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            Epigraph

         
         
            My mother’s kiss, my mother’s kiss,

            I feel its impress now;

            As in the bright and happy days

            She pressed it on my brow.

            You say it is a fancied thing

            Within my memory fraught;

            To me it has a sacred place—

            The treasure house of thought.

            —Francis E. W. Harper, excerpt from “My Mother’s Kiss” (1854)
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            Prologue

         
         
            West Africa, 1843

         

         The mother dipped a clay urn into the river’s cool water and filled it to the rim. In her other hand, with strong fingers
            and a calloused palm, she balanced her newborn in the crook of her arm. Then lovingly, she poured the liquid over the child’s
            body, rinsing away the blood, the birth, and the stench of new life. An odor that oddly smelled almost sweet in its foulness.
         

         
         No other thoughts interfered with these early moments. There was only the cherished affinity between mother and child.

         
         The mother’s name was Kayin, which meant long-awaited one. Her child’s large black eyes, having adjusted to the world’s light,
            followed Kayin’s every movement until the infant’s and mother’s gazes interlocked, sewn together with an unbreakable length
            of thread. Never too far away. Never too tightly bound.
         

         
         The delivery had been long and torturous. A cord wrapped around the baby’s throat had almost killed them both. Once the child’s
            cries echoed into the dawn, the fear inside the mother’s womb eased but didn’t disappear.
         

         
         A name defined a destiny for the Yoruba people, a map for the child’s path in life, a path that followed her from infancy
            to childhood to adulthood and death. It was Kayin’s duty and Yoruba tradition to name her little girl according to the circumstances
            of her birth. But she hesitated.
         

         
         She wished to give her daughter a name other than Aina, the name of her birthright.

         
         “Aina” meant born with her mother’s life cord around her neck, born to a difficult life, born to an existence of heartbreak and hardship. The idea of burdening her child with such a name sickened Kayin. 

         
         Sitting cross-legged on the riverbank, she held her child to her breast, her heart at once full of love and heavy with sorrow.

         
         What if she ignored tradition? Whom would it harm if she defied the gods and gave her daughter a chance at a joyful life?

         
         Her name could be Oko Mi, which meant my darling and carried no curse. Kayin could call her Nothing, or Everything, or Why
            or Why Not—more names that didn’t sentence an infant to a life of woe.
         

         
         She’d take any risk and be brave enough to challenge the gods for her pure, innocent, beautiful child. But before facing the
            gods, she first had to convince her husband.
         

         
         Kayin was a queen and wife to a king. She must seek his counsel before she dared defy the gods.

         
         Kayin set out in search of him. Like the other men in their village, he was a warrior and stood guard over the town during
            the night and early morning.
         

         
         The slave traders attacked when they believed the people of her town were the most unprepared. But her husband wasn’t a man
            of chance. He and his men positioned themselves in the forest, where the moonlight allowed them to see into the darkness and
            through the shadows.
         

         
         On a hillside overlooking the river, she found him.

         
         “Why are you here?” he whispered as she approached. “Does the child continue to do well?” His voice was husky with concern.

         
         “She is fine, but I worry about her future. Her birth was difficult and—”

         
         “I know. What is on your mind?” he asked.

         
         “I wish for you to grant me an act of opposition.”

         
         “Who do you wish to oppose?”

         
         “I want to do something against everything we’ve ever believed in.”

         
         “Oh.” The look in his eyes was more tempered indulgence than concern. “All right, I am listening. Proceed.”

         
         “We have six children, whom I love dearly, but our seventh child is unique.”

         
         “Each of our children holds our hearts in their hands.”

         
         “But my heart is full of worry and regret for this little girl.” She rocked the baby in her arms. “How can I saddle her with
            a lifetime of sorrow and sadness?”
         

         
         He didn’t respond, only stared at the child she held.

         
         Kayin took a deep breath. “I want no part of the naming tradition if it means cursing her with a legacy of hardship.”

         
         “You’ve had seven children. Not all the births have been easy. What makes this child different?”

         
         “She is the last one I’ll bear.”

         
         He hadn’t moved since they’d begun speaking. But now, his weight shifted backward as he peered down at her. “You know this.
            How? Why?”
         

         
         “My body will no longer make children.” She kept her gaze on his chest until she dared look into his eyes, praying she’d find
            them understanding and not filled with hatred for her betrayal.
         

         
         “I didn’t expect this decision from you,” he said. “No matter how difficult the birth.”

         
         “My love for you is as strong as when we first met. But I am older now, my husband, and my womb is exhausted. We’ve had seven
            children. I can bear no more.”
         

         
         Sunlight streamed through the tree leaves, drawing Kayin’s attention to the sky. With the dawn, the clouds changed from black to gray to orange and yellow and blue and green everywhere else—the colors of a rainbow after a morning shower. 

         
         The first time they lay together, there had been a rainbow.

         
         “Do as you wish,” her husband finally said.

         
         Had she heard him correctly? He wasn’t looking at her, but his voice had been distinct, unmistakable. Yes, she’d heard him
            correctly. “Are you certain, my husband? You will allow me this?”
         

         
         “Today, I learned I cannot stop you from doing as you see fit. My arguments fall on ears that refuse to hear me.”

         
         Her stomach clenched. His tone was a snarl. His words chewed and pushed out of his throat like chips of wood. She had hoped
            not to hear her king’s anger, but she accepted that his ire wasn’t because of her desire to abandon the tradition of the naming
            ceremony. She had left his bed. “I am sorry, but I can’t take back what I know to be true. I thank you, my husband, for loving
            me and understanding this decision.”
         

         
         She leaned forward, baby in her arms, to kiss her husband’s cheek, but he turned away, avoiding her touch.

         
         “I will not stop you from giving our daughter whatever name you choose,” he said. “But I will call her Aina. An Egbado princess
            born with a cord around her neck. Aina, the last child of my wife, who is Kayin, which means the long-awaited one.”
         

         
         With those words, he left her and returned to his post, although he did not need to guard the road. The slave traders didn’t
            attack the villages after the sun rose above the treetops.
         

         
         Kayin stood, unable to draw a breath. The hopefulness that had flooded her chest had seeped away.

         
         A day later, she prepared for the ritual, which had been delayed as long as she dared. After she built a fire that blazed toward the sky, she was joined by the town’s wives, mothers, daughters, sisters, aunts. All the women of Okeadon came to bear witness. 

         
         Kayin’s first act was to make two small incisions with a sharp instrument in her daughter’s cheeks. The wounds proved to whoever
            saw them that Aina was royalty, a princess among the Egbado.
         

         
         Then the ceremony began, and Kayin hesitated only once and only for an instant when she met her daughter’s gaze. Kayin had
            accepted tradition. There was no escaping it or her husband’s will.
         

         
         She announced her daughter’s name with trembling lips, but her words were clear as thunder and bold as the lightning of a
            summer storm: “Princess Aina. Born with a cord around her throat, child of a difficult birth. This is your name, and this
            is your destiny.”
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The Watering of the Graves

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            West Africa, 1848

         

         By the time I was five years old, I had a reputation.

         
         All because of a game played on the riverbank with sticks and stones and lines drawn in the dirt.

