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Content Warnings


Queen of Sheba is a dark fantasy series intended for mature readers (18+). This story contains explicit depictions and references to sensitive content that may be disturbing or triggering to some readers.


This book includes:


Sexual Assault (implied)


Suicide and suicidal ideation


Physical abuse and violence


Child abuse and neglect


Graphic violence and murder


Blood and gore


Mental health struggles, including depression and trauma


Domestic violence


Manipulation and gaslighting


Reproductive coercion and forced pregnancy themes


Body horror


Cultural practices that may be disturbing to modern readers


Death and dying


Psychological trauma and PTSD


Power imbalances in relationships


Threats of sexual violence


Violence against women


Starvation


Please note: This story does not sanitise or romanticise trauma. The protagonist is navigating severe violations of bodily autonomy, familial betrayal, and systemic oppression within a patriarchal society. 


Reader discretion is strongly advised. If any of these topics are particularly sensitive for you, please prioritise your mental health and wellbeing when deciding whether to engage with this story.


This is a work of fiction. All characters, events, and practices depicted are products of the author's imagination within a fantasy setting and should not be interpreted as endorsements of harmful behaviours or an insult to the cultures from which inspiration is pulled.
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Dedication


For daughters of war, mothers of cruelty, and queens of ruin.

Aut inveniam viam aut faciam.

I shall either find a way, or make one.
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Epigraph


Tales of the gods are often passed from mother to child, ancestor to youth.

Today, the tale of a vile spawn born from the bowels of the Ani herself is passed on to you who read these scrolls chronicling the rise of the infamous Queen of Sheba. 

I have chosen to write these down rather than rely on the old ways of the tongue in hopes of warning you, who wish to resurrect such a woman.

Read these words and despair.
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Prologue


The end of a man would always be his own lasciviousness. 
Azul's eyes stung as tears kissed her cheeks. Her nails dug into the prince's arms until blood dripped down, mixing with her sweat. She tried to breathe, but her windpipe was crushed as his weight bore down on her. 
It was the New Yam Festival—a time when straw-man masquerades danced and chased children with canes; when hawkers sold groundnuts and ube; when rituals held their greatest power; and when the realms of the living and the spirit were in perfect sync.
Azul, the first daughter of Chukwuemeka, a warrior of the Borjigin tribe, knew that night she would die.
Her vision swayed.
A curse.
She would curse him.
Him, his sons, and his entire lineage.
The Okpalaeze, the man whose knees pushed against her inner thighs, forcing them open, the man whose charming, handsome face was the last thing she saw—that man—she cursed—would never have another day of peace as long as her body remained in Oblivia.
A flash of lightning lit up the room, illuminating the flower vase by the prince's bedside table. It was a beautiful terracotta, filled with branches of wilting flowers. Thunder followed soon after, and rain hammered on the palace roofs.
Azul gasped. Her vision darkened at the edges.
How did it come to this?
In her life, had she not done everything required of her? Even when she was sold to the King, she did not protest and she did not cry; she simply bowed to accept the Igwe’s decree. Why, then, was she being punished? 
What had she done?
Tears pooled at the edges of her eyes and fell down to her hair, which sprawled so beautifully beneath her, a halo bestowed upon the girl whom death—whom Ukhel—had chosen.
In her next life, she would seek out this man, and she would kill him.
Again.
And again.
And again.
No matter how long it took, no matter how many years. She would, in every reincarnation, destroy him.
With a vengeful heart, the Akwaugo of the Borjigin tribe, a woman known from the Nri to the Empire of Kemet down south for her beauty, died.

