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DEDICATED TO

Those who came before me but did not include me …

And those who will come after and will never forget me
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PROLOGUE

SOME CLAIM THERE WAS ONCE MAGIC WITHIN this world, controlled by two factions—those who could see it, the seers, and those who could harness it, the dœwers. But all that magic brought forth was terror, war, and death. So the Great Dœwer sought to bring peace by sacrificing himself to lock the magic away. His power was so vast it not only brought about the end to the age of the dœwers but even shattered the continent into three. However, not even he could end magic completely, and the few surviving seers prophesized that a new age of magic would return and, with it, a new dynasty that would drown the earth in blood.

But others claim this is all just a myth. That there have always been three lands, and they have always known terror, war, and death. They claim that the seers are nothing but cursed beings, like the giants or the dwarfs, prone to hallucinations, and that the Dœwer never existed. That magic is not real.

Who is right is not yet relevant.

This story begins in Ahkebulin, the greatest of the three lands set in the middle of this world. It was once divided by nine warring kingdoms until Aksum Zenzele conquered and unified them all, establishing the Zenzele dynasty. The other eight fallen kingdoms were turned into high noble houses, and for four hundred and fifty-three years, the high nobles swore their fealty …

Until a cold summer night, when the Zenzele betrayed one of them.





453 AAC

(After Aksum’s Conquest)
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M’KURU

Madada

“WHO ARE YOU?” HIS MOTHER ASKED WITH A wide smile. There was no fear or tears, just joy, something he could not understand, not with the sounds of screams from their maids and servants outside, not with the roars of the soldiers as they struck them down. There was so much blood that it produced a stench in the air that made him sick. How could anyone still keep a smile on their face? And yet, his mother, Lady Mukundi, found a way.

“Who are you?” she asked again, but he could not answer. Instead, he flinched as he heard another shriek for help outside the door.

“I am Neema Mukundi of Madada, the one born in prosperity,” his elder sister, who looked like their mother, spoke instead. Everyone said they looked almost identical, with the same round face and birthmark under their right eye. And although their mother was slightly shorter, and her hair held wisps of gray, her skin had not a single wrinkle.

His mother’s dark eyes shifted to him, and she squeezed his shoulders once again before repeating her question softly. “Who are you?”

“I am M’kuru Mukundi of Madada, the one who climbs over fear and death,” he answered softly, his voice barely above a whisper. Despite the meaning of his name, all he felt was fear, and all he sensed was death.

“So, you can talk softly.” His mother giggled, pinching his ear gently as she always did when he was in trouble or would not listen or when he went around their home yelling. From the day his cries were first heard throughout Madada to this very moment, M’kuru had never once whispered.

“Are you afraid, M’kuru? Is that why your voice has become so? I cannot have that. Tell me again. Who are you? Say it with all the air in your chest.”

He stood straighter, held his head high, and spoke louder this time. “I am M’kuru Mukundi of Madada, the one who climbs over fear and death.”

“Yes. Exactly.” His mother nodded proudly and shook him vigorously. “You are Neema and M’kuru Mukundi, high nobles of Madada, the daughter and son of M’Deba and Esha. You are fierce, steadfast, strong, and born with the wisdom of ages. That is who you are. That is who you will always be. They can never take that from you because it is in your blood!”

She squeezed his shoulders tighter than ever, and M’kuru lifted his much smaller hand to hold on to her wrist, squeezing it in return.

“My lady!”

Four maids rushed in. On their uniform was their family emblem, the Liabrein—the now-forgotten bigger and stronger sister of the lion—with long, curved, saber-shaped canine teeth that protruded from its mouth even when closed. But on their emblem, the Liabrein’s mouth was wide open and its head turned upward. So ferocious—and yet it couldn’t seem to protect them now. The maids slammed the doors closed behind them as they gripped their blood-covered swords. Lady Mukundi did not answer them, never looking away from her son and daughter, not even as the two maids began to pour oil onto the ground and the walls.

“Break it down!” a voice outside the doors hollered as the other two maids stood before them, lifting their swords.

Only then did Lady Mukundi let go of her son, but M’kuru grabbed her hand again.

“Come with us, Mother.”

“A lady stays with her lord to the very end,” she said, and drew her hand back. She rushed to the end table, tossed it aside, and lifted the floorboards to show them the way down the stairs. “Go, and do not stop for anyone!” she hollered at them.

Without a second thought, Neema grabbed her brother’s hand, took the sword entrusted to her by her father, and ran down the stairs.

“Mother!” M’kuru yelled back as he was dragged into the darkness.

Lady Mukundi’s smile as she watched them go never fell or wavered, and the light from her room was the only thing M’kuru could see as it began to go up in flames of red and orange, the heat from the fire so hot he could feel it on his face.

Goodbye was the last thing she mouthed to him before the hidden door shut.

They ran, hand in hand, in the darkness, and soon that darkness felt like hell even though there was no fire in the passage, because the walls themselves warmed, growing hotter and hotter the farther they went.