         
         They called it Mancala. An amusement of placement. The board, small holes dug in the sand, started empty, and the players
            chose to add a new piece or move an existing one. The game pieces were black, gray, and smooth white stones. All found on
            the rocky ground a few minutes from Okeadon.
         

         
         I played against my brother, Kola, and two of my sisters—but there were seven of us. The oldest ones didn’t play. I always
            won.
         

         
         I credited these victories to my physical speed—I had small, quick hands—and mental acuity. My recognition of patterns, whether
            in sounds or figures etched in stone, filled my mind with ideas from which I created melodies. I had such a strong sense of
            catch. I could grab anything thrown at me before it struck its target, which in many cases was me (my siblings loved to tease).
            I could also decipher any puzzle, written or spoken, if it wasn’t too complicated—I was only five. But even then, I believed
            my five-year-old talents would serve me well until the end of my days.
         

         
         It was late one afternoon, and the river was full of women cleaning and washing tunics, long cloths, cooking vessels, and infants. Kola, my sisters, and I had knelt in the dirt nearby, our stones in place, our hearts happy, especially mine, since I expected to win. But the very next moment marked the beginning of the end of my innocence. 

         
         Not only had I lost the game for the first time in my life, but also my temper. Something I hadn’t realized I had or could
            lose.
         

         
         Disbelief erupted from my throat, and I started kicking and scratching like a horned goat trapped in a briar.

         
         One of my sisters grabbed my shoulders and shook me, hoping to calm me. “Stop making so much noise. It’s a silly game. Hush
            up. Someone might think you’re weak-minded.”
         

         
         This sister was only two years my senior and had never raised her voice toward me before. No one in the family had, for that
            matter, including my father and mother.
         

         
         Confused, I cried harder. I didn’t understand. “Why are you mad at me? I was the one who lost. You won the game! Why are you
            yelling at me?”
         

         
         Despair was building a nest of thorns behind my eyes. I had a right to be upset, cry, and stomp, but why were Kola and my
            sisters staring at me? Did they think me ridiculous? Had they forgotten I was the youngest child of Kayin—and her last-born?
            I eyed them with five-year-old ferocity.
         

         
         Desperate, I asked, “Why didn’t I win today? I always win.”

         
         “Your life has been too easy,” said one of the sisters. “You needed to learn a lesson.”

         
         “It’s time we stopped coddling you,” said the other. “At five years old, you are not a baby, and we—”

         
         “Almost six,” I interrupted her.

         
         “That’s right,” added Kola, who was almost old enough to join our father’s army. “And you must face your destiny like the
            rest of us.”
         

         
         “What destiny?” I asked. “I don’t understand. Please.”

         
         “You want an explanation,” my brother said. Then he glanced at my sisters. “Should I tell her?”

         
         “No, don’t tell her. Mother should talk to her.”

         
         “The way she’s been treated is because of Mother,” Kola said. “Mother never wants her to feel bad about anything because she’s
            her darling.”
         

         
         The way his voice hardened gave me chills.

         
         “It might be difficult to hear,” he said. “But at almost six, it is time you learned the truth.”

         
         “What do you mean—truth? What truth?” I looked from Kola to my sisters, hoping one of them would contribute something that
            made sense.
         

         
         “We let you win. We’ve always let you win because you’ve never been good at games—and our mother insisted you win.”

         
         For a child who believed she was the luckiest girl in Okeadon, his words were like a fist striking me in the gut. But I ignored
            the sickness rolling in my stomach.
         

         
         “You are liars!” I kicked the ground, sending the stone game pieces flying. “And I don’t have to listen to liars!”

         
         My three siblings only stared at me. I stared back. I’d feel better if one of them reached out to me, offered to wipe my tears,
            and apologized for their mean words and harsh expressions. But instead, they turned away and started to play another game
            without me.
         

         
         My heart skipped a beat. I needed a hug. My mother was knee-deep in the river a few feet away, washing my father’s tunics.
            Kayin loved me, but when I cried, she cried, too, and I had shed enough tears for both of us.
         

         
         So I ran.

         
         Forbidden or not, I headed for the forest to find Dayo, my second-eldest brother. He would hug me.

         
         Poju, the eldest brother, had a family, and I rarely saw him. He came by sometimes to join my father and the other brothers to exchange stories of our ancestors and play musical instruments, such as the balafon or the bata drums, or my father’s favorite, the ubo aka. But these times were few. 

         
         So it was Dayo whom I sought. He was fifteen and tall and wide-bodied. He was the son my father counted on. The son my mother
            doted on. The brother I loved the most.
         

         
         A soldier in the king’s army (our father’s army), he wielded a sword and sometimes carried a musket and planned to marry a
            girl named Bimpe the following spring.
         

         
         Dayo would hug me.

         
         The field on the other side of the river was where my mother and the other women pulled root vegetables from beneath the ground.
            Once I reached the open area, it took a few more minutes before I entered the forest, where the day only existed in chunks
            of shadow and light beneath the leaves of a million trees. I couldn’t see more than a foot in front of me, and the possibility
            of getting lost or eaten by a wily beast finally crossed my mind.
         

         
         But I had to believe I’d find my brother before danger found me.

         
         “What are you doing out here?”

         
         I covered my mouth with my hand to silence the scream Dayo’s sudden appearance had pulled from my throat. He had leaped from
            the treetops and glared at me with a scowl on his face.
         

         
         “Looking for you,” I said in my smallest voice.

         
         “Whatever for? You know better than to come into the forest by yourself. You know better than to come into the forest at all.”

         
         “I had to talk to you.” But that was as much as I said before the tears started again. And I had thought I was done crying.

         
         “Whatever has happened must be serious.” He patted the top of my head, then knelt in front of me and wiped my tears with his
            fingertips. “You are not one to sob so loudly or so much without cause. Have you been injured? Did something happen to one
            of our brothers or sisters? To our mother?”
         

         
         “No, that’s not it.” I swallowed. “I lost a game, and they told me that I’d only won the games before because everyone let
            me win—they said mother made them, but now that I’m almost six, they decided to stop letting me win.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry about the game. It was never as important as you seemed to think,” he said. “You should not have come into the
            forest. It’s not safe, and you should stop crying. It makes too much noise, and you’ll frighten the creatures I’d rather not
            see.”
         

         
         Then he gave me the hug I’d come into the woods for, and I melted in his embrace.

         
         “I love you, Dayo.”

         
         “I love you.” He released me and stood. “Now, I’ll walk you back to the riverbank. Then I must return to my watch.”

         
         Feeling better, I asked, “What are you watching for?”

         
         “Slave traders.” He pushed aside low-hanging branches with his sword. “The Dahomey warriors, mostly.”

         
         “What is a slave trader, and who are the Dahomey?”

         
         “Our enemy.”

         
         “They are people like us?” I asked.

         
         He shrugged. “Yes and no, not exactly.”

         
         He sounded as bewildered as I felt. “Is that why you are in the forest every day?” It was a question I’d asked him before.
            “To watch out for our enemies?”
         

         
         He nodded.

         
         I exhaled slowly, still puzzled. “Why are they our enemies?”