Somadina released his grip and straightened his spine as he panted. Sweat adorned his tense muscles; a loose wrapper was tied around his waist. He pressed two fingers against her neck. 
Her pulse was weak but present.
At that, he moved quickly, pulling her legs apart, putting one above his shoulder, and preparing himself. Then he stopped. An aggressive knock came from the door.
Somadina flinched, hand moving for a sword that wasn't there on instinct. Realising he wasn't in any danger, he took a deep breath to calm his beating heart.
"Who dares?" he asked in a grandiose tone. He had given his guards express orders not to disturb him under any circumstances.
He waited for a moment but heard nothing. Pursing his lips, he dropped Azul's legs, tying the wrapper tight around his waist as he headed for the entrance.
Opening the dark wood door, he looked out into the empty corridors, eyes glancing over the torches, then the plush crimson rugs imported from the Thessaran Empire. The portraits and tapestries that lined the walls flickered. As he instructed, there was no one.
Narrowing his eyes, Somadina closed the door. As he turned to continue where he left off, pain flared through his head. 
The sound of ceramic smashing filled the room. 
The Okpalaeze staggered. 
His body stumbled back against the door. 
He lifted his fingers to his forehead and felt something warm.
Blood. 
His fingers shook as he saw red. His vision swam as he tried to look up. All he was allowed to witness was a pair of cold golden eyes, the eyes of death.
"Azul?" he whispered with a fading voice, but the woman did not reply.

Azul stood above the prince’s body, eyes red, bruises blossoming around her neck. Lightning struck, and her back glowed with deep-carved markings, a ritual circle that vanished under human eyes, one Azul hadn’t noticed.
She knew one hit was not enough to kill him, but he needed to pay for what he'd done to her. So she looked around the room, eyes landing on an ornamental sword hanging on the wall. She dragged her heavy body there. Her hips hurt, and she wheezed with each breath. Her hair clung to the tear stains on the sides of her face, her mind and heart fixed on only one outcome. 
Grabbing the blade by the hilt, she pulled it from its scabbard, and it gave a sharp hiss. It was heavy, so it instantly dropped by her side with a thud.
That did not stop her.
Her weakness was no reason to let this man live. She was merely a passerby, and yet the rage of a dead girl had driven her to near insanity. She couldn't think of anything else other than beheading the fool who dared to lay hands on her, to see his blood dampen her dress. And so she dragged the metal behind her, the sound like the gnashing of teeth. Each step came with significant strain; each breath burned from the depths of her lungs. And yet she pressed onwards until she stood before the perpetrator, panting.
Lightning struck once more, but this time, the light was obscured. A shadow was cast along the wall; perhaps it was Ukhel, for it had horns on its head. Did the god of death come to watch her? It mattered not; her mind was set on one thing and one thing only.
And so Azul raised the sword with great effort and shaking hands.
"May Ukhel kiss your corpse," she spat.
But as she attempted to kill him, a hand caught hers.
The blade clattered to the floor, sliding under the Okpalaeze's bed. Azul looked back at who dared to stop her, who was foolish enough to come between a woman and her fate.
It was a stranger.
The scent of rain and earth clung to him. Something in Azul's chest tightened with recognition that her conscious mind couldn't access. She knew him—or rather, the dead woman whose body she inhabited knew him. But those memories were too old and stale, like trying to read faded ink on water-damaged parchment.
"Why did you stop me? Does he not deserve to die?" she hissed, as though she were a feral cat.
He looked down at her, his body wet, droplets glistening down his exposed torso. The tangele around his eyes had smudged and his hair stuck to his back, but the red feathers interwoven with his braids still looked vibrant nonetheless.
"If you kill a member of the royal family, you condemn your family to its ninth generation. You might not care for your life, but shouldn’t you care for your family?"
Azul gritted her teeth. She had already gravely injured the man; punishment would be administered either way. Besides, Azul might have held some semblance of care for her so-called family, but she did not.
Let them burn in hell for all I care, she thought, blinded by her anger.
"Should we die, then we die! I don't understand what that has to do with you." She yanked her hand from his grasp, her eyes looking around for the sword to finish the job.
"Do you truly not care?"
She was already moving towards the bed when his voice stopped her in her tracks.
A skull-splitting pain pierced her head, and for a moment she found herself unable to move as memories superimposed themselves—twisting and replaying. It was as though her mind would shatter by sheer force of her own emotions, as though her body had just realised another soul had come to inhabit it.
Clutching her head, she groaned, falling to her knees, her breathing erratic, palms sweaty. Her vision seemed tinted in red, and something warm dripped down her nose.
"Azul?" the stranger called to her, but she couldn't hear; it was too far.
Her consciousness slipped from her grasp, as though she were thrown into an endless void, surrounded by glowing images replaying what she could only assume was her life, her old life, and the life before.
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Chapter 1