“We are almost there, Six!” Neema called out to him.

She called him Six for the same reason she called her other brothers One, Three, Four, and Five—to tease them, knowing they hated it, and because as the only daughter of the Mukundi family, their baba would allow her to get away with it.

He didn’t complain now, glad she was there with him. So focused were both of them on running, and because it was dark—and everything else that lived in darkness sensed the danger and the heat—she did not notice the snake also trying to make its escape until it was too late, and it bit her.

“Ugh!”

“Neema?” M’kuru called out when she let go of his hand and fell to her knees. “Neema, are you okay?”

She unsheathed the sword, stabbing it into the head of the snake. He was unsure how she could see clearly, even in the dark, but Neema always had the best vision of them all.

“I’m fine. We need to keep going,” she lied. She didn’t feel fine at all, but nothing could make her feel fine, not in this oven masquerading as a tunnel, so she dragged the sword along the ground with one hand, hoping to scare anything else away, and led her brother with the other.

“Don’t worry, M’kuru. We are going to make it out of here. We’ll go south to Winneba. You’ve always wanted to go to Winneba to see the giants, right? Just don’t be scared when we meet them. Apparently, they are a very sensitive people, which makes sense, for their hearts are three times as big. The stories of them eating children aren’t true. They aren’t scary. The giants don’t even eat meat. They are vegetarians.”

“How do you know?” M’kuru asked. “You’ve never been to Winneba either.”

“I have a friend there. He’ll help us,” she replied, stopping to take a breath and wipe the sweat from her brow, muttering what her baba taught her, “Run north till you smell the fresh water, then push the lever in the walls.”

She could smell the water, so she began to feel against the wall until she hit the lever. It burned, the fire enough to make even this metal hot, but she didn’t hesitate, and the ceiling above them cracked open.

“Yes!” she cried, happy at the sight of the moonlight streaming in. Hinging her sword, she reached up and pushed as hard as she could, the earth slipping away. She pulled herself out, then turned back and pulled M’kuru out.

When they both stood on the grass mound of the Bamboo Forest, overlooking their family home in the distance, they just watched as the fire raged through the house, glowing in the night and eating everything it touched. The crackling was so loud and the heat so harsh, even from where they stood on the hilltop it caused the birds to fly away. The smoke was so black it began to blanket the full moon. But to them, the fire was merciful in comparison to the soldiers, who had dragged anyone within their house out, one by one, and set them on their knees before slitting their throats.

“We have to go. We have to go now, Six.” Pulling his arm, Neema tried to turn with him and escape into the forest.

“Zenzele!”

They both froze when they heard this roar, the hair on their hands rising as their hearts dropped to an even deeper pit in their stomachs.

“Baba …” Neema whispered as they both turned back.

They couldn’t speak or look away. They just stared at him, their baba, as half his body was engulfed in flames, with arrows in his arms and legs and a deep cut that sliced through his clothes into his chest. The sight of him, still gripping his swords and cutting people down, caused the other soldiers to back up, terrified of him.

“Zenzele!” he roared again, with a strength that shook the heavens. Any soldier who dared to step forward was sent straight to hell as his blade cut them down one by one.

“Zenzele!”

Even when they managed to stab him, he did not fall. He merely removed their swords from his body and fought on. In his mind, M’kuru could not put that man and the man he’d watched only that morning, who spilled his wine over his hands and handed his mother a flower, together with the man at this moment, who no longer looked to be human.

“Come!” he yelled to the soldiers. When he stepped forward, the soldiers stumbled back in fear … all but one.

The man across from him sat on a large black horse, dressed in scaled red armor accented with silver spikes, one on each arm, one on each shoulder, and two upon his helmet. Upon his chest plate was the symbol of a sun with a spear in the center, and in his hands that very same spear with a crescent blade. The soldiers around him were dressed similarly—without silver but with the same red armor to tell everyone they were part of the Red Sun.

M’kuru thought that man in the red and silver armor had to be the Zenzele their baba was calling out to. However, the man moved to the right, showing another man on a horse of white dressed in silver-and-gold armor, and instead of spikes on his shoulders, it was wings.

“You.” Lord Mukundi laughed at seeing him. “Tell your father, Prince Effiom—for I swear by my blood that spills upon the earth and the ancestors who watch over us all—your lineage shall weep in agony. You will run to the ends of the earth in fear, and we will find you still. You will cry out for mercy and be given none! The heavens will not forgive, and Madada will not forget! The Mukundi will have its vengeance! This is our oath to you!”

Prince Effiom merely waved his gloved hand, and the soldier with the armor of red and silver kicked into his horse, charging forward.

“Let’s go, Six.” Neema tried to pull her brother away, but he could not and did not want to look away. He watched as their baba’s head was cut from his body with a single swing of the man’s sword. As Lord Mukundi’s body stood for a moment, part of M’kuru still expected him to fight and not surrender, even headless. But there was a limit to even his baba, and M’kuru watched as his baba fell to the ground alongside his brothers.

We shall not forgive.