         
         “We used to be one nation, all part of the Oyo Empire, until a brutal civil war broke out long ago. The Egba, our people,
            joined with several other Oyo states and ended up enemies of Dahomey and the Porto Novo, who had banded together. Bitter rivalries,
            opposing views on trade goods, and other things led to more fighting, and the land of the Egbado nation was caught in the
            middle—between the two great halves of the once all-powerful Oyo.
         

         
         “Many battles were fought and continue to be fought, but Dahomey does not want only to win a war. Their business, their trade,
            is the capture and selling of people—they are slave hunters in the slave trade.” His voice sounded as if it had been stretched
            so thin it might break. “That is why we guard the road. We can’t be surprised by Dahomey warriors. For them, winning a battle
            means murdering as many people as they enslave.”
         

         
         The story frightened me, but not for the reason Dayo might have imagined. “Am I like the Dahomey warriors because I want to
            win?”
         

         
         He laughed softly. “No, you are not Dahomey. You misunderstand.” He picked me up in his arms and cradled me under my bottom
            as if his forearm were a stool I sat on. “Father says that the difference between war and savagery is Dahomey—you are no savage.”
            He patted my head. “You are a sweet little girl.”
         

         
         Thoroughly satisfied by his compliment, I circled my arms around his neck. But as I hugged him tightly, I looked closer at the bluestone neckpiece he wore. I had admired it when I first saw it around my father’s throat. It was the most beautiful shade of blue I’d ever seen, the only such-colored stone in all Okeadon. 

         
         “I thought Father promised the necklace to Poju. Why did he give it to you, Dayo?”

         
         “It’s a long story,” he said solemnly. “I’ll tell you tomorrow. But now, let’s get you home where you can apologize to your
            brother and sisters, and I can return to my post.”
         

         
         I pouted. “I don’t want to.”

         
         “Don’t want to what? Apologize?” He shook his head, and his eyes clouded with concern. “If you don’t say I’m sorry, you won’t
            sleep when you go to bed tonight. You will have no rest if you are still angry.”
         

         
         Why should I say I’m sorry? Why should I be the one to bow my head in shame? But Dayo had sounded so severe. I had to tell
            him the truth. “I don’t want to say I’m sorry if I don’t mean it.”
         

         
         He adjusted me in his arms. “Aina. Aina. You’re almost six. You’re old enough to know better.”

         
         Of course I knew better, but that didn’t guarantee I’d make the decision he wanted me to make. “Oh. Oh. I know what I’ll do.”
            I grinned proudly. “I just won’t sleep.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         As soon as we reached fallow ground, I began pestering Dayo about the necklace with the bluestone pendant.

         
         The questions ran in circles in my mind. How had he convinced our father to give it to him? A family heirloom passed down from father to eldest son for generations was never meant for the second oldest. And me? I only dreamed of wearing it. But if Dayo wore it, I could also wear it, even if I wasn’t a boy. Father had made an exception to the rule by not giving it to his oldest son. He could do it again for his youngest daughter. 

         
         But after I admitted to preferring a sleepless night over an apology, Dayo stopped speaking to me. He still carried me in
            his arms, but no matter how many questions I asked or how heartfelt my pleas for a reply, he didn’t say a word until the stranger
            appeared.
         

         
         Dayo put me down and fisted the handle of his sword. “Your trade, mister?” he asked, his tone none too friendly.

         
         The stranger had stepped from between two tamarind trees and blocked our path. He was strangely thin, like a weed in the tall
            grass. A stiff breeze would send him deep into the forest where the anthills were high and the lions hungry. I wondered why
            he didn’t eat his meals. Perhaps Dayo would invite him to dinner. I nudged Dayo’s leg to tell him, but my brother held me
            behind him with the hand he hadn’t wrapped around his sword.
         

         
         “I am a merchant who travels between Abomey and Abeokuta. I come to Okeadon to speak to your king.”

         
         Dayo pointed his sword at the stranger’s throat but didn’t extend his arm. So the blade’s tip didn’t touch the man’s skin,
            only threatened. “How are you traveling these roads between the Dahomey palace in Abomey and the Egba kingdom in Abeokuta?
            Those states are at war.”
         

         
         The man tilted his head as if surprised by Dayo’s knowledge.

         
         “I should speak with Okeadon’s king,” the stranger said.

         
         “You can speak with me. I am his son.”

         
         “The eldest son?”

         
         “The second eldest.”

         
         “The king or his firstborn male child must hear the news I have sworn to deliver.”

         
         Dayo moved his sword closer to the man’s throat. “What is your name, merchant?”

         
         The stranger hopped from one foot to the other as if a horde of bug-a-bugs chewed on his ankles. “My name is unimportant,
            but if you must know, it is Simeon Olayinka, and I am a courier of the king of Kuta—whom your father knows. My king instructed
            me to speak only with your father or his eldest son, and I must obey my king.”
         

         
         The man ended his speech with a crooked smile, as if he’d said something magical. I looked at Dayo and wondered what he might
            do next. He gave little indication of his thinking, but his eyes were narrow and darker. Was he worried about what the man
            had said, even though he was holding the sword?
         

         
         My height wasn’t much to speak of—I came to Dayo’s waist if I held my head high—but I had strong lungs. And I wanted the worry
            on my brother’s face to disappear.
         

         
         “Dayo. Dayo.” I tugged at the sash of his tunic. “Father will be home. He’s always home for dinner.” I pointed at Simeon Olayinka.
            “He looks hungry and should come home with us and eat dinner, and after, he can talk to Father.”
         

         
         Dayo squeezed my shoulder.

         
         Then he poked Simeon Olayinka in the side with his sword and gestured for him to walk in front of us. “Head straight. My sister’s
            right. You should join us for dinner and tell my father about your message from the king of Kuta.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            West Africa, 1848

         

         A forest flanked Okeadon to the east and west, and a rapid river flowed to the north. It was not a small town. Thousands of
            people—families, soldiers, wives, sisters, and brothers—inhabited Okeadon. So having a father as king meant we were known,
            our faces recognized. My mother claimed that the townspeople watched our family, studied us, and pointed to us as examples
            of what was excellent, but that would change if we behaved poorly in front of others.
         

         
         I didn’t know anyone other than my parents and my siblings. I didn’t play with other children. I didn’t need to seek care,
            affection, or love outside my home. We had everything I needed inside. I never needed to look elsewhere for more.
         

         
         When Dayo and I entered our home with Simeon Olayinka, the family was preparing for dinner, but everything stopped at the
            sight of us.
         

         
         Father gestured for my brothers to stand in specific spots, as if they were on guard. They faced the doorway but angled their
            bodies to shield our mother and sisters, who had backpedaled toward the rear of the house, but not before my eldest sister
            snatched me from Dayo’s grip and pulled me to her side.
         

         
         When Father spoke, he looked only at Dayo. “Son, who is this you have brought into our home?”

         
         “He is Simeon Olayinka, but he introduced himself as a courier from the king of Kuta.”

         
         “There is no king of Kuta. A chieftain, yes. But not a king.” Father turned to Olayinka and his gaze swept over the thin man
            from head to toe. If my father had ever looked at me in such a way, I would’ve melted into the dirt, but Olayinka didn’t shrink
            away.
         

