a person and processing a problem.

Wanjiru sat on a bench and waited for her number to be called and watched the room.

She was watching for exits. Structural supports. Guard positions. She was noting the sight lines from the eastern gate to the city’s interior, the width of the primary avenue, the vehicle access points, the placement of the energy grid conduits visible in the carved channels along the walls.

That was what she was doing. She was not watching the way the afternoon light fell through the archways onto the floor, making patterns that shifted as clouds moved outside. She was not listening to the woman two benches down, who was telling someone — another new arrival, an older man — that the food here was ‘real,’ that her first morning in

Azari she had eaten something at the market and stood in the street and cried, not from sadness, just from the taste of something that had not been assembled from synthetic components for the first time in years.

She was not doing those things. ‘Number forty-three.’ She stood and went to the desk. The processing officer was young — mid-twenties, precise, with the Azari administration’s characteristic combination of thoroughness and warmth. She asked her questions, checked the documents, ran the secondary verification. Wanjiru answered everything in the voice of someone tired and cautious and hoping this would be the last desk for a while. It was fine. The documents were good. The officer stamped the papers and pushed them back across the desk: ‘WANJIRU — REFUGEE — SECTOR 4.’ ‘Welcome to Azari,’ the officer said, and she said it the way people say things they mean. Wanjiru picked up her papers and walked toward the exit. She did not make it to the exit. Because standing at the far end of the processing room, speaking in a low voice with one of the senior officers, was a man she had not expected to see here. She had read the profiles. All of them. She knew what General Kamau Muruthi looked like — she had studied the satellite intelligence, the few photographs that existed, the assessments compiled by the three previous Syndicate operatives who had tried and failed to get past Azari’s gate. But the photographs had not— He was not looking at her. He was looking at documents the officer was presenting, and he was asking something in a

voice too quiet to carry across the room, and the officer was nodding, and it was a completely unremarkable administrative exchange between a general and a member of his staff.

Except that he moved through the room the way that only certain people move — with a stillness that wasn’t stillness at all, but a total awareness that had no need to advertise itself. The way a river is still when you look at it from above and looks like glass, except every part of it is moving and has been moving since long before you arrived and will be moving long after you leave.

He turned a page. His eyes came up. They crossed the room and found her face in the way that eyes find things they were already looking for. Wanjiru looked away first. Her eyes went to the exit. She walked toward it at a pace that said ‘I am tired and I have been travelling for three days and I am thinking about nothing except a bed and somewhere to put my bag.’ She did not run. Running was admission. Outside, in the warmth of Azari’s morning, she exhaled. She walked to Sector 4 without looking back. Found the housing block, found her room — clean, pale stone, a single window that looked out over the city, a carved wooden frame around the door that someone had spent time on, had given thought to, had wanted to be beautiful. She sat on the edge of the bed. Opened the transmitter. Typed carefully, precisely, in the Syndicate’s compressed operational code.

Inside. Clean entry. City structure consistent with satellite intel at macro level. Internal grid requires forty-eight hours to map properly.

Iron Blood: The Last Kingdom Processing thorough — second-generation scanners only, third-gen transmitter undetected. Will report by the next cycle.

She read the message again. Sent it. Set the transmitter face down on the windowsill. Looked out at the city. A child ran across the street below her window, chasing something — a ball, a friend, a reason to run. The child was laughing. The sound of it came up through the window and sat in the room. Wanjiru pressed the back of her hand against her mouth and looked at the ceiling until it passed.

Chapter Four

The Ironsong

Kamau

He had seen her. Not clearly — the processing room had been crowded

and he had been occupied with Supervisor Karanja’s concerns about the secondary scanning protocol — but clearly enough. She had been standing near the exit door when their eyes crossed the room, and then she had looked away and kept walking, and there was nothing about the looking away or the walking that had been wrong. Nothing that he could name as wrong.

