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KI-KHANGA: ALWAYS SOMETHING NEW OUT OF AFRICA


By Charles R. Saunders
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Diversity is the watchword for the Africa of the world we know. In terms of differences in climate, culture and creativity, the continent that gave birth to humanity is beyond compare. Language alone is one example: more than 700 distinct tongues are spoken in Africa. And there is more genetic variation among the African people than there is anywhere else in the world.

It is no wonder, then, that such a place can serve as a nexus for the literature of the imagination – a foundation upon which new additions to the already vast history and mythology that thrived in Africa during pre-colonial times can be built.

Ki-Khanga is one of those additions. Ki-Khanga is an Africa that could have been, located in a world that might have been. Sprung from the fertile minds of Milton J. Davis and Balogun Ojetade, Ki-Khanga is a place of magic and mystery, heroism and horror, spears and seduction. It is a place roiled by the long-reaching repercussions of an ancient feud between pre-human races and the subsequent wrath of an affronted deity. Not only does magic work in Ki-Khanga – magic defines Ki-Khanga, in more ways than one.

Conceived originally as the setting for a forthcoming role-playing game, Ki-Khanga provides fertile ground for Sword and Soul fiction as well. Together, Milton and Balogun have spun a series of fantasy tales for this book that do full justice to the alternate Africa they’ve created. The stories take place in a wide range of cultural backgrounds that both mirror and diverge from those in the Africa of our world’s past, from Khem (Egypt) to Oyo to Zimbabwe. Creatures from both African folklore and the authors’ fertile imaginations abound.

The human characters populating Ki-Khanga are memorable as well. In the stories in this book, you will meet the likes of Nubia, a vengeful warrior-woman; Adjoa and Kwadjo, a pair of royal twins who vie for their father’s throne; the Old Hunter, who protects his homeland from arcane threats; Kiro, a fisherman who is more than he appears to be; Shaigu and Pandare, a team of reluctant assassins; Timneet, a sorceress and patient mentor; Akhu, an inventor and animal-trainer extraordinaire; Edfu, a foppish noble who must defend a fortress against a mystical threat; Anju, a prince who lives in the shadow of a dire prophecy; Akinah, a king’s daughter who is also a sorceress; Omolewa, a resourceful young woman with a ferret and a secret; Zaakah, a tattooed woman who is a potent user of magic; Omari Ket, a mercenary warrior who squeezes out of scrapes he just can’t seem to avoid getting into ...

This anthology is more than just an introduction to the wonders of Ki-Khanga; it’s an immersion. With the breadth and depth of their new and different Africa and its inhabitants, Milton and Balogun have accomplished a significant feat of world-building and character-creation. It is a milestone in the continuing evolution of Sword and Soul.

Read on, and enjoy.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Cleave

The Womb of it All

By Balogun Ojetade
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The original inhabitants of the area now known as “The Cleave” were the Utuchekulu – a race of dwarves – and their mortal enemies, the Rom – a race of stone giants.

The eons old war between the Utuchekulu and the Rom was one of the bloodiest in the history of Duniyaa (“the World / Earth”) and both sides even stormed heaven in an attempt to murder each other’s ancestors.

Daarila – the Creator of Laarees and Duniyaa (“the Heavens and the Earth”) – in his fury at the two warring races (and humanoids in general) for their assault on Laarees – decided to destroy all of Ki-Khanga.

Daarila’s wife – Eda (also called “Odu” in some parts of Ki-Khanga; considered to be Daarila in mortal flesh) – pleaded and bargained for Ki-Khanga and its inhabitants.  Daarila complied, but demanded that the Utuchekulu and the Rom be destroyed. Daarila struck the homeland of the two doomed races with His powerful spirit-axe, causing a devastating earthquake that destroyed the Utuchekulu and the Rom and carved out the island mass known as The Cleave.

The raw anger and wrath of Daarila, which coursed through His spirit-axe, possessed the flora, fauna – and even corpses of the two destroyed races – creating many of the monstrosities that inhabit Ki-Khanga today.