If there was one thing Azul could say about her father, it was that he was never caught unaware, and he was never disgruntled by the unpredictable seasons. Every year he would order the new thatching for their household an entire month earlier than necessary, and every year the village children would laugh at him. 
Chukwuemeka, they would sing. You wake up three hours early so as not to miss the cockcrow. You drink your water two days early so as not to forget to drink. You have your children a year early so as to avoid unfortunate births.
She hated it as a child. She'd have a terrible, ugly scowl on her face and refuse to play with anyone. She would stomp her little feet home, bringing up dust in her wake.
As she grew older, she began to understand the kind of man her father was. 
When her acquisition of the title ‘Akwaugo’ was announced, Azul was sitting idly at the edge of the lotus pond in her father’s compound, her feet dipped into the cool water. Fish swam beneath her as she fed them melon seeds to pass the evening. Her youngest sister—a thin girl with short hair like Azul’s, pale and tightly coiled—took a fan, keeping the both of them cool under the dry season’s heat. 
“What will you do now? Do you think the prince will call you back?” The little one asked with a look of schadenfreude in her eyes. She stopped fanning both of them, letting the stretched leather cover her lower face, eyes fluttering shyly. Azul had met the prince by chance on the Afor market day. Their hands brushed past each other as she bartered for herbs, eyes meeting for a split second—the Crowned Prince under a hidden identity. They had spent the day together, Azul only returning late in the night. 
It was like a folk tale, a poor village girl meeting a prince and having the most romantic evening, with her sister having to help her climb back over the walls into their father’s household. 
 The matter of men and women was something neither of them talked about often, but Kamsi was almost fifteen; naturally, she was more curious and wished to learn from the more experienced Ada what it meant to kiss a boy. 
Of course, the girls were unaware that would be the last evening they would be able to sit leisurely together and eat melon seeds. 

Azul’s eyes fluttered open, memory fading from her mind. She winced as her head throbbed, trying to keep hold of the dream she had, the scene she had relived with her sister, but to no avail. She found herself in a bed familiar to her. This time there was no man trying to kill her.
My name is… Azul? The words felt strange in her mind. I will simply have to get used to it… But how did I get back here?
Last she was aware, she had lost consciousness as her memories flooded back. She had no choice but to assume it was that stranger who brought her back to her chambers under the veil of night.
When she woke up that morning, there was no reaction from the servants around her. As a prisoner in the palace, she was followed at all times by at least two maids. Guards escorted her any time she stepped outside the harem, and the princesses avoided her, as she was a stranger to them.
A bird trapped in a cage, the Akwaugo of the Borjigin had been bought for the exorbitant price of 200 silver coins from the great warrior Chukwuemeka. The rumours spread like wildfire that the King had bought himself another daughter.
It was a strange concept and had certainly never been done in the history of the Borjigins, but perhaps it was luckier than simply being taken to be a wife.
After all, terrible husbands often made great fathers.
For three days, Azul had been pampered, fed, accompanied, and kept in the King's backyard, away from her family and friends.
Her meals were tasted by the royal poison tester, her clothes made by the royal tailors, and her jewellery procured from the royal treasury.
It should've been a great thing to be taken from your poor father's home and be given the title of 'Akwaugo'. But she knew, then and now, her reality; she was being positioned as a pawn.
Azul watched as the servants covered up the bruise on her neck with a band of gold. No one seemed to care; it was as if they all knew the prince's plans from the night before and were pretending not to.
If not for the pain, Azul would've thought that night was a fever dream, but it clearly happened. 
"Akwaugo, the Ugoeze will see you now," a maid announced at her door.
Azul's hands clenched into fists on her lap.
The Ugoeze, the Igwe's main wife—it seemed she would be the one administering her punishment.
Taking in a deep breath, Azul looked at herself in the bronze mirror. Her beauty never did her any good, and now it would only exacerbate how the women of the Igwe's harem saw her. The more beautiful a woman was, the less pitiful she became, the less human.