And yet. He had been in eleven years of active military command. Before that, four years of the intensive programme his grandmother had designed and he had not been given the option to decline. Before that, a childhood spent in this city under the instruction of a woman who believed that the ability to read a room — to read a ‘person’ — was not a gift but a discipline, and that discipline could be taught to anyone willing to do the work. He was willing to do the work. And the woman near the exit door moved like someone who had done that work too. Not like a soldier — not with the bearing that comes from institutional military training, the upright spine and the squared shoulders. More like someone who had been taught to ‘not’ move like a soldier and had learned it almost perfectly. The ‘almost’ was the thing. He had spent eleven

years training people and he knew what almost perfect looked like. He knew the places where suppressed training leaked through — the automatic weight shift, the instinctive positioning of feet, the way the eyes moved in a room. Not like someone who was curious. Like someone who was mapping.

He finished with Supervisor Karanja, walked back to the gate, and found Gitau.

‘The woman who came through desk seven,’ he said. ‘Brown jacket. Left five minutes ago.’

Gitau did not ask how Kamau had noticed her from across a crowded room during an administrative briefing. After eleven years, he had simply accepted that Kamau noticed things, the same way he accepted that the sun came up in the east.

‘I’ll find out where she’s quartered,’ Gitau said. ‘Don’t approach her. Don’t flag her. Just — find out where she is.’ Gitau nodded and left. Kamau walked back to the training ground, because the Ironsong Guard’s northern defensive sequence needed his eye and because standing still with something unresolved in his mind made him useless to everyone.

*   *  *

She appeared the next morning, as he had half-expected she would.

He was running the guard through the fourth repetition of the northern sequence — a formation drill that combined defensive wall positioning with ground engagement, designed for the specific topology of Azari’s northern

approach — when he saw her in the alley mouth between the administrative block and the eastern market building.

She was watching. He did not break the drill. He ran it through to its end, corrected two footwork errors on the right flank, dismissed the guard to water, and then — unhurried, in his own time — walked to where she stood. She was trying to look like someone who had simply stopped here. She was not very convincing. Or rather, she was convincing enough for someone who was not paying attention, and he was paying attention. He stopped at a distance that was conversational but not close. He looked at the training square and not at her, which gave her the option to look at him without it being a confrontation. ‘You have been standing there for seven minutes,’ he said. A beat. Then: ‘I didn’t mean to interrupt.’ Her voice was steady. Good. Either she was genuinely calm or she was very well trained in appearing calm. Both were interesting. ‘You didn’t interrupt,’ he said. ‘The session was finished.’ He let a moment pass and then looked at her directly. She held the look without flinching, which told him something. People who felt caught tended to over-explain or look away. She did neither. ‘You know how to fight,’ he said. ‘I don’t—’ ‘Your weight was shifting with the sequences. Automatically, without thought. Your body knows the patterns even if your mind is pretending it doesn’t.’

She said nothing. Not a denial. Not an admission. She was deciding how much to give him and giving him nothing while she decided.

That was also interesting. ‘Where are you from?’ he said. ‘Originally.’ ‘The Mombasa corridor. Southern—’ ‘Before the Syndicate. Your people. Where were they from?’ She looked at him steadily. A very slight change in her face — not quite a softening, more like a door opening a centimetre and then catching itself. ‘My mother said the highlands,’ she said, and the careful delivery was gone from those words, replaced by something she hadn’t arranged. ‘Somewhere with red soil. She said you could smell it when it rained.’ He absorbed that. The red-soil territory north of the city — Thaara, the breadbasket of Azari’s northern quarter — had been the origin point of seven of the twelve great Azari clans. It had also been, twice in the city’s history, the place where people were taken from. Not in war. In the quieter violence that preceded war, the kind that dressed itself in administrative language and called itself order. He did not say that. He filed it. ‘The market on level three opens at noon,’ he said. ‘The food is better than sector four’s rations. The woman at the third stall from the east gives extra to new arrivals.’ He paused. ‘Tell her Kamau sent you.’ She was looking at him the way people look at things they cannot yet categorise. ‘Why would you do that?’ she said. He looked at her for a moment — at the careful steadiness of her, the controlled face, the eyes that gave

almost nothing away and could not quite stop giving something away — and he thought about all the things he could say and said none of them.