The most powerful and miscreant of these malevolent creatures are kept bound in The Cleave by the Tyrak [TY-rahk] – a powerful race of were-orca (killer whales), were-dolphins and were-octopi.

The were-dolphins rule the four islands above The Cleave (also called Tyrak). They are skilled diviners and wise administrators. The were-dolphins are also capable fighters when necessary.

The were-orca are the powerful warrior class of the Tyrak. Their immense strength, incredible speed and amazing resilience augment their fearsome and brutal combat skills.

The were-octopi are the psionic class. They possess great control of oceanic animals and water elementals; they also cast illusions that fool all the senses.

The Tyrak inhabit all four islands above The Cleave. They patrol the island lands in their human or human-animal hybrid forms; underwater in their animal forms; and on the surface of the water with their dreaded “Black Armada” – war galleys forged from the nigh-indestructible bones and flesh of the now extinct indigo dragons, which once roamed the farthest depths of the ocean.

The Black Armada ships are propelled by magic means, moving up to 20mph (incredible speed for a ship of that era).

Each Galley is armed with ten onagers (a siege engine similar to the catapult) per side, which fire flaming stones – and a huge ram made from the spiked skull of an indigo dragon. These ships are feared throughout Ki-Khanga.

The Tyrak keep the creatures from The Cleave in and would-be explorers of The Cleave out.

Charged with their mission by Eda – their Creator – the Tyrak take their duties seriously and execute them with a loyalty and zeal unmatched by anyone – or anything – on the planet.

Ki-Khanga is a world of heroes...a world of champions...a world of gods, monsters, magic and magnificent places of wonder...and the mysterious Cleave is the womb of it all.

Within this book are stories that the Cleave – and its offspring – have given birth to. Open it – if you dare – and experience the triumphs and terrors that are...Ki-Khanga! 
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Nubia’s Revenge

By Milton Davis
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She waited for them atop the steep hill, a battleground of her choosing. All her life she'd prepared for them. All her life she pursued them. Now she stood alone, the hooves of their mounts shaking the ground beneath her feet. They killed her parents. They slaughtered her people. Hatred rose in her mouth like a foul liquid and she forced it down. This was no time for emotion. It was a time for concentration, a time to release all she had learned. An undulating line of conical helmets broke the jagged horizon and she raised her bow. They would all die by her hand. Every last one of them.

The closest rider’s brow appeared and she released her arrow. It struck him between the eyes and he tumbled backwards from his horse. Her second arrow struck another rider in his mouth, stifling the battle cry he intended to yell. Her third arrow passed through the jowls of the third man attempting to turn away.  He remained on his mount, his hands attempting to stop the blood flowing from his cheeks. He was alive, but the poison would kill him eventually. The other riders milled before her, circling the one who led them. He was a man almost too big for his mount, a hard face brute covered in the shaggy coat of some animal she did not recognize. A golden helmet bordered with precious stones rested on his bearded head. He stared at her intensely, as if seeking some recognition. He would find none. She was a babe when he last saw her, if he saw her at all. Her village was one among many his horde raided and razed, a settlement whose memory was washed away long ago in blood. But she remembered. She would never forget.

She stood before the temple walls with the others, each seeking entrance for their own reasons. The Dogon held knowledge beyond all others; it was said that the came from another world and they hid their knowledge within their simplicity. Those surrounding her sought what the Dogon possessed for various reasons, but she was sure her reason was the most ominous of all.

Acolytes emerged and a clamor rose among the applicants. She said nothing. The servants of the teachers approached each person asking them one questions: What do you seek? When the acolyte reached her she answered simply. Revenge.

The riders charged in unison, their leader lagging behind the wall of horseflesh and steel. She ran toward them, loading her bow as she ran. She shot the horses one by one, bringing down three before they were upon her. The first man was the first to die. She leaped on his horse, stabbing him in the neck with an arrow then pushing him from his mount. His cohorts swarmed her, and then discovered her prowess with a scimitar. Two more died, tumbling to the grass with slit throats. A blade stabbed her thigh and she ignored it. Pain was temporary, vengeance complete. She tired of the mounted duels quickly. With a sudden effort she leaped from the horse to land on her feet. 