         
         Dayo made a noise in his throat. “That’s why I brought him to you, Father. Because I knew it was either a lie or something
            else.”
         

         
         “You chose correctly, my son.” Father folded his arms over his chest. “The chief of Abeokuta would only send a courier with
            a message for a king about a danger coming to my village. Have you come with a warning?”
         

         
         Suddenly bold, Olayinka stepped from the entryway to the middle of the room and stopped squarely in front of my father. “Yes,
            I have,” he said earnestly. “King Gezo and the Dahomey warriors will attack Okeadon tomorrow before the sun reaches the middle
            of the sky. Your town should prepare for battle immediately, or the Agojie will overrun it and butcher those they do not enslave.”
         

         
         My mother gasped, and my sisters hugged each other around her waist and shoulders. I was left without anyone to hold on to,
            but I also didn’t understand why everyone was afraid.
         

         
         “How does he intend to break through our walls, get past our guards?” Father asked without looking at the horror-filled faces
            of his wife and daughters.
         

         
         “One of the Egba chieftains is a traitor and will betray your borders at dawn.”

         
         “Do you know the traitor’s name?”

         
         “My chieftain only gave me the message,” said Olayinka. “The traitor’s name and face are unknown to me.”

         
         Father unfolded his arms and nodded at my mother, but he didn’t give her a reassuring glance. Instead, hard lines circled
            his mouth and the skin around his eyes. An uneasiness filled the room and hung in the air as thick as molasses.
         

         
         “Father, do you know King Gezo?” asked Dayo, who, like me, had noticed our father’s strange behavior. “Have you met him? The
            way you—I thought—”
         

         
         “Yes, I did, but before the war broke out,” Father said. “Our states were part of one empire. We fought side by side in battle
            but eventually ended up enemies.” He rubbed his brow, but the wrinkles in his skin only deepened. “The rest of the story is
            too long to tell. We have to prepare for an attack, which we will discuss after dinner. Will you join us, Simeon?”
         

         
         The courier nodded vigorously. “Yes, thank you, Sovereign. I haven’t eaten in days.”

         
         I listened with pride and grinned at Dayo, although he had no idea what had made me so happy—I’d been right to encourage Dayo
            to invite Simeon Olayinka to dinner. He was hungry. From then on, I’d never doubt any thought, idea, or bone to pick that
            came into my mind. There was always a chance I’d be right.
         

         
         *  *  *

         During dinner and most of the evening, I avoided my brother and two sisters, the trio who had thought to break my spirit by
            telling me my winning days were a lie. However, I need not have bothered ignoring them. Talk of King Gezo and battle had stolen
            their tongues, and my family ate a meal in silence for the first time in my memory.
         

         
         After dinner was when the commotion began.

         
         Everyone had a task, a place to be, a musket to clean, meal pouches to fill, and urns to carry to the river. Everyone was
            busy except for me.
         

         
         My mother said a battle was coming, but I was too little to help. I should stay out of harm’s way. Okeadon had to be ready,
            and its king and his family led by example.
         

         
         As Simeon Olayinka had warned, Dahomey attacked at dawn. But Gezo’s Agojie, the female soldiers who fought fiercely and brutally,
            weren’t a match for the bravery of Okeadon’s warriors.
         

         
         When Dayo returned home after the battle, excitement gleamed in his eyes. “We were better fighters, stronger, smarter, and
            Father had us positioned so that not one Agojie broke through the barricade.” He placed a hand over his heart. “And we are
            grateful to Simeon Olayinka of Abeokuta and his warning. I hate to think what might have occurred if the Agojie had surprised
            us.”
         

         
         The town rejoiced following the victory, but Father forbade prolonged merrymaking and, after a short celebration, ordered
            the people to return home. I was sad we had to stop dancing and singing, because everyone was smiling, laughing, and hugging.
         

         
         We had conquered Dayo’s enemy.

         
         Our family went to bed exhausted, and victory made for a deep sleep. A dreamless, peaceful rest, until the noise of a thousand
            warriors stampeding our barricades awoke us.
         

         
         My sister lifted me into her arms with the moonlight shining behind her head. She placed me firmly on my feet. “Wake up. You
            must wake up. Now.”
         

         
         Her breath felt strange against my cheek, not warm and gentle but brittle and cold. I looked up, and the fear in her eyes stopped my heart. “What’s wrong? What is happening?” 

         
         “Don’t worry. Just do as I say.” Unfortunately, her lie did not calm me. Fear couldn’t be replaced by a soothing touch or
            whispered words. I tried to swallow, but there was nothing to taste but dread.
         

         
         Another roar of sound moved toward us. Soldiers approached with clanging swords and thunderous strides. I tried to listen
            and judge the distance, but the dundun drums and brass bells grew louder as the warriors surrounded Okeadon.
         

         
         “What is that? Who is making the noise?” My small hand twisted the edges of my sister’s tunic.

         
         “King Gezo and his butchers have returned in the middle of the night.”

         
         It had been a ruse: the daylight battle, a pretense to take Okeadon off guard.

         
         Father appeared in the entranceway. “They have killed the guards. No attempt to take prisoners.” He hurried through the house,
            flinging items over his shoulder, searching for something he’d never find, I feared.
         

         
         “Easier to butcher us, cut our throats, and end our lives,” he ranted. “Next, they’ll set fires and make more noise.” Empty-handed,
            he stared at Mother, his face contorted with the same expression I’d seen in my sister’s eyes. “It’s the cackle of their murderous
            laughter I hate the most.” He rubbed his forehead. “Chaos leads to panic, and indecision prompts inaction.” Again, he looked
            at Mother. “Run. It’s the only thing to do. Take the children to the forest. Disappear. I will find you when I can.”
         

         
         “No,” she replied, her voice wild. “We can fight with you and my sons—their brothers.”

         
         Father grabbed her shoulders. “You will do as I say and run. Gezo will have no mercy for our family. I know him, and there is no time to explain further. Go.” 

         
         My father and his sons reloaded their muskets and grabbed long knives. Even Kola, the youngest brother, would fight. Dayo
            was the first one ready and raced from the house for the battleground without saying goodbye. I would’ve run after him and
            called him back to hug me, but he disappeared before I opened my mouth.
         

         
         My mother gathered her girls, but I had drifted toward the door through which Dayo had raced and wasn’t close enough to cling
            to her.
         

         
         “Aina, come here. Hurry. We must run. Hurry, my darling.” My mother held out her hand, but my legs were heavy. I couldn’t
            reach her. Then the enemy, the Dahomey warriors, filled the house.
         

         
         How had they gotten inside so quickly? I spun around and around, looking for a place to hide.

         
         “Agojie! Agojie!” my mother wailed.

         
         At first, I thought these women, who held muskets and swords like my father and brothers, hid their faces behind masks. But
            the closer they came to me, I saw hollow eyes and smooth skin, untouched by emotions but drenched in sweat.
         

         
         The noise grew louder and louder and blurred into screams and pleas for mercy. My mother was too far away now, and I hated
            the noise so much that I stood like a statue and covered my ears.
         