The Ugoeze's chambers were grand, as befitting the mother of the tribe. Tapestries depicting the glory of the Borjigin's conquests of northeast Tarsyn hung from the walls, and incense burned in bronze holders, filling the air with the scent of Lycia and musk. 
What a strange combination, Azul thought. Lycia and musk were two halves of a coin: one herb to stall one's fertility and the other to enhance it. Still, it didn't matter what strange herbs the women of the harem chose to use in their incense burners. 
The Ugoeze herself sat on a raised platform, draped in layers of crimson and gold brocade. Her expression was serene, sipping tea at regular intervals with her lips in a permanent, good-natured smile. It looked as though she were merely settling a dispute between quarrelling children rather than presiding over an accusation of attempted murder.
Around her, scattered like wax-coated petals, were the other wives of the Igwe. They knelt on cushioned woven mats, their faces painted with varying degrees of concern and curiosity. But it was the woman in black—the Iyom, second wife and mother of Somadina—who commanded attention. She knelt closest to the Ugoeze, her body bent forward in supplication, her hands clasped together as tears streamed down her painted face.
"Ugoeze," the Iyom wailed, her voice trembling as though in agony. "My son lies in the healer's chambers, his head split open, royal blood spilt by this whore whom you have brought into our home. I beg you, as a mother, to grant me justice. Let this girl answer for what she has done."
Azul’s lips pressed into a thin line. So it was you who suggested that your husband should buy me? 
The Ugoeze's expression did not change, though her fingers tightened almost imperceptibly on the armrest of her seat.
Azul, albeit miffed that she had to answer to these people, found it morbidly fascinating, the hierarchy of women.
To be seen as anything less than fair and magnanimous would undermine the Ugoeze's position amongst the other wives. A first wife must never be moved to jealousy by the other women whom her husband chose to impregnate. In exchange, she received the greatest gift of all: her name would be written in the genealogy regardless of her fertility status.
What pointless endowments, made to keep the first wife silent regardless of any injustice she might face. How meaningless that her name would be remembered as the woman her husband selected out of tens, hundreds, and sometimes thousands.  
"Iyom," the Ugoeze said, her voice as calm as mist. "Your grief is understood. A mother's love for her son is sacred. But we must hear all sides before justice can be administered. Let the girl speak."
All eyes turned to Azul.
She stood in the centre of the room, the golden band at her throat catching the light. She did not lower her gaze; they expected her to be intimidated by them, a village girl amidst royalty. The servants had dressed her well—layers of crimson and gold that made her look every bit the princess the King had proclaimed her to be. Or they wished for her to aggravate the Ugoeze who wore the same colours. But Azul did not have the strength to overthink their actions. Beneath the finery, her body ached, and the memory of Somadina's hands around her throat burned hotter than any flame.
"Akwaugo," the Ugoeze continued. "What happened in the Okpalaeze's chambers last night?"
Azul's jaw tightened. She could feel the weight of their stares, the hungry curiosity behind their faces. They wanted a scandal they could leak to their families outside the palace. If her name were smeared, what could she do from this cage?
"The Okpalaeze summoned me," Azul said, her voice quiet but each word spoken clearly. "He attempted to force himself upon me. I simply defended myself."
A gasp rippled through the room. The Iyom let out a strangled cry, her hand flying to her chest as though Azul's words had struck her physically.
"Ugoeze! See how this Ogbanje lies!" the Iyom shrieked. "My son is the heir to this tribe! I have raised him as the pearl in his father's hands! He would never—he has no need to force anyone! Look at you, girl. Do you think we are fools? I have heard what the people say about you. You are beautiful, yes, but you are also ambitious. You wanted his favour, and when he rejected you, you struck him out of spite!"
Murmurs of agreement rose from some of the wives. Azul's fingers curled into her palms. The Ugoeze frowned. Azul noted it. Though she wasn't sure if it was due to the mockery of her lack of sons or because the subject being discussed was too taboo.
"I have no interest in the Okpalaeze's favour," Azul curtly replied. "I want nothing from him."
"Then why were you in his chambers?" another wife called out, her voice sharp with accusation.
Azul tried not to lash out; in a world like this, a woman’s reputation was precious, dictating her future, her past, and her death. A ruined reputation could lead a mob to your doorstep and could have you dragged into the streets and stoned for upsetting the gods. In contrast, a good reputation meant you lived respected by those who saw you as less than. But to some, that respect would feel worse than death. 
"Because he summoned me," Azul repeated with a hardened tone. "Or do you suggest I should have defied a direct order from a prince?"
"Bold girl! You don't even have any shame! If you were truly wronged, why are you standing akimbo?"
Azul found herself speechless. Did not falling to pieces count as proof of malicious seduction?
The Ugoeze raised a hand, and the room fell silent. 
"The Akwaugo claims she was defending her virtue," the Ugoeze laid out. "The Iyom claims her son was wronged. Without a witness, this becomes a matter of one word against another."
The Iyom's red lips curled into a smile, catching Azul's eye. "Then let us settle this matter with certainty, Ugoeze. If the girl claims she defended her virtue, let us confirm that her virtue even remains intact. For all we know, she might be reenacting a play of the malimbe raising the cuckoo. Summon the midwives. Let them examine her!"
A wave of whispers broke out in the room, and Azul felt her anger rise.
The cuckoo was the famous bird that made others raise its young. From an accusation of attempted murder to insinuating she might already be pregnant. Trying anything and everything, either way, the moment the Ugoeze believes her words enough, it gives the rumours possibility.