‘Because you are in Azari now,’ he said. ‘That means something here.’

He turned and walked back to the training square. Behind him, he heard nothing. No retreating footsteps immediately. She was still standing there. He did not let himself look back. ‘Njeri,’ he said when he reached the captain, who had appeared beside him with the quiet precision she deployed when she wanted to have a conversation she hadn’t technically requested. ‘She’s not a refugee,’ Njeri said. ‘I know.’ ‘Then why send her to the market?’ Kamau looked out at the empty training square. The morning sun had moved over the spires and the light had changed — harder now, more direct. ‘Because if she were going to run,’ he said, ‘she would have run when our eyes crossed the room yesterday. She didn’t.’ He paused. ‘I want to know what she does when she’s not being watched.’ ‘You are watching her.’ ‘She doesn’t know that yet.’ Njeri was quiet for a moment. ‘Gitau said the same thing,’ she said. ‘About you, when you first gave him a command. He said: ‘this man watches everything and makes it look like he’s watching nothing. It is extremely unsettling.’’ ‘Gitau talks too much.’

‘He is also correct too much. It is an annoying combination.’ She turned to her guard unit. ‘Rotation two, northern wall. Let’s move.’

Kamau stood in the training square alone and watched the Ironsong Guard file out toward the northern wall, and felt the weight of the Goldspear at his back, and thought about a woman who moved like someone suppressing what she knew, and highlands with red soil, and the sixteen ships that were still sitting on his border.

Three days. The morning was already running.

Chapter Five

The Market

Wanjiru

She went to the market at noon, as he had told her to, and she told herself she was going because a refugee who did not take the advice of the city's general would look suspicious. She was going for operational reasons. It was a sound decision professionally.

The market was on the third level of the residential quarter — a series of wide terraces cut into the hillside, connected by carved stone steps worn concave in the middle from generations of foot traffic. The concavity was important. You did not hollow stone with years of use unless you had the years, and the use, and the intention to stay long enough to matter. Wanjiru had grown up in six different Syndicate housing blocks and the floors of all of them had been modular — designed to be replaced, not worn.

The smells hit her before she reached the top step. Frying oil and green onion. Something sweet and yeasty from a bakery she couldn't yet see. Roasting meat with spices she didn't have names for. Fresh tomatoes and the clean mineral smell of cut mango. Coffee — real coffee, not the synthetic composite the Syndicate's eastern territories dispensed from machines. Somewhere to her left, a charcoal fire and a woman turning skewers above it with the practiced indifference of someone who had made this exact motion a thousand times. The market was everything the Syndicate's processing hoardings were not. It was not organised. It followed no grid

she could identify. Stalls occupied space according to some logic that predated planning — this merchant here because her mother had been here, that vendor there because the light fell right in the afternoon, another because the pillar at his back cut the wind from the northern approach and his produce lasted longer. It was the accumulated decisionmaking of people who had been in the same place long enough to understand it.

She had her operational eye moving — noting sight lines, supply delivery points, the structural load-bearing pillars that would determine blast radius if — she stopped that thought. Set it aside. It would still be there when she needed it. The question was whether she would still be the person who needed it.

She counted to the third stall from the east. The woman behind it was perhaps sixty, with arms that had been doing physical work for sixty years and showed it, and a face that had a great deal to say about everything. She was arranging fried dough — golden rounds, crisp at the edge, stacked on a wooden board — and she looked up at Wanjiru with the direct gaze of someone who charged fair prices and did not negotiate them. 'You are new,' the woman said. 'Kamau sent me,' Wanjiru said. The woman considered her for a moment. Then picked up two pieces of fried dough and held them out. 'Sit,' she said, nodding at the bench beside the stall. 'You don't have to—' 'I know I don't have to. I want to look at you while you eat. Kamau sends me people with that face and I like to see it change.' She pushed the dough closer. 'Sit.' Wanjiru sat.

