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For every kingdom that refused to kneel.

And for the ones that should have.



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

— Yaa Asantewaa, Queen Mother of Ejisu, 1900

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

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



PART ONE
THE LAST FREE PLACE



Chapter One

Azari

Kamau

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

*   *  *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

*   *  *

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

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

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

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

*   *  *

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

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

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

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

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

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