We shall not forget.

We will have our vengeance.

M’kuru engraved the words in his head.

“Find the rest!” Prince Effiom screeched before laughing. “Kill them all!”

“We have to go!” Neema said in a harsh whisper, and finally M’kuru turned back and ran with her through the dense forest, the twigs and leaves all breaking under the weight of their feet. His chest burned, his legs grew heavy, and the wind felt like a thousand small needles across his face, but they did not stop. They just kept running as fast as they could …

But it wasn’t enough.

Soon they could hear the horses behind them. M’kuru looked up to Neema, her curly black hair caught in the wind, whipping around her. When she cried out and stumbled forward, taking him with her, they slipped and rolled down the hill, the bamboo beating against them and the rocks cutting into their skin, tearing at his robes as they fell into a trench by a small stream.

M’kuru peeled himself up from the muddy water, but Neema gripped his arm and pushed him back down. Then he noticed the arrow in her stomach, blood seeping through her dirty white robes.

“Six … stay … down,” she muttered, pushing him up against the dam. She again unsheathed Black Fang, one of the remaining twin swords crafted by their ancestors. The other fang had been lost. The words Now Our Enemies Rest were engraved down the black blade, carved like a Liabrein tooth at the tip. She was bleeding too much and, already weak from the snakebite, couldn’t fight. M’kuru reached out to take it from her, to protect her, but she drove the sword into the dirt and pushed herself up. “Not yet, Six, but soon. Soon you’ll fight, too, but for now you need to hide.”

“No—”

“Who are you?” she asked, pulling the sword from the earth and stepping back as the sound of horses reached their ears.

He didn’t answer, so with the same smile on her face that their mother had, she answered her own question. “You are M’kuru Mukundi of Madada, the one who climbs over fear and death, a high noble, the last son of M’Deba. You are fierce, you are steadfast, you are strong, and you are born with the wisdom of ages. That is who you are. That is who you will always be. They can never take that from you because it is in your blood. You now must hide and preserve our family, M’kuru, so you can make our enemies weep one day, that has always been your destiny.” Tears fell from her eyes, but she still smiled. “Go.”

He didn’t move.

“Go!”

Picking himself up, he ran through the muddy water but knew they would be able to track him if he kept running. In the bush, hidden behind the roots of a half-fallen tree, he saw a small burrow of a hole and crawled inside just as the red soldiers broke through. Despite his distance, he could see it all, the six of them surrounding her like a pack of beasts.

“Now, what is a beautiful lady like you doing with such a sharp sword?” The one who asked laughed, and the other five just chuckled.

“I can show you,” she answered as she spun like a whirlwind before him, slitting his throat and then jumping back. The air shifted, feeling colder as the others stood in stunned silence before rage filled them, and all five charged her at once. But she did not stop, even as they cut into her, one by one. She reminded M’kuru of their father as she took one of their arms and dropped down, ripping through a soldier’s stomach. But when she turned back around, one of them drove a sword through her heart, and M’kuru felt it in his. He felt his throat rumble and placed both hands over his mouth to swallow his screams, his horror, his rage … but all of those things broke through the dark of night anyway.

Only, it wasn’t from him.

“Neema!” a voice echoed through the forest.

M’kuru could see just the hooves of the person’s horse above as they came over the fallen tree where he hid. Before the stranger’s horse had even touched the ground, he fired not one or two but three arrows simultaneously. Without stopping, the man reached behind him and pulled out three more arrows, firing them all at once at the men around M’kuru’s sister, striking them to the ground before rushing to her. M’kuru could tell from his braided hair, which was pulled into a bun and shaved on the sides, and by the seal upon his horse, that he was not from their land. However, he hugged M’kuru’s sister and had known her name, lifting her head tenderly now and brushing the stands of her curls from her face.

His voice broke as blood spilled out of her mouth. “Neema …”

She let the sword go and reached up, gently touching his face.

“So foolish …”

He nodded. “I learned from you.”

She laughed and tried to lift her hands as she bit back her bloody coughs, but they went limp, so instead, she turned her head in M’kuru’s direction. The stranger looked, too, and M’kuru did not know how, but it felt like … like the stranger could see him. But the man turned away, lifted a rock, and threw it toward his horse, urging it to go in the opposite direction. The man hugged Neema to his chest and kissed her forehead then, whispering something in her ear that M’kuru could not hear but was thankful for because the look of peace on his sister’s face as she closed her eyes meant more to him now than all the world. The stranger pulled the blade out of her, then wept and hollered in agony over her body until his voice broke, and he hung his head.

“Did you kill her, or did you come to save her, Zereen Nnamani?” a voice called.

It was Prince Effiom, speaking from the mound above, seated on top of his white horse, ten more men on each side of him.

Before, when he was ordering the death of M’kuru’s father, the prince’s face had been obscured. M’kuru could now see it clearly. It was hard, square, and sunken around his jaw, with a scar on the side of his neck.

He memorized it with all the hatred he could muster.