They were outmatched.  It was obvious with the first arrow loosed that she would eventually kill them all. Yet they persisted. If men as vile as these could have a positive trait it would be their relentlessness.  It was the reason for their conquests. It would also be the reason for their deaths.

When the others left, she remained. She made no attempt to feed or bath herself. She sat before the temple, moving only to relieve herself. Even that necessary function ceased as she began to starve. But she would not leave. The acolytes peered over the walls and shouted at her. Their masters had made their choices. There would be no more selections. She was wasting her time.

When she could no longer sit up, she lay in the mud, staring at the walls. The doors finally opened and a robed man approached her. He knelt before her dying form, curiosity in his eyes.

“Why do you persist?” he asked. “You are dying.”

“Everyone I love is dead,” she replied. 

“Then join them,” he replied.

She forced herself up to stare at him.

“I will not die until they die,” she said.

“Revenge serves no purpose,” the man said.

“Revenge keeps me alive,” she retorted.

The man clapped his hands and acolytes appeared. They lifted her to her feet.

“We will accept you, only to prove that you are wrong.”

She managed to smile. They would fail.

The riders realized their mounts were more a hindrance than help against her. They dismounted, their swords held before them as they encircled her.  Their leader remained on his mount, and expectant smile on his face. His ignorance sparked her anger again. This man, this stupid, petty man was the cause of her family’s death.  With only brutality and strength they destroyed her life. Now they approached her with the same weapons, expecting to vanquish her despite their dead cohorts littering the grass around them. What drove such men to still imagine there would be a good outcome for them?  She pushed the emotions aside once again. Reason did not prevail here. Instinct was at work, primal destructive urges. At least in this case, they would cease.

They bathed her, fed her and gave her robes. She joined the other students recently accepted and learned the ways of the Dogon. They taught of the world from which they came and of their wish to one day return. They taught them of healing herbs and medicines. They taught them the ways of wrestling and weapons, because only a mind free of fear can reach the highest levels of thought. She learned and she excelled. Six years after entering the walls of the temple she stood before the high priest, the best among an elite class, and the first among the most skilled. The priest stepped down from his simple chair and carried the robe of priest to her, the first step toward priesthood. He extended to her.

“Have you taught me all there is to know?” she asked.

The priest was startled by her question. “Yes. We hold nothing back. Truth cannot be owned.”

“Then I will go,” she said. “I have men to kill.”

She turned and walked away. No one attempted to stop her.

“Revenge will leave you with nothing!” the high priest shouted.

“We will see,” she whispered.

They circled her and she circled with them, bow in her left hand, dagger in her right. One darted in and she danced away, fast enough to avoid his grasp but slow enough to allow him to grab her skirt. He ripped it away, revealing her near nakedness. The anger of their comrades’ deaths gave way to unbridled lust. She looked at them with a sensuous smirk. Let them lust. Lust would break their focus. Lust would make them careless. Use all your weapons, her teachers instructed her. Death comes in many forms.  The man held the skirt up like a trophy then pressed it to his face, inhaling deeply. When he removed it he leered at her then pounced.  Her dagger flew from her hand as he jumped, finding its place in his neck.  His scimitar was in her hand before the others could attack. She spun among them, her movements both sensuous and deadly. When she ceased her dance they all lay dead. She sauntered to her skirt then slowly tied it around her waist as the last man looked on. She took a stance as he finally approached, patting his palm with the flat of his blade. His confidence sickened her. 

“Very good,” he said. “I’m impressed. I take it the Dogon were saddened by your departure, as they were when I left their pitiful temple.”

His words startled her but she did not flinch.

“The Dogon think they can pacify us by teaching us their ways. They think by teaching us the secrets of the world we will immerse ourselves in more cerebral pursuits. But there is one flaw in their logic.”

He raised his sword to guard position, as did she.

“Our bodies are only vessels to them,” he said. “They fill them, but they do not feel them. They don’t understand our need for emotions. They don’t share our desire for pleasure and power...or revenge. With their knowledge a man or woman can achieve all their desires.”