She took the dough and bit into it and the woman — whose name, she would learn later, was Nyokabi, — a name from the giving side of the old families, which was exactly the right name for someone who fed people — watched her with uncomplicated satisfaction.

'What face?' Wanjiru said, around the food. 'The face that expected something worse.' Nyokabi leaned against her stall. 'They all have it when they come in from the corridor. That waiting. Like something is about to be taken away. Like it cannot last.' She tilted her head. 'It changes after a few days. Not for everyone. But for most.' Wanjiru ate and didn't answer and looked at the market around her. A child appeared at her knee. Small — perhaps four years old, in a red shirt with a tear at the collar that had been carefully repaired. He looked at her dough with the absolute honesty of a four-year-old regarding food they want. 'That is not yours,' Nyokabi told him. 'I know,' he said, not moving. Wanjiru broke off a piece and held it out. He took it with both hands — a formally correct gesture of receiving that someone had taught him — and retreated two steps and ate it with concentration. She recognised him. He had been in the truck directly ahead of hers in the convoy. She had watched him sleep against the window for three hours on the dirt road, his cheek pressed flat, his mouth open, the total trusting unconsciousness of children who have not yet learned to sleep lightly. 'Waweru,' Nyokabi called, and the child looked up. 'Go find your auntie. She will be at the cloth stall.'

He went, still eating, navigating the market crowd with the efficient purposefulness of a small person who knew exactly where he was going.

Wanjiru watched him until he disappeared. She had a report to file by evening. Patrol patterns, guard rotation, energy grid conduit locations she had identified in the carved wall channels of the processing centre. She should be noting the market's delivery access point — the wide service alley to the north of the terrace — and its potential use as a secondary approach vector during the coronation window. She ate the rest of the dough. She sat in the middle of Azari's market and finished the best thing she had eaten in years and listened to the sound of people living and tried very hard to do her job. She was not doing her job. She sat there for forty minutes. She talked to Nyokabi, who had opinions about everything and shared them freely and expected her to have opinions too, which she did, which surprised her. She bought a cup of coffee — real coffee, dark and unsweetened, with an earthen note she had no reference for — and held it in both hands and let the heat work through her palms. At a stall two rows over, a pair of women were arguing good-naturedly about the price of something wrapped in leaves. One of them laughed at something the other said and it was a full-body laugh, the kind that does not check first whether it is appropriate. Wanjiru had not laughed like that in — she tried to remember. She could not remember.

*   *  *

Back in her room at dusk, she sat at the window and opened the transmitter and typed the report with professional precision. Entry access points. Guard rotation timing. Market delivery routes. The energy conduit locations. Patrol patterns at the northern residential boundary. The civilian population density of the market terrace at peak hours, which corresponded with the window twenty minutes before and after the coronation procession would pass.

She wrote: Market terrace and level-three residential viable as secondary strike vector during coronation window if primary approach is contested.

She read the sentence again. She had written it the way she wrote everything operational — clean, accurate, useful. It was useful. It was exactly the kind of information Voss had sent her to find. She pressed send. Set the transmitter face down. Looked out at the city in the blue hour between day and dark — the solar spires shifting from amber to something cooler, the energy shields along the wall brightening as they always did at dusk, the streets below her window filling with the quality of evening foot traffic, people who had worked all day moving slower now, talking to each other across windows, children being called inside. She pressed the back of her hand against her mouth. She thought about Nyokabi saying: It changes after a few days. Not for everyone. But for most. She thought about Waweru eating his piece of dough with both hands, the careful receiving gesture someone had taken the time to teach him. She thought about that sentence she had written — viable as secondary strike vector during coronation window — and what it meant, worked out to its end, for the

people in the market terrace on the morning the Syndicate fleet came.