In other words, it was a trap. Even if the examination confirmed her claims, the act itself would strip her of dignity as a trustworthy woman. And the wives knew it.
Azul was not one to care for her reputation, but a good, happy life in such a world relied on how others saw her. It didn't help that Azul was not someone satisfied with mere comfort; if she were to live here, she planned to live grandiosely.
The girl's mind raced. She could refuse, but that would be seen as an admission of guilt. She could submit, but the damage would be done regardless. She opened her mouth, unsure of what she would say when someone spoke up for her.
"That won't be necessary."
A man stood in the doorway, his frame broad and imposing despite the casual way he leaned against the carved wood. His hair was braided in the same style as the night before, though the feathers woven into it looked slightly bedraggled. The tangele around his eyes had been reapplied, but carelessly, smudged at the edges. He wore no shirt, only a loose wrapper tied at his waist, and his feet were bare like hers.
The stranger from the night before.
"Borji," the Ugoeze called, maintaining a neutral tone. "This is a matter for the women of the household. You have no place here."
Borji—so that's his name. Azul felt like a light had been lit in her mind.
The man pushed off the doorframe and strode into the room. Several of the wives shifted uncomfortably, their eyes darting between him and the Ugoeze.
"I have every right to be here," Borji said, his voice drawling, almost bored. "Seeing as I was there."
The room went silent.
The Iyom's face drained of colour. "You... you were where?"
"In Somadina's chambers," Borji remarked, examining his nails as though the conversation was tedious. "I heard the commotion. Thought the fool had finally got himself killed by one of his conquests. Imagine my surprise when I found him strangling the Akwaugo instead."
"So you have grown to bite the hand that feeds!" the Iyom hissed, rising to her feet. "You dare lie before the Ugoeze?"
"Careful, Iyom," Borji said, his tone sharpening. "You're calling a prince a liar. That's treasonous, isn't it?"
The Iyom's mouth shut, her fury palpable but impotent. The other wives exchanged uneasy glances.
Borji might be the abandoned prince, the son with no mother to champion him and unfavoured by the Igwe—but he was still a prince. And he was older than Somadina.
To respect one's superiors was not a virtue anyone was willing to be seen as lacking.
The Ugoeze's serene mask finally cracked, just slightly. Her lips pressed into a thin line.
"If what you say is true, Borji, then the Akwaugo acted in self-defence."
"She did," Borji affirmed.
The Iyom let out a wail of protest, but the Ugoeze silenced her with a look.
"However," the Ugoeze continued, her gaze shifting back to Azul, "the fact remains that a prince was injured. The Akwaugo may have been defending herself, but her actions cannot go entirely unpunished. To do so would set a dangerous precedent."
A dangerous precedent of defiance. Azul's hands clenched at her sides. Of course. Even with a witness, even with the truth laid bare, they still found a way to blame her.
"The Akwaugo will copy the entirety of Mama's favourite scripture," the Ugoeze declared. "She will present it to the Dowager herself, with an apology for the disturbance she has caused within this household."
A ripple of satisfaction passed through the wives. At first Azul wasn't sure why they seemed so comfortable with such mild punishment, but when realisation occurred to her, her jaw tightened. 
They thought she couldn't write.
Chukwuemeka was a man who always thought two steps ahead, and so he had spent sleepless nights working the farms of richer men just to make sure his children were literate.
Azul felt a laugh brewing in her belly at the absurdity of her situation. The father who sold her for 200 pieces of silver truly cared about raising her to be as expensive as possible.
"She will do so within seven days," the Ugoeze added.
Borji's eyes narrowed. "Ugoeze—"
"Do you have an objection, Prince Borji?" the Ugoeze asked, her tone as sweet as honey.
Borji glared but couldn't overstep.
Azul stepped forward, chin held high. "I accept your judgement, Ugoeze. Thank you for your benevolence."
The words tasted like coal, but she forced them out with a smile that did not reach her eyes. The Ugoeze inclined her head graciously, and the wives began to disperse, their whispers already weaving new gossip.
Azul turned and walked out of the chamber, her back straight, her servants hurrying to follow. She did not look back.
As Azul walked, the corridor became cooler, and the oppressive weight of the Ugoeze's chambers lifted slightly. Her mind throbbed; first, she needed to figure out which scripture she was supposed to transcribe.
"Azul."
She stopped. Borji had followed her, his footsteps heavy on the stone floor.
"Why did you accept that?" he demanded. "You didn't have to; you were not in the wrong."
"Did you expect me to fight back and make an enemy out of the Ugoeze?" Azul turned to face him, her eyes blazing. "I am at their mercy: no allies, no coin, no freedom. If they wish to drown me in one of the garden wells tonight, I will die. It is best to be on someone's side until I can leave this place."
He seemed taken aback by her reply, unable to fully grasp her words. His cluelessness annoyed her more. Even if he were an unwanted prince, he lived a carefree life, unbothered by the idea of death.
"It's not right," he insisted, stepping closer. "You defended yourself. You shouldn't be punished regardless."
"Why are you even helping me?" Azul snapped. "You and your entire family should just leave me alone."
Because of his father, she was stuck in this place; because of his brother, she would have to spend hours writing out meaningless words on parchment. There were only so many of them she could stand at one time. 
"I am not grateful. And I do not need a stranger taking advantage of my pathetic situation to stroke his own ego and play hero when it suits him."
She turned on her heel and stalked off, her servants scrambling to keep pace. Behind her, Borji stood frozen, his expression unreadable.
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Chapter 2