         
         Then, silence surrounded me like a large black shadow. It covered every corner, every ounce of air, and shut every door until
            it was so quiet I heard my breath catch in my lungs.
         

         
         The warriors held my father by his arms and around his throat, apart from my mother. They had corralled my sisters and brothers, except for Dayo (nowhere in sight), into a tight circle. The Agojie cut off my mother’s, sisters’, and brothers’ heads. It’s not so easy to separate a head from a body with a sword. Sometimes it dangles, as with the youngest of my brothers. He stubbornly attempted to hang on to his head, but the Agojie refused to allow it. They kept at him until it fell. The sisters weren’t as tricky. Their narrow necks popped clean with one slice. As horrible as these images were, the silent screams devastated me, filling my ears, tearing away my heart and soul, and leaving my throat dry and useless. Nothing came out of my mouth. I stared wide-eyed and curious, like a mad dog, mesmerized by the color of blood and how it came in so many shades of red. 

         
         All the while, the women warriors chopped, chopped, and chopped.

         
         Father screamed. The sound broke through the silence in my head, and I turned to look at him. His face was twisted and tormented.

         
         He was crying, not for himself but for those he loved and cared for more than his own life.

         
         “Father!” I called.

         
         “Don’t look,” he begged. “Close your eyes, Aina. Close them tight.”

         
         An obedient daughter, I fell to my knees, closed my eyes, and covered my head with my hands. I would not see the weapon that
            ended my life, and during that instant before the sword’s blade landed, I’d find my mother whole, and fall into her arms,
            loved and safe in her eternal embrace.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            Abomey, West Africa, 1848

         

         Jagged strips of memory filled my head.

         
         I walked in darkness, in daylight, in filth, over rough ground and pools of mud, through swamps with swarming mosquitoes,
            my body shivering one moment, covered with sweat the next.
         

         
         With each step, the memories came. Memories I had hoped were my imagination, memories that played horrible, vicious games
            with my heart. But none of it was a dream. It was real, except I had no idea where I was. All I knew was that I had to keep
            putting one foot in front of the other.
         

         
         Horses galloped toward me, and warriors sat in their saddles, carrying muskets and wielding long swords. My eyes widened.
            They were chopping off heads. The wails of the dying were thunder and lightning bolts, and I wanted to run, flee, move from
            harm’s way, but someone shoved me in the back, and I fell to the ground.
         

         
         After a second on my knees, I was once more on my feet. The warriors had missed taking my head off again. I prayed they would
            not make a point of correcting their mistake.
         

         
         I closed my eyes.

         
         A chant echoed: “Hail King Gezo. Hail King Gezo.”

         
         The name. It was familiar. I had heard it before. I opened my eyes.

         
         A wall of death surrounded me, and people were moving everywhere, marching over hard ground. Stiff rope and brass chains bound us; the same rope tied around my naked waist tethered me to them. 

         
         I was not dead but captured. Caught. Enslaved.

         
         An elder ahead of me stumbled and fell. A long line of men, women, and children dropped to their knees, unable to move because
            of the fallen man’s weight.
         

         
         I hid behind another man and watched and listened. The warriors ordered the elder to rise, but when he didn’t move, they jabbed
            him in his side with the tip of a sword. He rolled onto his back and groaned. A third warrior poked him in the rib cage. The
            elder didn’t cry out. He was too exhausted to scream. He’d gone as far as he could go.
         

         
         An Agojie in a short skirt that barely covered her bottom stepped away from the others and made an awful sound, a screech,
            a cackle, and then she lifted her sword above her head and buried it in the elder’s hollow chest. Then she withdrew the blade
            and killed a few more people for no apparent reason other than that they’d been within arm’s reach. Other warriors dismounted
            from their horses, untied the dead from the rest of us and, using long spears, shoved the bodies to the side of the road into
            the marsh.
         

         
         I would not let my knees touch the ground again.

         
         The days went slowly. Minutes were hours and passed in a haze of pain and fatigue. The soles of my feet swelled like the bellies
            of the frogs at the riverbed. Each breath was like swallowing a handful of sand.
         

         
         Still, we marched. So many deaths and lives I loved lost, but after a long while, I remembered Dayo. I hadn’t seen Dayo die. He’d left before the Agojie attacked our home. He had escaped, run into the forest, as Father had taught us, and now he was somewhere in the long line of people. I wasn’t alone. 

         
         I turned my head, but there were too many tall bodies, and I couldn’t find him. My stomach cramped, and I wrapped my arms
            around my middle and squeezed, calming myself with my embrace. It took a few minutes, but soon, I was fine, because in my
            heart Dayo was alive, and the very thought of him made everything all right.
         

         
         I, Aina, an Egbado princess, had felt joy. My spirit had reentered my body to help me find my brother. Once I found him, we’d
            return home to bury the souls of the dead and start anew. It was possible with him. Just him and me. Dayo and me. Always and
            forever. My second-eldest brother, whom I loved more than anyone. I’d find him, and together, we’d go back home.
         

         
         *  *  *

         I was thrown into a tent with a hundred other townspeople from Okeadon. Fear was a cord around my neck those first days, but
            then the smell and monotony were a prison. The only way to tell one day from the next was by who was missing from the tent
            the following morning.
         

         
         Each day, another man, woman, or child was gone but replaced every other day by a new man, woman, or child.

         
         Some of the missing hurt my heart more than others. Like the ones I’d curled up next to or shivered alongside when my nightmares
            were at their worst.
         

         
         An elder, a woman who knew my mother and grandmother, told stories and fables—the Lion and the Jackal, the Tortoise and the
            Daughter. I loved those stories, and when she disappeared, I tried to cry, but I’d used up all my tears by then.
         

         
         I had yet to find Dayo. I’d hardly looked, because I was trapped in one spot, in one tent. I was sad and lonely. I missed my family, my mother and sisters. Still, to find Dayo, I needed help, which meant asking questions, but my voice sounded the same as theirs, and I hated hearing them coming only from me. 

         
         So I stopped talking. I didn’t say a word to anyone until I met Monife. There was no keeping quiet around her.

         
         The morning I first saw her, she walked toward me, muttering to herself with this incredible bounce to her step. It was how
            I used to walk when I played on the riverbank with my youngest sisters and brother.
         

         
         She didn’t look much older than me and was slightly taller. Her slim body had spidery limbs and stringy muscles, as if she
            ran with gazelles and never tired. Then I noticed she wasn’t tied to anyone. Why? I was tethered to an elder, a gray-haired
            woman who moaned in her sleep.
         

         
         Where was the rope around this girl’s waist? Then I saw what she was hiding.

         
         Oh, she was clever. She held the rope in her hand to appear bound, but she wasn’t attached to anyone or anything. More remarkable
            was the smile on her face. No one smiled in King Gezo’s slave tents. The old woman who told stories had laughed at her own
            joke once, but no one except the girl walking toward me ever looked happy.
         

         
         She was all smiles.

         
         I never thought a smile could hurt. The pain in my stomach spread to every muscle and bone in my body. But I couldn’t let
            her smile alone. So, when she reached me, I gave it a go.
         