“For the sake of your family, your honor, think wisely,” the prince was saying to this Zereen. “We have lost one high noble house tonight. Let there not be another.”

Gently and with care, Zereen put Neema down on the ground and rose to his feet, grabbing his sword.

“Zereen Nnamani? There is no Zereen Nnamani, as the Nnamani family will tell you, for he was disowned the moment he foolishly left Winneba, disobeying his father to fight alone against the order of the king,” he replied, turning back to face them all.

“All for the sake of one woman?” Prince Effiom questioned, shifting as he leaned farther forward. “Or did you believe the prophecy? ‘When Mukundi and Nnamani become one, blood and war shall cover Ahkebulin. Their power will swallow this world, crushing Zenzele under their heel and raising a new dynasty spanning ten thousand years.’ Did you truly believe you would become king one day, Zereen?”

“No. I am here for the former.” Zereen laughed and shifted his bow to his back as he lifted one of the dead soldiers’ swords from the ground, then spun his wrist with both swords in hand. “I’m here just for the sake of one woman, my woman. And for that I am foolish—just as you all are for that damned old prophecy. For seventy-seven years, the Zenzele have banned the high noble families from ever marrying one another because you all reek of fear. Yet for all that fear, have you even prepared for a moment such as this? Can you even fight me on your own, Highness? Or do you not want to risk it?”

M’kuru was shocked when Effiom laughed then, a sound both full of mirth and coldness. Shaking his head, he said, “All of you and your damn one-on-one challenges. As if I give a damn.” The prince nodded to one of the soldiers, and they ran toward Neema, but Zereen easily cut both his arms from his body before twisting both swords into his stomach.

“Fight me on your own, you coward!” Zereen hollered back to him. “Stop hiding behind your army! For once, have honor!”

“Honor?” Prince Effiom gripped the reins of his horse. “Where is your honor in disobeying your king? For peace, you should have listened to the law! Her death, all of their deaths, are in the hands of you two selfish idiots. I will have your heads cut and hung on the walls of the capital as a reminder to anyone who thinks they may disobey royal commands.” He looked at the other soldiers. “Bring me her head!”

When the next soldier moved, Zereen stepped back and cut the arm from his body, allowing it to fall right beside Black Fang, still on the ground where his sister had left it next to her.

“Touch her, and you will die,” Zereen said, his voice much harsher. “I swear it.”

Prince Effiom grabbed a crossbow and shot an arrow into Zereen’s arm. “Did you mishear me?” he asked his soldiers. “Kill him!”

Every high noble family had their own fighting style, but everyone always said the most graceful and beautiful of all was that of the Nnamani family. M’kuru had never seen a fighting style other than that of the Mukundi, and theirs was always called savage. So as he watched Zereen Nnamani fight, he believed the legends were true. For the Nnamani style was the most elegant and beautiful he’d ever seen. No matter how many soldiers came or how fast they were, Zereen was faster and swifter; he moved like water. He made it look easy, and if any of them had any honor, he would have conquered them all, but that was not the world anymore. In the end, Zereen did not lose by the sword. No, he fell to his knees as arrows rained down on him from every direction, the deadliest of them the second bolt from Prince Effiom’s crossbow, striking Zereen through the neck.

M’kuru only wanted to close his eyes when he fell to the ground, but he couldn’t look away. He watched Zereen speak, but only gibberish came from him. “Tella … ndom … Arz.amp.ende …”

He had never met the man, but he knew Zereen’s was a life worth more than any of those he fought.

I want to wake up. Please, let me wake up, he begged himself.

But the nightmare continued.

“Now that is done, find me the legitimate son of Lord Mukundi!” Prince Effiom hollered at his men. “He is a child, so he couldn’t have gone far. Do not rest until you bring him to me—alive or dead, I do not care!”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

A large number of the soldiers scattered to find him, even as M’kuru stayed as still as possible. He watched as Prince Effiom finally came off his horse, walked over to Neema and Zereen beside her lying in a pool of blood, and stepped on them both as he reached for Black Fang.

“Your Highness, no!” The man in red-and-silver armor came over—the one who had actually cut down Father—and grabbed the prince’s wrist before he could take the sword.

“What?”

“Rumors say that Black Fang, as well as their family seal, is poisoned, and only a person born of their family can wield it,” the man said before releasing his hand.

“Is that so?” Prince Effiom tilted his head to the side to stare at it, then grabbed one of the hands of a random soldier, forcing him to grip the sword instead.

“Ahh!” the soldier screeched, and wrenched his hand away, gripping it as it burned.

“For once, the rumors are true. How refreshing. Give me her hand … just the hand.” Prince Effiom smiled and looked back at Neema.

M’kuru watched, numbed to his core, as the man with the red-and-silver armor drove his spear into the earth then pulled out the sword he’d used to kill M’kuru’s father and brought the blade down on his sister’s hand, cutting it off and using it to grip the sword.

Prince Effiom chuckled as he looked over the sword he held with her bloodied hand in his. “It looks better like this anyway. I’ll store it in my chambers. Send the rest back to the capital.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” the commander replied.