She sat with that until the city's night cycle changed the quality of the light outside and the drums started somewhere below — evening drums, a different rhythm from the morning, slower, more complex, the kind of sound that had been shaped by a long time of knowing how to end a day.

She listened until they stopped. She did not sleep for a long time.

Chapter Six

Red Soil

Wanjiru

On the second evening, she went to the wall. She had not planned to. She had finished her afternoon

reconnaissance of the southern residential quarter — good material, useful patterns, everything neatly catalogued in the compressed operational shorthand she used for field notes — and she had meant to go back to her room. She had turned in the right direction. She had walked three blocks.

Then the wall was in front of her, lit gold along its upper edge by the last of the day, and the carved patterns in its stone were doing something complicated with the light, and she stood there. She turned twice in the direction of her room. The third turn brought her back to the foot of the access steps, and she climbed them, because her feet had made a decision her mind had not yet ratified. She was on top of the wall, and the valley was below her, and Azari was behind her, and the sky was everything.

She had grown up in places where the sky was interrupted. Towers, relay arrays, the Syndicate's modular high-rises that all had the same silhouette regardless of what city they were in, as if variety were a resource that needed to be managed. Out here, looking west from Azari's wall, there was nothing between her and the horizon but the old earth of the valley floor and the long slow grass and the light going out of it.

She stood there and tried to remember that she had a job to do.

'The valley floods in the long rains,' a voice said. She turned. Kamau was ten metres down the wall, leaning on the parapet with his forearms, looking at the same horizon she had been looking at. She had not heard him. She was a fieldtrained Syndicate operative with seven years of experience and she had not heard him. She filed that away. Noted. Respected. 'It floods here?' she said. 'Not badly. The wall is on elevated ground — the original builders chose the site for it. But the valley floor becomes a lake for three weeks. The children come up here to watch it.' A pause. 'My grandmother used to bring me. Before sunrise. She said the flooded valley looked like the sky had fallen.' Wanjiru walked toward him slowly. Stopped at a distance that was close enough to be conversation and far enough to be choice. 'You speak about her often,' she said. 'People tell me that.' He turned to the valley. 'I don't notice it. She is how I learned everything. It's difficult to talk about what you know without mentioning where it came from.' 'What was she like?' He was quiet for long enough that she wondered if she had pressed wrong. 'Impatient,' he said. 'With foolishness, specifically. She had very little tolerance for people who had access to information and chose not to use it.' He glanced sideways at her. 'She would have had things to say about this city's current situation.' 'What would she say?' 'That sixteen ships on our border is not a warning. It is a countdown. And that the correct response to a countdown is

not patience — it is action before it reaches zero.' He paused. 'She also would have said that the correct action and the obvious action are frequently not the same thing, and that the person who confuses them does not last long.'

Wanjiru looked at the valley. The light was leaving it now — a warm red-gold going purple at the edges, and the grass below moving in the wind.

'My mother told me stories,' she said, and she had not planned to say that.

'What kind of stories?' 'About a kingdom. In the highlands.' She kept her eyes on the valley. 'She told them the way people tell things they need to be true. I thought — when I was young, I thought they were comfort stories. The kind of thing you tell children to give them somewhere to put their hope when there isn't anywhere practical to put it.' 'What was the kingdom like, in her stories?' She thought about it. She had not thought about her mother's stories in anything like detail in many years — she had put them away in a part of herself she kept closed, because they were her mother's and her mother was dead and closed things hurt less. 'The buildings were made of pale stone,' she said. 'The light was different from other places — she said it came from towers that caught it and scattered it. She said there were women warriors. That it was not strange to be a woman and to fight, that it was simply what you did if you were capable of it and your city needed it.' She paused. 'She said the soil was red. That you could smell it when it rained. Like bread almost ready. Like something being kept warm.' She stopped. The silence was complete except for the wind.