AKhan was only ever as great as his reputation, and Ragnar Valthorne—the Great Khan of the Valthorne tribe—was a man of disgusting success. From the Kuraltai to the Bacchalia, from the Thessaran Empire to Kemet, there was not a soul who hadn't heard of the warlord that terrorised the Grass Sea. 
Shadows moved from branch to branch, keeping to the foliage, hiding in the dark. Eyes swept over the camp below, trying not to alert the soldiers to their presence. The assailants watched as the men polished their armour, laughed around small campfires, and shared their meals.
The shadows exchanged glances, nodding and separating. Their orders were simple enough: eliminate their target, or die trying.

Nyraxa Varkesh did not look up from her letters.
The candlelight flickered across her tent, casting long shadows that danced against the canvas walls. She lounged on a pile of cushions, a stack of parchment beside her, a quill moving steadily across the page, which she rested on a solid leather book. Her hand was elegant, as though she had written a thousand letters to a thousand men of distinguished titles and would write a thousand more.
Kohl lined her eyes, making the green of them almost luminous in the dim light. Black strands of wispy hair fell past her shoulders and face in a way that should have looked dishevelled but somehow only added to her beauty. She wrote on, undisturbed, unbothered by the night or the camp or the knowledge that they were far from home in hostile territory.
Outside, a shadow passed her tent.
Nyraxa's hand continued to move across the page. The letter was nearly finished—a report to a contact in the Bacchalian court, full of carefully worded nothings that would be read a dozen times for hidden meanings. She loved this part. The game of alliances that weren’t quite solidified, as though they were ice sculptures in the making.
The shadow passed again.
Whoever it was had circled her tent three times; it seemed they were here for her. 
She finished the sentence. Dotting the final 'i'. Then, without looking up, without breaking rhythm, her other hand moved. The dagger was attached to her thigh; there was another under the cushions. In every tent, in every room, in every place she ever slept, there had always been a blade for her to throw. Her fingers closed around the hilt, and she threw in a single motion that was too fast to dodge.
The blade tore through the canvas, breaking through a human skull. The body fell, and peace returned to her tent.
Nyraxa set down her quill, picked up the next letter, and began to read.