         
         My smile pleased her; she took my hands, held them in hers, and squeezed. Not hard, but with warmth and kindness. I prayed
            she’d never let me go.
         

         
         “Tell me your name,” she said.

         
         Having not used my voice in a while, I worried how I might sound—or worse, if by talking I somehow would betray the memory
            of my mother and sisters. Would I hear their voices in mine? Would the sound make me miss them more?
         

         
         “Are you going to answer me?” she asked with a tilt of her head, but the smile remained.

         
         I felt a chill from a nonexistent breeze and shivered. I had to do something, say something, or she might leave—walk away
            with her smile and never see me again.
         

         
         One word. That was all I needed.

         
         She squatted in front of me. “How old are you?”

         
         I pressed my lips together. The silence in my throat made no sense, but I couldn’t speak. I raised a hand, spread my fingers,
            and with the other hand, wiggled only one finger.
         

         
         “Six, huh,” she said. “I’m twelve but small for my age, a stroke of good fortune, I believe. I think that’s one of the reasons
            I’m alive. The Agojie don’t know I’m no baby.”
         

         
         I took offense. Was she calling me an infant because I was only six? I was scarcely a child after what I’d seen and been through.

         
         “My name is Monife,” she said casually, as if unconcerned that I hadn’t spoken.

         
         “Those markings—” She leaned forward, studying my face. “You’re from a royal family, aren’t you?”

         
         I nodded.

         
         “I’ve been looking for you.” She licked her lips. “With your scars and my abilities, we could get out of here.”

         
         My heart pounded. “Yes, I was royalty.”

         
         She sighed. “I hoped you weren’t mute.”

         
         “I chose to stop talking. I had nothing to say.” I swallowed the knot in my throat. “No one to say it to.”

         
         She wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Don’t fret. You’ve got someone to talk to now—me. And you and I are going to escape.”

         
         A sudden tightness in my chest made it difficult to breathe. “We can’t escape.” My fingers tingled. “The guards are everywhere.”

         
         She frowned. “How would you know? You’ve been inside this tent for weeks and weeks, and I have ways of doing things.”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “I’m a thief.” She smiled. “I know how to steal things, take them, and I learn what I need to know to stay alive.”

         
         I had trouble following some of her words, but I understood staying alive. I had a reason to live, too.

         
         “I should confess,” she said. “I didn’t need to ask your name. It’s Aina. Right? Your father was the chieftain of Okeadon.”

         
         “He was king.” I looked down, surprised by the strength in my voice. Then I noticed our fingers were intertwined. “But he’s
            dead.” I let her go.
         

         
         “Sorry. I knew that.” She puckered her lips. “When we escape, you can come to my village if you have no place to go. You and
            I will make a team.”
         

         
         I stared at her curiously. She’d already decided so much about us, from escaping to teams. She also talked as if we were about
            to play a game right in front of the guards.
         

         
         “Don’t you ever wonder why you’re still alive?” she asked, sitting cross-legged on the ground. “I’ll tell you why. It’s your
            scars. King Gezo’s warriors were told not to kill you. He likes to save the last living member of a royal family to sacrifice
            during one of his big celebrations.”
         

         
         She spoke in such a cheerful, happy voice that I hated to disappoint her, but I had to tell the truth. “I don’t want to escape.”

         
         Her smile vanished. “Why say that?”

         
         “My brother is here.”

         
         “Your brother? But your family was murdered by the Agojie, throats cut in their beds.”

         
         “That’s not true. We were in the middle of the house, and the warriors killed my other brothers and sisters by chopping off
            their heads.” I swallowed a dry lump in my throat. “I don’t know why they didn’t kill me, though.”
         

         
         “I just told you why. You were spared to be sacrificed at the palace.”

         
         I didn’t want to believe what she was saying and didn’t want to talk about death or sacrifices. “Can you show me how to get
            out of these ropes?”
         

         
         “I’ll do it.” She reached into the folds of her sash and removed a small smooth stone, sharpened to a point. “When I cut you
            free, hold the rope to your waist and stay close to the old woman. It won’t be as obvious that you aren’t tied.”
         

         
         She worked quickly, and when the rope loosened, I held it to my body and glanced at the elder to whom I was no longer roped.
            The woman had noticed but made no sound, only closed her eyes.
         

         
         “Thank you,” I whispered to Monife.

         
         Then the guards entered the tent, carrying pots of what looked like the leftover stew my mother threw out for the wild pigs
            and dogs.
         

         
         They deposited the food bins near the tent opening. Monife and I glanced at each other and rose from our crouched positions.
            We’d have to move fast or deal with scraping the bottom of the pot.
         

         
         Staying close to each other as if we were tied, we moved forward, taking small steps to avoid drawing attention. But a very wrinkled man with very black skin shoved me in the backside, and I bumped into Monife hard. 

         
         “Be careful,” she grumbled and, with a swift hand, checked her sash for the stone, I imagined, and whatever else was hidden
            there. “Hold your footing.”
         

         
         The old man pushed harder, punching people and creating havoc.

         
         “Stay still,” warned one of the women from Okeadon. “You’ll get us all lashed.”

         
         I went to shove back but dropped my hands. Someone might notice I’d been cut free.

         
         Inhaling deeply, I kept my head down and accepted the blows from the others, rushing toward the food. Eventually, Monife and
            I grabbed whatever was within reach and returned to my spot in the tent.
         

         
         “I will help you find your brother,” Monife said after we’d finished our meal. “It won’t be easy. Everyone here looks the
            same. Dirty. Black. Afraid.”
         

         
         “He’ll be wearing a bluestone necklace, or if he’s not wearing it, he’ll have hidden it somewhere, but he’d never part with
            it.”
         

         
         “There are lots of necklaces.”

         
         “No one has this shade of blue stone. It’s the bluest of blues. If someone has seen it, they won’t forget it.”

         
         “The warriors probably took it from him.”

         
         That wouldn’t happen. Dayo would die first. “No. He’d hide it from the Agojie. But he’d show it in his tent to others from
            Okeadon to prove he was the king’s son.”
         

         
         She nodded thoughtfully. “That could help us find him, but you’ve got to do something for me.” She leaned forward, her voice
            low. “I want you to cut my face.”
         

         
         I scratched my ear, not sure I’d heard her correctly. “Why would I do that?”

         
         “The scars on your face are why the Agojie won’t snatch you up without orders from King Gezo himself. So if I have scars like
            yours, they’ll think I’m royalty, and princesses don’t end up on slave ships. They are kept for sacrifice during special celebrations.
            And can remain captive for years.”
         

         
         “Is that what happens to the people missing in the morning?” I asked, sitting on the ground facing Monife.

         
         “They’ve either been taken to a slave ship or sacrificed or gotten themselves killed by Dahomey warriors because the Agojie
            are good at killing. But the king sacrifices royalty during his celebrations.”
         

         
         I didn’t understand. It didn’t make sense. King Gezo’s warriors had killed my parents, sisters, and most of my brothers, all
            royalty. I was the only one spared. How could a scar prolong my life but not theirs? Also, I wouldn’t say I liked the thought
            of slicing her face. “Why don’t you do it yourself?”
         