Their swords clashed. He was powerful, much more powerful than she expected. She quickly adjusted, parrying his pounding blows and dodging his quick kicks. She suspected he left the temple once he gained his martial skills, thinking it was all he needed to fulfill his dreams. She watched his eyes as they fought, the fatigue and frustration growing with every blow deflected. Tension filled his face, his teeth gritted. She smiled and he roared. Speed accompanied his thrust and it slipped by her guard. The edge of his blade creased her stomach as she pivoted away. It was a cut that should have disemboweled her. Instead a thin red line appeared.

His eyes bulged. “You should be...”

She drove her blade into his stomach. “Dead?”

She twisted her blade then ripped it from his body. He wavered then fell. She stood over him.

“You left the temple too soon,” she said. “There are herbs that toughen the skin and muscles until they are almost like iron.”

She spat on his face and stabbed him again and again. She stabbed him for her mother and father, her sisters and brothers. She stabbed him for every person in her village. She stabbed him long after life left his body. When she ceased her arm quaked and her legs went limp. She fell to her knees beside him, her body overcome by deep sobs. She fell forward, her face in her hands. When her sobbing ceased, she came to her feet empty.  She dropped the sword then took off her wrist protectors. She removed the quiver from her back and placed it beside her bow. The stench of death had summoned its followers; vultures and crows circled overhead as jackals lurked on the horizon.  The high priest’s wisdom appeared in her mind and a melancholy smile came to her. Revenge did not heal. Death did not cleanse.  She was still alone.

She stood before the temple as she had years ago, filthy and starving. This time the high priest emerged, shuffling to her prone form. She looked into his eyes and he frowned.

“Why have you come back?” he asked.

“Revenge was not enough,” she said.

“What do you want from us now?” he asked.

“I wish to learn. I wish to heal. I wish to live.”

He reached down to her and helped her stand. As they walked together to the temple entrance she knew she would leave again. But this time she would leave for the right reasons. She would teach. She would heal. She would live.
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How Adjoa Became King

By Balogun Ojetade
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Adjoa seemed to glow as the noonday sun reflected off of the flecks of glittering gold on her ebony skin. She wiped the single tear, which rolled down her cheeks, with the back of her hand as she swallowed her sobs.

For the first time in eleven years, she knelt at the feet of her father, which were wrapped in strips of white, cotton cloth.

For the first time in eleven years, she held her father’s hands, which were now ice-cold.

For the first time in eleven years, she stared into her father’s eyes, but his eyes were now dull and devoid of life.

Kwame Opare – the great Asantehene of the mighty nation of Asanteman – had war-danced out of this earthly plane and was now attending court with other ancestral kings.

As his daughter – and as an Okomfo of great skill – Adjoa had been given the honor of washing her father in the proper medicines and wrapping him in the traditional white cloth to ensure a smooth journey to Soro – the domain of Spirit.

Someone knelt beside her. The person smelled pleasantly of coconut and honey with a hint of cinnamon. Adjoa turned her head toward the person and stared into a face much like hers. “Kwadjo?”

“The Nananom be praised, I thought it was you!” the man replied, embracing her. “Yes, it is I – Kwadjo – son of Asantehene Kwame Opare! You have grown into a beautiful woman, dear sister!”

“You only say that because we’re twins,” Adjoa chuckled. “If I am beautiful, then you – by default – must be also.”

Kwadjo leaped to his feet and turned slowly. His crimson and gold kente cloth lapa, accessorized with a gold necklace and headband, accentuated Kwadjo’s flawless, burnt sienna skin. 

“Well...aren’t I?”

“Yes, brother,” Adjoa giggled. “You will make a fine husband for one – or more – of the mighty sisters of Asanteman.”

“No, Adjoa,” Kwadjo said, shaking his smooth, bald head. “Eleven years in Fez has turned my tastes toward...fairer things.”

“Fairer?” Adjoa said confused. “Please, explain.”

“There will be plenty time for that,” Kwadjo said, dismissing Adjoa’s inquiry with a wave of his hand. “Tell me about you, how have your priesthood studies progressed?”