When Kamau spoke, his voice was careful. Precise. The way you are precise when you are containing something.

'The red-soil territory is north of here,' he said. 'Three days on foot in the old way, one hour in a field vehicle. We call it Thaara. It means the ground that feeds. It is where seven of the twelve founding Azari clans originated.' He paused. 'It is also where people were taken from. Twice in our history. Not in open war — in the quieter violence that came before war. The kind that documents itself as administration.'

He was looking at her now. She could feel it but she did not look back.

'The second time was eighty years ago,' he said. 'Families. Mostly. They were processed through an eastern corridor network and moved out of Azari's borders before anyone could mount a response. The people who were taken were told they were being relocated to a better administered territory. That was the word used. Better administered. As if the thing that made Azari's territory worse was that it administered itself.'

The wind moved through the valley grass below. Wanjiru watched it.

'My grandmother's name was on a relocation document,' she said. 'I found it when I was doing research. I was not supposed to be doing that kind of research, but I found it.' She swallowed. 'Her name. She was eight years old when they took her. My mother was born after, in the corridor — and my grandmother gave her the city anyway, in stories, until my mother gave it to me.'

'Her daughter would have grown up in the Syndicate system,' Kamau said.

'Yes.' 'And had a child of her own.' 'Yes.' 'And that child—'

'Would have had a child.' She turned and looked at him. 'Yes.'

They looked at each other in the last of the light. The valley had gone purple now, the first stars visible above the far ridge. Behind them, Azari began its evening rhythm — the drums, the light in the windows, the smell of cooking that reached even up here.

'Your mother named you Wanjiru,' he said. 'I know what my name is.' 'Do you know what it means?' She did. She had known since she was twelve, sitting in a Syndicate educational facility that taught subjects useful to the Syndicate and did not teach language or history unless they were useful to the Syndicate. She had looked it up herself, in a digitised archive she was not supposed to access, the same way she had found the relocation document. Wanjiru. An old Kikuyu name. A heroine's name. A name from a story about a woman who gave herself for her people and was brought back from the earth by those who loved her. 'She was calling you home,' Kamau said. 'Before you knew you had one.' The words landed somewhere she did not have a name for. She looked away from him. Looked at the valley, which was dark now, only the stars giving it dimension. 'I should go back,' she said. He did not try to stop her. He turned back to the horizon and resumed the quiet, endless watching that seemed to be the mode in which he existed. She went down the steps and back into the city, and the city was warm and lit and alive around her, and she walked through it without seeing it, carrying a sentence she did not know what to do with.

She was calling you home before you knew you had one.

*   *  *

In her room, she took out the transmitter. Held it. Set it down without opening it. Picked it up again. Set it down. She sat at the window for two hours. The drums finished. The windows across the street went dark one by one. The city settled into the silence of a place that knows how to rest without going absent. She picked up the transmitter a final time. She had a report due. Patrol patterns, residential sector — she had good material from the afternoon. She opened it. Typed the patrol patterns. The residential sector mapping. The secondary access points along the southern wall. Then she stopped. She did not type the part about the coronation window. She had not typed it last night either — that part she had included, sent, could not take back. But tonight she did not write it again. She sent what she had. Put the transmitter away. Lay on her bed in the dark. Thought about red soil and what it smelled like when it rained. She had never smelled it. She had been born five hundred kilometres from here, in a corridor that had been Syndicate territory for forty years before she arrived in it and would be Syndicate territory long after she left. She had never in her life stood on red soil and felt rain.

But she knew the smell. Because her mother had told her. Again and again, with a conviction that had nothing to do with homesickness and everything to do with accuracy. Like bread almost ready. Like something being kept warm. She was thirty-one years old and she had never known the smell of her own home and she had just sent a report that would help destroy it. She pressed her face into the pillow and held very still, and outside the window Azari breathed in the dark, slow and deep and certain, the way things breathe when they have been breathing for a very long time and do not intend to stop.
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