As Prince Effiom got back on his white horse, the quiet rage in M’kuru’s heart spoke clearly to the rest of his soul.

I will never forgive.

I will never forget.

I will show them no mercy.

He had not moved from the hole in the ground when the sun finally came up in the morning. His eyes never looked away from the bloody mark on the forest floor, where the soldiers had cut up his sister and Zereen Nnamani, all the while laughing and mocking them for the love they had shared. The soldiers had stuffed them into wooden boxes and carried them away into the night. Now there was nothing left except blood—so much of it that the soil could not hold it, and it pooled to the surface.

He did not eat or drink.

He did not even sleep.

He couldn’t feel parts of his body anymore since they had long gone to sleep, but still, he did not move. And so, daylight faded to night, the rain coming along with it, and then it was day again. Still, M’kuru did not move, even though every part of him was wet and cold. All he kept thinking of was his family. Everyone … everyone was most likely dead now. Everyone but him. Why him? He wondered. Why was he still alive?

Was it because he was the only legitimate son of Lord Mukundi? No. His baba never treated him differently from his brothers. No one was allowed to be treated differently in their house. Not once had anyone ever said the word “legitimate” to him. He only even realized what it meant after figuring out his mother was his baba’s wife and not a concubine. But his mother took care of all his brothers too. So why? Why was he the only one alive now? Why?

M’kuru! He heard his sister’s voice yelling at him in his mind. It was only then his eyes regained focus and he looked around still hoping she was still there somehow. She wasn’t, and he couldn’t look for ghosts; he needed to leave.

But to where?

Should I go to Winneba? Zereen is dead, and he said he’d been disowned. Does his father support the king? Even if he doesn’t, will he put the rest of his family at risk for me? What if they send me to the king? His mind just kept reeling and thinking, trying to find a way to save himself. Where could he go? Where could he hide? He knew he couldn’t stay in that hole for much longer, but he also had no plan. Clearly Neema had meant for them to meet with Zereen, and that meeting had ended bloody.

So that left … what?

Where is the best place to hide? M’kuru asked himself, not so much an actual question but a rhetorical one, a puzzle like his tutors used to put before him. Then, slowly, he realized where he needed to go:

Under the feet of the person searching.

I need to go to the capital.

To Ahalon.

It was madness, but it was something. A direction. Except now that he knew where he wished to go, he tried to move, but it still took his body a second to remember how. His bones ached, and he was weak—both in body and spirit—but finally he crawled out from the fallen tree. His legs wobbled when he tried to stand, though, and he nearly collapsed. He caught himself, planting his feet firmly in the stream. He wanted to gather himself, but then he heard something that caused panic to spread through him.

Hooves.

He tried to crawl back into the hole, but his legs would not budge. When the dark brown horse finally reached him, M’kuru turned back in horror, only to see the horse had no rider. That horror turned to recognition—M’kuru knew that horse. He had just seen it. The saddle on it, with the symbol of the Golden-Crowned Crane, belonged to Zereen. Had belonged to Zereen, he thought bitterly. The horse ignored him and walked over to where its master had fallen and started to smell the ground before kneeling down, like it was waiting.

It couldn’t know Zereen was never coming back.

Slowly, M’kuru stumbled over to it, resting his body on it when he reached its side.

“Your master is gone. I’m sorry,” he whispered, and with fading strength, M’kuru grabbed the reins and threw himself onto the back of the horse. But it didn’t move. “Please … go.”

It would not budge. Closing his eyes, M’kuru remembered the sound Zereen had made with his lips, and he made the same sound. It was only then that the horse rose. It got up off the ground but didn’t begin to run. Again, M’kuru thought back and did it again, gently kicking into the horse’s side. It took off faster than he expected, forcing M’kuru to hold on as tightly as possible. All too soon, the green of the trees began to blur together as his body finally demanded the sleep that was withheld from it.

It was only then that M’kuru closed his eyes.
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M’KURU

Madada

FOOD.

Not just food.

Meat.

It was that smell that woke him up. His vision was blurred, and he felt heavy. And for a brief moment, he didn’t understand why. For a brief moment, he wondered where everyone was, his mother, his baba, his brothers, Neema … then that moment ended, and he knew exactly where. His vision cleared, and the sound of the horse as it chewed on the grass under him was almost as loud as the birds in the trees above.

They are dead.

My family is dead.

He remembered.

He saw it over and over again in his mind, and pain returned tenfold. Why am I the only one left? Why did I have to be the only one left? He didn’t know the answers to those questions, but he knew he had to live, if only to avenge his family, to keep them from suffering in the afterlife, but how? It took at least thirty days to ride to Ahalon by horse, and depending on where he was now, he’d have to keep himself hidden in the forest the whole time.

“Ugh …” he groaned when his stomach grumbled.

The horse bucked, forcing M’kuru to slide off his saddle. He was so weak that he just lay there, looking up at the blue sky in the space between the trees.