“I was fully initiated as an Okomfo two years after we left the palace,” Adjoa replied. Recently, I was enstooled as a Chief Priest.

“Chief Priest? Congratulations!” Kwadjo said. “Nana Yaa really pushed you. That old woman can be brutal.”

“Our grandmother is actually kind to a fault,” Adjoa replied. “She did push me, though.”

“Well, as for me,” Kwadjo said. “I was recently promoted to Master Sorcerer, Third Grade.”

“Congratulations!” Adjoa said. “Third Grade...I assume that is really good.”

“Ah, I forget how uninformed the Asante are,” Kwadjo said smugly. “Master Sorcerer, Third Grade is the fifth highest rank in the Sorcerer’s Guild of Fez!”

“Good, then.” Adjoa replied.

Kwadjo placed a hand on Adjoa’s shoulder. He inhaled deeply and shook his head. “You know, at first, I was taken aback when grandmother chose you for the Afa priesthood and not me.” Kwadjo slid his hand from Adjoa’s shoulder and turned his palms toward each other. A bolt of electricity zigzagged back and forth between his hands. 

“Now, however, I realize how stifling the priesthood can be. True expression of Yao lies in the Arcane – not the Divine.”

Adjoa frowned. “Nonsense! How can you...”

A firm hand on her shoulder haled Adjoa in mid-sentence.

“Children...children; enough chat. We have work to do!”

Adjoa and her brother turned to face a petite, elderly woman with tightly braided white hair.

“Greetings, Nana Adjoa...Kwadjo,” the woman said jovially. “I am Senior Obirempon, Akosua Boateng.”

Adjoa knelt before the Senior Obirempon. Kwadjo nodded his head, but did not kneel. Akosua raised Adjoa gently. She then, shot a glance at Kwadjo and shook her head. Kwadjo shrugged apathetically.

“You have come to announce the candidate for Asantehene, no doubt.” Adjoa said.

“Yes...and no,” Akosua replied. “Come with me.”

The little woman took each twin by a wrist and walked them briskly toward the drummers, who were beating a war rhythm in honor of Asantehene Opare. Akosua stood before the drummers and raised both hands above her head. The drumming immediately ceased.

“Agoh!” Akosua shouted.

“Ameh!” The dense crowd of citizens replied in unison as they gave the Senior Obirempon their full attention.

Akosua gestured toward a pair of ivory stools, which flanked the Sika’dja – the sacred golden stool of Asanteman which gave the Asantehene the combined power of all the souls of the mighty Asante, past and present. Adjoa sat on the stool to the right of the Sika’dja. Kwadjo sat on the left.

“Mighty Asante,” the Senior Obirempon began. “Today, we celebrate the transition of our brother...our king...Asantehene Kwame Opare!” 

The Asante cheered passionately – their powerful voices in harmony with the bell like jingling of their gold necklaces, bracelets, anklets and belts. 

“To add to this momentous occasion, we present you with not one, but two candidates for kingship!” 

The crowd cheered louder.

“While two candidates are rare, rarer still are the fact that both candidates are siblings – twins at that – and are the children of our beloved former Asantehene!” Akosua said.

The old woman placed a hand under the arm of each twin and helped them to their feet. “As the Nananom – our venerable ancestors – have decreed, the twins will prove their merit in a contest of will and skill. The winner shall be appointed our next Asantehene of Asanteman!”

Adjoa exchanged a quick glance with Kwadjo as the Asante cheered them on.

“A contest?” She whispered.

Kwadjo replied with a broad smile. “Exciting, isn’t it?”
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Eda forest was abuzz with activity. Children chased each other around groups of women who were selling well-crafted gold jewelry and kente cloth sewn in bright colors and intricate patterns. Drummers and wrestlers entertained the teeming throng of citizens who had come to witness the contest between the twins. Adjoa and Kwadjo walked to the center of the gathering, led by Senior Obirempon Akosua. The drumming, chatter and wrestling came to a sudden halt.

“Mighty Asante,” Akosua began. “Turn your gaze toward the flora to the north.”