         
         “I don’t want to do it wrong, and I figured you’d know how.”

         
         I took the stone from her. “I should tell you that I may be five, not six. I lost count of the days and weeks.”

         
         “You’re smart. I trust you. Besides, you look almost seven.”

         
         I rose from my cross-legged position and squatted in front of her. I held the stone with a steady hand and touched the scars
            on my face with the other, checking their shape, the depth of the wounds, and the position.
         

         
         I took hold of Monife’s chin. “Don’t move. All right. Ready?”

         
         She bowed her head and smiled. “Yes, Princess Aina. I am ready.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         
            Abomey, West Africa, 1848–1849

         

         With Monife by my side, I didn’t feel lonely, and my grief wasn’t as sharp. I had her. At least, I thought I had her. But
            she had an awful habit of disappearing, leaving for long periods and suddenly reappearing as if she’d never left—and that
            brought back the hurt. How could I trust her? There was no logic to it, but I did trust her. I needed to trust someone.
         

         
         She stayed away from me for more than a week after I cut her face—and I was a wreck. It was another loss, and I was as heartbroken
            as the night the Dahomey warriors killed my family and forced me to march from Okeadon to Abomey, a hopeless, helpless, grieving
            mess with no end in sight to my pain.
         

         
         When she finally showed up in my tent, she told me why she’d left. It seemed she thought I’d hurt her deliberately.

         
         “You asked me to cut the scars on your cheek.”

         
         “I did, but how was I to know how much it hurt and how long it would take to heal?”

         
         I considered her concern and confessed. “I’m not sure it was my fault, but I admit, I’d forgotten to mention that I was only
            a few days old when my mother made the marks on my face. I can’t remember if it hurt or not. I was a baby.”
         

         
         When I’d cut her, I knew how much pain she was in. She hollered and barked like a hyena, and the waterfall of blood gushing
            from her wounds didn’t help.
         

         
         Honestly, I thought she’d die. I’d even said so. I’d seen so much death, it had become part of my nature to expect it. I think that made her mad—how swiftly I’d put her in the grave. She had a temper like a hippo during mating season, too. That’s what my mother had said about one of my sisters. I figured Monife was like her in that way. So I followed my mother’s advice and left her alone when she stalked off. I didn’t even wave goodbye, for I never imagined she’d be gone so long. 

         
         But as soon as she returned, I forgot about my fears, and we started where we’d left off.

         
         “You were an infant when you were scarred. Right,” Monife reasoned. “So I have forgotten my rage about it.”

         
         “The scars are healing, though,” I said softly.

         
         She touched her face. “Now I am protected from the Agojie until the king orders us to be sacrificed. So, enough talk of scars.
            Are you ready to begin the search for your brother?”
         

         
         “Yes.” I nodded fiercely.

         
         We immediately started searching for my second-eldest brother, but it didn’t go as I had imagined. Monife had her way of doing
            things, I learned quickly.
         

         
         Crossing a field behind a row of tents at the edge of the camp, Monife insisted I learn everything there was to know about
            chewing the stems of green leafy plants for water and hunting wild pigs and rabbits for their skin and meat. There was more,
            but I was antsy to find Dayo and not have a lesson on how to survive in the jungle.
         

         
         She explained that this knowledge would be very useful when we ran. She laid a hand on my shoulder. “Remember our bargain.
            We find your brother, and we escape from Dahomey.”
         

         
         I half listened, mainly because I could only keep so many missions in my head. I was almost six—and my devotion to finding my brother owned my thoughts. 

         
         Monife continued her lectures, and despite my lack of interest, some of what she said seeped into my brain. I learned how
            to skin animals with sharp-edged stones and why we didn’t use knives. It seemed they were impossible to conceal beneath our
            loosely fitting tunics.
         

         
         “I’ll teach you how to catch and scale fish later,” she said. “You need time to let these lessons sink in.”

         
         She reminded me of Dayo and my sisters. Always teaching me how to do one thing or another when all I wanted to do was eat,
            sleep, and play.
         

         
         “When will we go into the tents to look for Dayo?” I asked, bored and making no effort to hide it, between rolling my eyes
            and sighing like the roar of a lion. But there was no stopping her.
         

         
         “The slave camps aren’t too far from Abomey and King Gezo’s palace.” Monife pointed toward the city. “You can make it there
            before the sun reaches the middle of the sky, even if you leave long after sunrise.”
         

         
         “Will we go into the city to look for Dayo?”

         
         “No. If he’s in the city, he’s about to be sacrificed for one of King Gezo’s holidays. The Agojie are even more frightening
            in the palace. They are the king’s guards.”
         

         
         My disappointment had to show on my face. She was talking about all these other things but not about finding Dayo.

         
         “We also have to study the guards. Where they sleep and eat, where they go when they disappear from one post to another.”

         
         “All right.” I peeked into a tent where a guard had stepped out.

         
         “Pay attention, Aina. We must know as much about the guards as they know about themselves.”

         
         “Why? They killed my family, and they cut off the heads of slaves to celebrate their holidays. I don’t want to know anything more about any of them.” 

         
         “If they are chasing us, we’ll need to know where to hide so they won’t find us.”

         
         I pouted, having never liked a scolding, but Monife made sense. I should listen. “I want to go inside the tents and look for
            him. We haven’t been inside one tent yet, other than mine. And Dayo—well, I can’t find him without you.” My lips quivered
            with frustration. “We’ve got to find him. He might be sick—or alone.”
         

         
         Monife took hold of my shoulders. “He could be dead, too, Aina.”

         
         “Wh-why say something like that? That was mean.”

         
         “I’m not mean. I’m worried that if we don’t find him, you’ll be so sad, you won’t want to escape.”

         
         I turned away from her, unable to face her because—how did she know? I’d already thought that if we didn’t find Dayo, I wouldn’t
            want to do anything other than lie in a corner, like so many others did, barely breathing, barely alive, waiting for an Agojie
            sword to fall on my neck.
         

         
         “Not finding Dayo doesn’t mean he’s dead,” I said. “I’d know if he was gone. I’d feel it inside me.” I placed a hand over
            my heart. “You must believe me—he’s alive.”
         

         
         Monife’s sigh was long and breathy. “There are thousands of slaves in this camp. Too many to count. Finding Dayo will take
            time. Especially if we visit every tent.”
         

         
         “I think you lied to me. You don’t want to look for my brother.”

         
         “What will we do after we find him? Take him to your tent? Take him to mine?” She tugged me by the hand. “No. When we find
            him, we will run.”
         

         
         “Escape?”

         
         “It won’t be easy, even if we know every corner of the camp and where every guard is standing, sleeping, or eating.”

         
         I clapped my mouth shut. She was right, and arguing with her made little sense. She might be small, but she was thirteen by
            then and less willowy. I had to follow her to find Dayo, and I didn’t wish to be alone.
         

         
         Another month passed before Monife changed her approach. It was a large camp and Abomey a big town, and I swear we visited
            every inch, twice. We stopped pretending to be tied up. The Agojie had lost interest in roping children together. They let
            us travel freely, within the camp. This allowed Monife and I to meet new people—including other children who weren’t roped
            or chained to anyone—and everywhere we went, we asked about Dayo and his necklace.
         