The stream ran cold and clear through the forest, its surface catching the moonlight in silver ripples. A man stood waist-deep in the water, his scarred back to the bank, long black hair plastered to his skin as he bathed.
In the trees above, hidden amidst dark, dense leaves, an assailant nocked an arrow.
The shot was perfect—a clear line aimed at a still target. He drew back the bowstring, exhaled slowly, and prepared to release.
But something was wrong.
He couldn't place it at first. It was just a feeling prickling at the back of his neck that meant he was being watched. But he was the watcher. He was the hunter. His eyes had left his target, so he looked down once more. 
A sudden pain spread through his spine.
A piece of wood protruded from his gut.
Driven up through his torso with enough force to pierce lung and heart and spine. He opened his mouth to scream, but only blood came out.
Below, the stream was empty.
The man was gone.
The assailant's body toppled from the branch, crashing through leaves and branches before landing on the bank. He stared up at the sky, unseeing, as a figure emerged from the shadows behind him.
The man from the stream stood there, naked, water still dripping from his tanned skin. He pushed his long black hair out of his face, revealing eyes that could only mean one thing—Death.
The man looked at the body, then the bloodied branch in his hand. "Amateurs," he muttered. Then he turned and walked back towards his camp.

Nyraxa’s tent flap opened; she looked up from her letters as the man entered—naked except for a cloth wrapped around his waist, water still beading on his skin. His long black hair was pushed back, revealing the sharp lines of his face and the extensive scars that marked his body.
She tsked, shaking her head in disapproval. "Bathing at this hour, Great Khan?" she asked mildly. "Risky."
He crossed to a trunk in the corner of the tent, opening it to reveal clothing. "How many?"
"One, outside my tent."
"Three in the trees. One by the stream. One by the horse lines." He began to dress, pulling on his robes. "Kasimir is handling the rest."
Nyraxa set down her letter. "Sisi's people?"
"Who else?" His voice was flat. "She doesn't give up easily."
"I would be a little disappointed if she did."
If Sisi was anything, she was persistent; for the last five years, she had made it a mission to kill the Great Khan, finding him a thorn in her flesh, one she could not allow to exist. From the young age of thirteen, she had understood that the man who stood in her path was not her brother—the Crowned Prince of the Kuraltai—but her father's successor, the rising warlord to the north. 
Ragnar fastened his sash, then reached for the black mask that lay waiting in the trunk, two horns curving back from its temples. He fastened it over his face, hiding everything but his dark eyes.
When he turned back to Nyraxa, he was no longer a man bathing in a stream. He was the Great Khan of the Valthorne tribe. The Warlord. The Punishment of Ukhel made flesh.
Ragnar Valthorne.
A man so badly cursed that his curse extended to his bride; anyone who dared marry him would die on their wedding night. So far, five women had lost their lives, each tale more gruesome than the next, all on the night they were to wed. 
"Poison. Assassination. A 'tragic accident' with a horse. Two that no one could explain." Nyraxa leaned back on her cushions. "I wonder how this one will die."
Ragnar pulled on his boots, declining to answer. 
“Sisi might not be able to reach you here, or she might already have planned the next woman’s death. There is truly no way to tell.” 
Ragnar stood, fully dressed. "The Borjigin offered a bride. Why would I not take it? They know of the fate that befell the others. If they want to throw away their daughter, who am I to stop them?" He paused; they both understood they were being offered something he needed most in exchange for political leverage and permission to use his name for their own protection. Ragnar didn't mind; a Khatun was necessary for a growing tribe—that much was clear. "The reports say she's reasonably beautiful."
Nyraxa's lips curved. "I suppose every man wants a beautiful woman to warm their bed. You know you don’t have to wait for a wife? I can always send you one of my girls."
“No need," Ragnar grunted. He did not need a bed warmer, nor did he want an assassin in his bed that could gut him in an instant if her mistress were displeased. "She doesn't need to be educated or smart. She can learn. As long as she can be loyal to the Valthorne, that's enough."
"And if she's not?"
Ragnar paused, moving towards the tent flap. "Sisi will sink her claws into her." If his wife were a weakness, his enemies would exploit her, and all he could do was brace himself for the inevitable fallout, which would take years to recover from. 
Nyraxa laughed—a low, amused sound. "To find a princess willing to marry a man of common blood is already hard, let alone a warlord. She might die of fear before you even make it to the steppes. Even just seeing your disfigured skin is enough to repulse a woman of the Grass Sea; how much more a princess who grew up surrounded by finery? You have truly forgotten your origins, Great Khan."
Ragnar glanced at her. The Khanvaaris of Valthorne were not friends or family; they were simply people with similar origins and goals who desired the same thing as their Khan: to conquer.
The tent flap opened. A man entered—tall, broad-shouldered, his face hidden behind a bōḫ that left only his dark eyes visible. 
"Kasimir," Ragnar acknowledged.
Kasimir nodded. "The assailants are handled. Eighteen in total. We should move at first light. They'll send more once they realise this group failed."
Ragnar nodded, then he turned to Nyraxa.
"You'll handle the rest?"
She waved a hand dismissively. "I'll drag our forces away from the main route and make enough noise to draw Sisi's attention. She'll think you're with me, buying you time to reach Tarsyn." A smile. "Enjoy your bride, Ragnar. Try not to frighten her too badly."
Nyraxa watched them go. Then she picked up her quill, dipped it in ink, and returned to her letters, this one addressed to one Caius Zarnok. 
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Chapter 3