Adjoa followed the Senior Obirempon’s finger, which pointed at a pair of massive trees in the distance.

“Follow me,” Akosua commanded. “But I warn you – keep your children close.”

The crowd marched behind Akosua. Adjoa felt more and more nervous with each brisk step.

Kwadjo – on the other hand – seemed to take everything in stride, tossing ginger candy to the children and flirting with the young women – who all competed for his attention.

Akosua raised her fists skyward and everyone stopped in their tracks. Fearful gasps and inquisitive whispers echoed throughout the forest. Adjoa was sickened by what she saw – the twin trees were massive monstrosities, each standing ninety feet tall and forty feet in circumference. Their branches looked like the gnarled legs of a spider and etched into their coarse, black trunks were immense faces with fiendish, human-like expressions.

“Witness the Bagya Dua – the grotesque and wicked Blood Trees,” Akosua said. “Our beloved Asantehene was riding through this forest, giving chase to a gazelle he had been hunting for three days.”

Adjoa listened intently. She knew her father had been strangely exsanguinated after falling from his horse, but she had not been given any details.

“The Asantehene would often hunt alone – he found peace in the solitude,” Akosua continued. “

“But he was tired and did not realize that he had stumbled into the abode of the Bagya Dua until it was too late. One of the creatures snatched the Asantehene out of his saddle; the other creature captured his steed. The wicked visages of the trees then drained every drop of the Asantehene’s blood and the blood of his poor horse. The trees then hurled the carcasses of their prey to this very spot where we stand. A search party found them here.”

“I say we kill the damnable things!” Kwadjo spat.

“You have the right idea, son,” Akosua said. “However, we aren’t going to kill them; you and your sister are.”

“Come again?” Adjoa inquired.

“This is the contest,” the Senior Obirempon replied. “You both must destroy one of those monsters each. If one of you fails, the other will be named Asantehene. If you both succeed, or you both fail, the winner will be decided by a fight to the death.”

“Come again?” Adjoa repeated.

“Such is the decree of the ancestors!” Akosua replied.

Well-trained in the ways of the ancestors, Adjoa knew Akosua’s words rang true. The Asante were warriors and the king of the Asante had to be a warrior without peer.

“Either contest is fine with me,” Kwadjo said smugly.

Adjoa rolled her eyes.

“Let the contest begin!” Akosua shouted.

A thunderous applause rose from the crowd.

“Adjoa, as the elder twin, you decide who goes first,” Akosua said.

Adjoa gestured toward her brother with a thrust of her fingertips, which made the sleeve of her blue kente dress sound off with a crisp pop. “Since he is so eager, let my brother go first.”

“It is an elder who insults a youth that a youth insults,” Kwadjo said, quoting a proverb from the venerable ancestors.

“Do not lay hands on a load you cannot lift,” Adjoa shot back.

Kwadjo pounded his left palm with his right fist as he glared menacingly at Adjoa. “Do not conduct a feud with an animal in a halfhearted manner; if you find a snail, hit it with a cutlass!”

Adjoa dismissed Kwadjo with a wave of her hand. “A man with crossbows in his eyes cannot kill even a one-legged duck!”

The crowd burst into laughter.

Kwadjo lunged toward his sister, but Akosua leapt between the twins, halting Kwadjo’s advance with a stiff palm to his chest.

“Enough!” Akosua ordered. “Direct your yao toward the destruction of that accursed tree!”

Kwadjo nodded and approached the Bagya Dua, stopping several yards from the creature in order to avoid its deadly grasp. He stood with his feet slightly wider than the width of his narrow shoulders; he raised his hands until they were in line with his sternum and then he turned his palms outward, toward the Blood Tree.

The young sorcerer began to speak in an arcane tongue unfamiliar to Adjoa’s ears. A moment later, a swirling, blue and gold ball of light appeared out of the ether in front of Kwadjo’s palms.