“Luckily, the forest is your food,” M’kuru muttered to the horse. M’kuru was so hungry and tired, he was ready to fall over, and then he smelled it again—meat.

Hope got him up off the ground. He tried pulling on the horse, but it didn’t budge. He even made the same sound again, but the horse still wouldn’t move.

“Fine, stay here,” he muttered to it. Holding on to the trees as he stumbled through the forest, he licked his lips and swallowed his saliva to ease the ache in his throat as he followed his nose.

“No … stop! Please! Stop!” a woman cried out, her voice carrying through the trees as he reached the source of the smell.

It was a small camp by the stream, and there was a woman on the rocks, with one man holding her down as another one ripped off her clothes. The men weren’t dressed in armor, their clothes old and tattered. Their hair was wild and unkempt, filled with dirt. When the men removed their clothes, they tossed their daggers to the side, unknowingly closer to M’kuru.

He almost didn’t notice, so entranced was he by the smell, which he saw came from spitted rabbits roasting over the fire.

“No!” the woman screamed, managing to fight one of them off of her only to be beat by another man.

M’kuru had heard so much screaming, he felt numb to it. Yet it shook him from the shame of thinking of food over this woman’s plight. Not that anyone would have known—the men were so focused on being beasts that they did not notice him. But he knew. And the way they laughed and took pleasure in hurting the woman made him think of Neema. He remembered how weak and useless he was to her and how he couldn’t fight then—everyone else fought for him, and that was how he had lived.

Now that he was alone, he had to fight for himself, he had to be able to protect someone. Just like … just like his mother and sister protected him.

Reaching over and grabbing the silver spiraled hilt of his dagger so tightly his knuckles dug into his skin, he slowly crouched down, breathing through his nose, and stepped closer to them. His heart beat faster and faster, like drums, until he was right behind one of them. Without a second thought, he drew his blade and stabbed the first man in the ear with all the force he could muster. When he pulled it out, the man’s blood was warm as it hit M’kuru’s face. He’d never felt blood on him before … it startled him.

“Ahh!” the man screamed, and reached up to his ear.

“You filthy rat—” The other man lunged at him but M’kuru stabbed him in his neck, right under his hairy chin, and when M’kuru pulled the knife out, blood poured down his hands. Both men rolled off the woman, trying to stop the bleeding, and then the first man tried to run away from M’kuru.

If he gets away he’ll do this to someone else. He could tell someone he saw me, M’kuru thought, and with that thought he chased after him.

“Ughhh …” The man coughed when M’kuru attacked him, knocking them both to the rocks.

Taking the dagger, M’kuru stabbed into the man’s chest not once, not twice, but four times before he got up and saw the second man trying to crawl away.

“Please …” The man gurgled, blood already filling his airpipe. So even though the man was as good as dead, M’kuru stalked toward him.

“My father once said that killing a man is not easy. I think he lied, for it’s very easy,” M’kuru said coldly. His blood-covered hands became even bloodier as he stabbed the man in the neck once more, dragging the blade through. It was only when the man fell at his feet that M’kuru turned around and headed straight for the campfire, grabbed the stick with the rabbit on it, and bit into it. It burned, but he kept eating as fast as he could while the woman behind him could only weep.

“I wish I could cry, but I can’t yet,” he told her, then found the woman’s water and drank from the leather pouch, water spilling down his face.

He ate and drank and ate even more, hoping he wouldn’t be hungry for a while, not once looking away from the trees nor letting go of the dagger in his hand. He even listened to the woman behind him carefully, so when she finally stopped crying and he heard the rocks shift, he quickly got up, holding the dagger with one hand and the rabbit with the other. Her brown face and neck were swollen and covered in bruises as she hugged herself. Her hair was cut short, and she was shaking but still reached out for him. Her dark eyes were wild and crazed.

“Khalil,” she called as she reached out for him. When she stepped forward again, M’kuru stepped back and took another bite of the rabbit but kept the knife out in front of him too. “It’s okay. You’re okay. Your mama is okay. You saved me.”

My mama? My mama is dead …

“Khalil, it’s okay. We can go home now. Take my hand, and come. It’s not safe here, so we need to go.” She beat her chest with one hand and reached for him with the other. “Khalil, please don’t leave me again.”

A voice called out from the trees before he could tell her he wasn’t who she thought he was.

“Femi? Femi?”

Hearing the deep voice calling out, M’kuru grabbed the pouch of water and another rabbit before taking off without another word, running straight toward the trees with the dagger clutched in his hand.

“No, Khalil! Khalil!” the woman screamed behind him as he ran right into something—no, someone—and fell to the grass.

“Who are you?” a man with gray-black hair asked him, his eyes pure white and half-shut.

“Ugh.” M’kuru groaned, looking down at the cut on his hand where the dagger had sliced him when he fell.

He tried to get up, but all of a sudden, a pair of thin, fragile arms wrapped around him.

“Khalil!” the woman sobbed, holding M’kuru. “Why do you keep trying to leave me?”