         
         Did I mention it was a big camp and Abomey a large city? More months went by, season after season, then a year, which neither
            of us noticed, not even me. After a while, we weren’t looking for Dayo. Instead, we began to do what children do, even in
            horrible circumstances.
         

         
         We played.

         
         We skipped, jumped, and hopped. We formed groups, hiders and seekers—even warriors and enslaved. After all, we were children
            in a smelly, deadly slave camp.
         

         
         We were resilient, however, and turned the search into a game. The camp and the tents were our game board, the bound people
            and the guards our game pieces. We stole food, clothing, jewels, and gold from the Agojie. Whatever we put our hands on and
            could hide before the Dahomey guards caught us, we took. Weeks passed, and I scarcely thought of my brother.
         

         
         A child’s mind can only hold on to tragedy for so long.

         
         *  *  *

         Dry season. Wet season. Dry season again. Our search for Dayo had its ups and downs—unfortunately, mostly downs. Luck was
            not with us. Our efforts to find him consistently fell short. I was on the verge of giving up. Hope drifted away, hid in corners,
            and protested when I asked it to remain by my side. Of course, I would never admit such a thing to Monife, especially since
            she behaved as if nothing dared stop her from doing whatever she wanted, no matter how dangerous.
         

         
         I swear she was possessed by Elegbara, the trickster, the god of chance, and rejoiced in taking unreasonable risks. But I
            kept those thoughts to myself, even after she nearly got us killed.
         

         
         One day, we were strolling through the campgrounds, taking a break from the search for Dayo, when Monife stopped to stare
            at an Agojie. Her gaze held such contempt that I thought we’d be drawn and quartered then and there.
         

         
         “Do you want us to get a lashing, Monife?”

         
         She frowned at me as if I’d said something wild. “We’re not here to fight with Gezo’s warriors,” I said, reminding her of
            the lessons she’d taught me. “We avoid them until we need something. Then we approach only when desperate and with a good
            lie in mind.”
         

         
         “Hush,” she said, staring at the warrior.

         
         “Monife.” I ignored her rebuff. “We have a plan. We steal what we need and sneak around danger, not into it. So don’t stare
            so forcefully at a warrior.”
         

         
         I had to speak boldly. Monife was not following her own rules. I was worried. She’d also started to disappear again, which
            she hadn’t done since I cut her face after we’d first met.
         

         
         She took risks, but this risk seemed unlike her. Why did this warrior mesmerize her? A woman who held no physical distinction. She was dressed in a tunic with a sash, weapons on a belt, and jewelry like any other. However, her gleaming gold hoop earrings were beautiful. 

         
         “I love her jewelry,” I said with reverence.

         
         “Do you want those earrings?”

         
         I reached up and tugged on Monife’s ear. “My sister pierced my ears. How about yours? Are they pierced?”

         
         “No.” Monife narrowed her eyes. “Do you want the earrings?”

         
         “I can pierce them if you like.”

         
         She shook her head and didn’t stop for several seconds. “No. I will never let you near me with a sharp stone again. My cheeks
            are burning.”
         

         
         “Many seasons have passed since I cut you.” I touched her face. “Your scars have healed perfectly, and you look like me, a
            princess.”
         

         
         She pulled away. “Yes, they did heal, but I won’t go through that again. You’re not very good with sharp things.”

         
         “I’m older now. I can do better,” I objected, but she wasn’t paying attention to me. Her gaze had returned to the warrior.
            I changed the subject. “I’m hungry,” I said. “Let’s get some food.”
         

         
         “I’m not hungry.” She kept staring at the warrior. Through our travels over the seasons, we attracted the attention of many
            warriors throughout the camp. Whatever was bothering Monife was making her careless.
         

         
         “Wait here,” she said suddenly. “I’ll be back.”

         
         I went to grab Monife’s hand in case she planned to leave me alone again without warning. But she had scampered off, disappearing behind a group of young men chained together with iron cuffs on their wrists and ankles. I’d never seen anyone shackled that way before. Their dark bare flesh was caked with dirt and patches of mud because their wet skin was covered with sweat, which, mixed with the soil, made mud. 

         
         Some had on tunics, others only a sash covering their bottom halves. Some were crying, but their tears looked more angry than
            sad. The sight of these men harnessed together like animals should have frightened me, but what made me tremble were the men
            who weren’t chained.
         

         
         They were pale-skinned, almost the color of clouds, except they had long hairs on their faces and necks, and long pants covering
            their legs. They also wore jackets, shirts, boots, and so much clothing I thought their skin must be boiling like my mother’s
            stew. I didn’t understand their language, except I recognized three words, having heard them often in the camp: Slaves. Traders.
            Ships.
         

         
         The men grabbed the chained dark-skinned men, opening their mouths with rough fingers and pulling on their arms and legs.
            I stared at them with more curiosity than heartsickness. Then Monife reappeared.
         

         
         She held out her hand. “Look what I’ve got.”

         
         She had a pair of earrings in her hands, but she was limping, and blood dripped from a nasty scrape on her knee. “What happened?”
            I asked nervously. “How’d you get hurt?”
         

         
         “I was clumsy, and a guard stabbed me. But that’s no matter. It will heal.” She held the earrings up. “But I got them.”

         
         “Are you sure?” I glanced at her leg.

         
         She widened her eyes with anger as she shoved the earrings at me. “These are what is important. Not my leg.”

         
         I didn’t want to argue. I also didn’t understand why she didn’t care about her injury. But her stubborn glare was a thing I didn’t wish to mess with. I also believed that my fears weren’t imagined. She was growing tired of being around me. During the past dry season, we hadn’t spent nearly as much time together as we once had. “All right, then. I won’t ask about your leg. How did you steal the earrings?” 

         
         She grinned, but her eyes were sad. “I’m a good thief.”

         
         Her reply didn’t answer my question. “The Agojie had them in her ears, and you stole them while she was walking about?”

         
         “No.” She chuckled. “These aren’t the same earrings. I took them from one of the warriors taking a nap near the fruit trees.”

         
         “The one that stabbed you?”

         
         She closed one eye, and the other shot me between mine. “Let it alone.”

         
         “Did you change your mind about getting your ears pierced?”

         
         “No. Never.” She shook her head, but not as intensely as before. “The earrings aren’t for me. I stole them for you.”

         
         “Really? Oh, my.” I took the earrings and held them over my heart. I couldn’t wear them. I’d hide them in the safest place
            I could find in my tent. “Thank you. Thank you. They are lovely, but why?”
         

         
         Her gaze shifted from the forest to the camp, and a faraway look settled in her eyes.

         
         “What do you have to tell me?” I asked with great concern, a feeling conveyed by my unsteady voice.

         
         “I’ve been trying to escape—without you.”

         
         “I don’t understand.”

         
         “I hate it here.”

         
         “We all do.”

         
         “No, I hate it here so much, I’d rather die. I tried to drown myself in the river, but a boy came along and pulled me out.”
            Her eyes didn’t stare off into the distance but at her empty
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