Kwadjo thrust his hands forward and the ball of light torpedoed toward the Bagya Dua that consumed Asantehene Opare’s horse. The ball of light flew into the open maw of the tree’s “face”. A moment later, the trunk of the tree corkscrewed violently. Its branches braided themselves together and then wrapped themselves around its warped trunk. The citizens watched the spectacle in stunned silence. Suddenly, the tree flew into the air, its blood-red roots pulling a large chunk of earth with it. The tree landed – with a loud thud – an acre away.

The crowd erupted in cheers and rousing applause. Kwadjo smiled broadly and blew kisses at the women as he strutted back toward the Senior Obirempon and Adjoa.

“Your turn, dear sister,” Kwadjo crooned.

“Adjoa looked down at the indigo, leather pouch dangling at the middle of her chest. She removed it and then poured its contents – a dull, yellow powder – into her left palm. Adjoa etched ancient sigils into the powder with her fingertips and then chanted a prayer over her palm. She formed a tight fist around the powder, took a deep breath and then exploded forward into a full sprint toward the remaining Blood Tree. The branches of the tree lashed out, attempting to seize her in their terrible grasp. Adjoa leapt, ducked and somersaulted, lithely avoiding the branches.

The crowd cheered her on. Adjoa reached the trunk of the Bagya Dua. She opened her fist and then blew the powder onto the tree.

Adjoa spun on her heels and took off – again dodging the vicious branches of the monstrosity. Returning to Akosua’s side, Adjoa nodded as the crowd cheered. The cheering diminished to silence as several minutes passed with nothing happening.

“So, how long will it be before your Bagya Dua is destroyed?” Akosua asked.

Adjoa lowered her gaze. “Twenty-eight days,” she whispered.

The Senior Obirempon slipped the tip of her index finger into her ear and wiggled it around as if she was trying to remove an obstruction. “I’m sorry...I must have misheard you. How long did you say?”

“Twenty-eight days,” Adjoa shouted.

The forest shook with the crowd’s laughter. Adjoa noticed that even the Blood Tree’s expression had changed from a vicious snarl into an amused grin.

Akosua raised her fist and everyone fell silent. “Are you making mockery of this contest and of the memory of your father?”

“No, I am not,” Adjoa replied. “Spirit does not submit to man’s time.”

“Alright then, we will return in twenty-eight days,” Akosua said. “If the tree still stands during that time, Kwadjo will be enstooled as Asantehene...and you will be executed!”

“Fair enough,” Adjoa replied.

“And I promise you, sister, running will do you no good,” Kwadjo said. “For I will hunt you down myself!”

“People chase only those who flee,” Adjoa replied.

Kwadjo smiled broadly. “Then in twenty-eight days, you will die by the executioner’s sword...or by mine!”

****
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Twenty-eight days later, the citizens of Asanteman followed Adjoa, Kwadjo and Akosua back to Eda forest. Upon reaching the site of the competition, they were greeted by a young Bagya Dua growing out of the remains of the Blood Tree that Kwadjo had seemingly destroyed.

“It would appear that you didn’t quite accomplish your task, Kwadjo, Akosua said.

“Wait,” Kwadjo cried, pointing toward Adjoa’s tree. “Let’s not forget why we came here today, which is to determine the efficacy of Adjoa’s Divine expression of Yao. As you all can attest, her Blood Tree still stands.”

Adjoa smiled slyly. “Please, follow me...if you aren’t afraid.”

She turned from the crowd and briskly walked toward her Bagya Dua. The crowd reluctantly followed. To everyone’s amazement, Adjoa walked right up to the tree without a single branch reaching out to grab her. 

“Look at the creature’s face,” Adjoa said. “What do you see?”

“Its expression can only be described as...agony,” Akosua gasped.

Adjoa kicked the trunk of the Blood Tree. The creature collapsed upon itself, shattering into small, dry chunks of wood. “Agony, indeed!”

The crowd gathered around Adjoa and cheered – “Afa yeh ebio tumfo so sene bayi!” – “The wisdom of Afa is more potent than magic!”

Akosua grabbed Adjoa’s wrist and raised the young woman’s hand above their heads. “So, have we found our king?”

“Ain! Ain! Ain!” The crowd cheered in affirmation.

“Then it is agreed,” Akosua said.