“Get off me!” M’kuru yelled, trying to peel her hands from him, but she would not let loose. “I said get off.”

“Khalil, stop it. We are going home!” she screamed at him, trying to pull him with her. “No more running—”

“I am not him. Let go!”

She froze, and he was able to break loose and crawl away from her. When he turned back, he saw the old man holding a needle right in her neck.

“Ay … Khalil …” she tried to say before she closed her eyes.

The old man’s gaze then shifted to M’kuru, and before M’kuru could move or say another word, he felt the pinch at the side of his neck. M’kuru reached up to pull out the needle that was so thin it looked like silver hair.

“What … what did … you do?” M’kuru whispered, his eyes heavy. “Stay … back.”

The man didn’t answer, and everything began to melt away. M’kuru’s eyes were too heavy to stay open any longer, but still he tried to fight it, to get back up.

“I … can’t … die … now.” Everything faded to darkness, and in that darkness, he heard the voices of his family.

Who are you?

You now must hide and preserve our family.

The heavens will not forgive, and Madada will not forget! The Mukundi will have its vengeance!

Who are you?

Not yet, Six … but soon you fight … now you need to hide. 

Fierce, steadfast, strong, and born with the wisdom of ages.

Zenzele!

Who are you?

Go!

It was as if he were falling through a dark void of his most recent nightmares. There was darkness all around, but he saw his mother’s face at the end of the tunnel. He wanted to move toward her but was frozen in place.

The tunnel started to close, and he screamed, but no sound came out.

He heard only the sound of her voice.

Goodbye.
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WHEN HIS EYES SNAPPED OPEN, he first saw ginger and herbs—rows and rows of ginger and herbs hanging from the thatched roof above him. He couldn’t help but stare at them momentarily before sitting up. And when he did, he noticed his hand was wrapped up, his clothes were changed, and the dark-colored garments he now wore itched a lot.

“Stop that,” the old man said, smacking M’kuru’s hand and forcing him to stop scratching. The man then lifted a clay bowl to M’kuru’s mouth to drink. “Drink … the rest.”

M’kuru didn’t even get a chance to stop scratching before the man forced it into his mouth. It was cold, bitter, and slid down his throat slowly, making him cough as it hit his dry throat. It tasted like grass, old grapes, and dirt mixed together in water.

“Who … are you?” he managed to ask, trying to clean his tongue. “And where am I?”

“Kazera.”

Kazera? The village among the hills? It was one of the most important farming villages just north of his family’s private lands, beyond the Bamboo Forest and only a day and a half away. He sat up and watched as the man moved over to the other corner of the house, picked one of the herbs above him, then stuffed it into his own mouth before sitting down. His gray-black hair was cut short but his similarly colored beard was long, his half-closed eyes were directly on him. The man picked up a fan and waved the incense over the screaming woman from the stream, now curled asleep beside him with a cloth over her face.

Again M’kuru asked, “Who are—”

“How old are you?” the man asked.

“What?”

“How old are you, child?”

“Ten,” M’kuru answered slowly.

“From now on, you are nine.”

“What?”

“Khalil.” He sighed, still fanning the incense. “I am already blind, so you cannot be deaf, or else people will think we are a comedy.”

“I am not deaf. I just don’t understand what you are saying. Why do you people keep calling me Khalil?”

The man yawned as he lifted a knife. “Because that is your name.”

“No, it is not.”

“Then what is your name?”

M’kuru opened his mouth to answer but realized he couldn’t. He didn’t know who these crazy people were or what they wanted. All he knew was that Prince Effiom and all the kingdom would be looking for him, so he couldn’t expose himself.

“Exactly,” the man said, nodding. “So, until you can answer that question, you are Khalil, a nine-year-old boy, and I expect you to do all your chores and help your mother as she recovers—oh, and help me with my patients, of course.” He said it as if it were the most logical thing in the world. “Now, fetch me my palm wine.”

The man pointed to the red-colored jar sitting closest to him.

“Are you both insane?”

“Tsk.” The man hissed at him and reached into his clothes, removing one of those needles again. He held it up almost casually, but the threat was as clear as day.

M’kuru got up quickly, crossed the room, and picked up the man’s wine, then set it right in front of the old man’s legs.

He grinned like a madman and uncorked the wine, inhaling the strong scent for as long and hard as he could before exhaling happily.

“There is nothing sweeter in this world,” the man said, holding his hand out.

“What?”

“Is that the only thing you know how to say?”

“That isn’t the only thing I’ve said,” M’kuru muttered, scratching himself again, but the old man smacked his hand away from his neck.

“I told you to stop that—” the man started to say, but he stopped and turned his head to the side. Frowning, he recorked the wine and set it back on the ground.

“What?” M’kuru didn’t mean to say that again, but he didn’t get an answer.

The old man rose from the ground, his bones cracking as he did.

“Stay here,” the old man said to him, and walked out before M’kuru could have a chance to ask another question.