Adjoa sat upon the Sika’dja. “Thank you, mighty Asante! I promise to serve you well!”

“May I suggest your first act as Asantehene?” Akosua asked as she placed the golden crown upon Adjoa’s head.

“Certainly,” Adjoa replied. Her smile widened as she watched her twin brother scurry away into the shadows of the forest.

“Please kill that damned Bagya Dua your brother failed to destroy!”

Adjoa rose from the stool. “It would be an honor!”

With that, Adjoa poured the yellow powder from her pouch into the palm of her left hand. She then etched the divine sigils into the powder and began to pray...
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Old Hunter

By Milton Davis
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He knew long before the drums warned him.  The nauseous pang in his belly was his sign as it had been since his initiation rites. Each Namaqua had his or her special tell, their own physical alarm warning them of a Breach. As Old Hunter, his was the most sensitive. He rose from his cot in darkness, the sun yet to climb the misty eastern horizon.  As he stood the drums sounded, their rapid cadence vibrating against the bottom of his bare feet. The lodge came alive with the sound of urgent voices, rattling wood and shrill whistles as each warrior dressed, armed themselves and called their mounts. There was a Breach of the Cleave, and the Namaqua would seal it.

He strapped on his armor then retrieved his ax from its plain wooden case. As he lifted the long handled weapon to his shoulder the door to his room opened.  His daughters entered.

“Are you ready, baba?” Nabunya asked. She smiled nervously, displaying the dimples for which she was named. Her bow rested across her back, a quiver of arrows strapped tight to her left leg. She worried about him too much, especially when they were summoned. The years had been kind to him and the spirits of those gone before surrounded him but he could not deny time. Every fight could be his last, but it was the same for the younger hunters as well.

“Of course he is,” Citalala answered for him.  She stared at her sister as if her question was uncalled for. His oldest daughter leaned on her lance, scolding her younger sister with her eyes. He kept his head low so they could not see him grin. Citalala admired him. She thought he would live forever. He wished she was right.

Old Hunter walked passed his daughters into the large living area. The room was sparse; a central fireplace occupied the room with a low table and three low stools. The only other piece of furniture in the small room was a low altar holding an incense holder.  Five weapons hung on the wall behind the incense holder; two swords, a bow, a long spear, and an ax similar to his own.  Old Hunter’s daughters knelt before the altar as Old Hunter inserted five incense sticks into the holder the lit each one with a candle. He joined his daughters before the altar then the three lowered their foreheads to the wooden floor.

“We pay respect to those that have gone before us, those that now rest in the Creator’s bosom. Join us as we ride to protect those blind to that which threatens them. Guide our blows as we strike. Give us your blessing and your strength.”

They stood in unison.  Old Hunter hugged each of his daughters then led them outside. The others gathered before the house armed and ready.  They bowed; Old Hunter and his daughters nodded in unison. Old Hunter walked among them, inspecting each of their weapons. There could be no weakness among them for creatures from the Cleave gave no quarter. Madness knew nothing of surrender; evil claimed no respite.  Each warrior lowered his or her head in respect as Old Hunter came before them, handling weapons that had many owners before the ones that now held them, weapons that owed their strength not to the metal and wood that made them, but to the spirits of the wielders within them.

Citalala touched his shoulder. “They are coming.”

The dumas appeared quickly over the horizon, covering the distance in moments. The lean felines separated quickly, each going instinctively to its rider then lying calmly like an obedient pet. They were far from it. The dumas shared a bond with the Namaqua, a bond that hinged on the death of creatures from the Cleave. When the Namaqua gave homage that another beast was vanquished, the duma fed. 

The largest duma strode to Old Hunter. It brushed against him before sitting and allowing itself to be saddled. Old Hunter strapped the saddle in place as he’d done hundreds of times, wondering as always if this would be his last hunt. He wondered who would inherit his axe, a weapon passed on to him at the death of his father, who received it from his father. The thoughts did not linger long. Focus was required to deal with any minion from beyond the grey peaks forming the border of the Cleave.

The dumas ran to that border, undeterred
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