M’kuru set the wine back in the corner then looked down at the lady with the brown cloth over her face. Closer now, he could see some type of green mud on her arms and even her foot. She breathed in slowly, and on the side of her face, the only part he could see of her skin, tears fell from her closed eyes onto her ears. M’kuru froze and immediately glanced over his shoulder as he heard someone coming. He felt sick, and his heart began beating faster.

It wasn’t long before he heard a man’s voice yell out, “You!”

“How can I help you, soldiers?” he heard the old man’s voice reply. “Do you need medicine—”

“Have you seen a lost boy around here?”

“I am blind, so I cannot see any boy at all.”

“Do not joke with us, old man. We are looking for a lost boy. Have you heard anything, since you cannot see?”

M’kuru rose and moved closer to the door to hear more clearly and glanced around for a place he could hide.

There was none.

“A lost boy? No, I have not. Who is lost?” the old man replied.

“That is none of your concern. Is this your home?”

“Yes. My daughter and grandson, but they are very ill—”

“Call them out!”

“They require rest.”

M’kuru heard the sound of swords being pulled from scabbards.

“I will not ask you again, old man!”

“Khalil,” the old man called.

M’kuru didn’t answer. He didn’t know what to do, but he felt like the old man was trying to help him. Why, he wasn’t sure, and he had very few options.

“It’s all right, Khalil. Come out now.”

Swallowing the lump in his throat, M’kuru turned and stepped out, covering his eyes because the sunlight was so bright. Eventually his eyes adjusted and he saw three soldiers in their red armor, the emblem on the center a spear within the sun, making it clear exactly who they were and who they were after.

“Is your mother still asleep?” the old man asked him.

M’kuru glanced up at him and then back at the men, who all now seemed to step back from him. Reaching up, he scratched his neck again as he answered, “Yes.”

“Do one of you want to check inside for yourselves?” the old man asked them, stepping to the side for them to enter, but they all covered their mouths and stepped back even farther. The one in the center kicked the man to his left, nodding for him to check before backing away. The old man grabbed M’kuru by the collar and pulled him close as the soldier poked his head inside.

“What is wrong with the boy?” the man on the horse asked.

What is wrong with what boy? M’kuru wondered. Me?

“We aren’t sure, but I am determined to find a cure for him.” The old man nodded happily and added, “Do not fear, for it is not contagious.”

What’s not contagious? M’kuru asked himself.

“There is no one else in there but the mother.” The soldier rushed back out.

Nodding, the man in the center turned to leave. “If you hear of any strange boys in the woods, you are to report him to the local guard.”

“I will.” The old man nodded.

They all left through the gates, and M’kuru watched them go before turning to face the old man. “Cure me? What are you talking about?”

The old man just pointed to some buckets over to the side.

“The sheep need water, and I need wine,” was his only reply, and he went back into his home. When M’kuru tried to follow, the man just pointed again. “Chores, remember?”

Frowning, M’kuru headed to the buckets, only to see his reflection in the water …

No, this can’t be me, he thought, because … it was a monster looking back at him. As he backed away, he fell down. He reached up to touch his face, his brown skin covered in red hives and peeling.

“What did you do to me?!” M’kuru yelled at the man.

“Shh!” the old man snapped. “Do you want to bring them back?” He added under his breath as he entered the house, “It will clear up in a few days.”

“Why are you doing this?” M’kuru asked him.

“Doing what?” The old man sat back down in the corner.

“Letting me stay here.” Helping me? M’kuru wanted to ask, but held back. He didn’t want the old man to think he needed help.

“I’m blind,” the old man said as if that were an answer to M’kuru’s question, and he pointed to the jar.

If he is blind, how did he know I put the jar there?

Picking up the jar, M’kuru set it back in front of the man.

“Your mother is sick. I’m not letting you stay here. I’m making you work here. You are a servant.”

“A servant?”

He took a long drink of the wine then wiped the corner of his mouth. “Yes, a servant. You don’t expect an old man and sick woman to be taking care of you, do you? What are you, nobility?”

Yes. “No,” M’kuru lied.

“Then go tend to the house. Don’t forget to milk the sheep afterward.”

Milk sheep?

“Careful. Moujo bites.”

He couldn’t be serious. And yet, in looking at the old man’s face, it was clear he was.

“I’m not going to milk your sheep. I’m heading to Ahalon—”

“How?”

“What do you mean how? With my …” M’kuru paused, thinking back over the farm. He’d seen everything but a horse. “What did you do with my horse?”

“You didn’t have a horse.”

“A large brown horse, with a saddle emblem of a crane—”

“How could you afford a horse with a saddle? You are the son of a poor, sick woman, and a blind man’s grandson.”

Exhaling angrily, M’kuru tried to stay calm. “I borrowed—”

“You stole a horse?” There was a mocking lilt to the man’s astonishment. “You know the punishment for theft is a hand. You may lose both your arms if not your life for a horse, of all things.” The old man shook his head. “Can’t have that. Who will milk Moujo?”

“Who’s been milking Moujo all this time?”

“You, Khalil.”

M’kuru just opened his mouth, but no words came out.
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