Obiageli of the Borjigin pressed her forehead into the wooden floor until the grain imprinted itself into her skin. The air in the chamber had turned thick, biting and alive. Her white wrapper offered no warmth against the chill that crept up her arms. 
She rose slowly, remaining on her knees. Her coral beads clacked with each movement. The white clay on her face had dried into precise patterns—spirals at her temples, crescent moons beneath her eyes, a line of dots marching from the bridge of her nose to the parting of her lips. When she relaxed her shoulders and let the cold seep into her marrow, the paintings seemed warm on her skin, as if the spirits themselves were using them as a gateway into her soul.
She bowed to kneel again.
For nineteen years, she had been trapped in this courtyard—not allowed one foot past its threshold except to visit her grandmother's compound. Each day she awoke with the dawn, before the roosters, before the market women began their trek. Each day she prayed to the goddess of the Udamili for protection, for grace, and for a successful harvest. She prayed for the health of her people, for the prosperity of their tribe, and for the strength to wake up the next day and do it all again. Her voice never rose above a whisper, but the goddess heard. The Udamili had no choice but to listen to the words of their beloved, born with their gift and raised in their faith.
After her third bow, Obiageli stood. She admired the ritual circle at her feet. White chalk, red camwood, black charcoal.
In her ears, whispers circled. They spoke in the language of the gods, trying to burrow their way into her mind. If she were not careful, if she hadn't trained under the previous Shaman, whose bones were laid in the ancestral grove, she would have driven herself mad with the cadence of the gods. The power to listen and discern its true meaning was what many Shamans spent their entire lives trying to acquire. Many were not lucky enough to be born Djinn, who could discern the language of their parents without much effort.
She brought her fingers from her lips to her heart—taste to blood—and bowed once more at her waist. Then, with her feet, she broke the ritual circle, scuffing the eastern line first, then the western, then the north and south until the protection was undone. The noises, the whispers, the ancient breathing—all came to a sudden stop.
Footsteps came from the corridor. A young girl's voice announcing, "The Dowager has arrived."
Obiageli turned. Her grandmother stood in the doorway, magnificent in indigo, and behind her stood a man. She didn't need to be told his name. She had seen him every year at the New Yam Festival, hovering at her grandmother's elbow, watching everything but saying nothing in her presence. A warrior. A paranoid man. A smart man. His head was shaved low to respect the customs of the Imperial Court, and his eyes were like hers.
Cold, ruthless, and calculating.
"What did the Udamili say?" Her grandmother asked. And at her words, Obiageli's servants scattered like flies, vanishing behind doors that lined the shrine.
Obiageli looked up; something warm trickled from her nose—blood. She wiped it without much bother. "You were right. I couldn't call the Red Moon because my power was incomplete."
Her grandmother's face flickered in rage, but the man before her remained unfazed. Obiageli met his eyes, and they came to a mutual understanding. 

      [image: ]The Ancestral Shrine was in an isolated part of the Borjigin palace, only visited occasionally by concubines who wished to seem pious. As a result, it had become a haggard stone hall, open on all sides, providing some much-needed breeze. It was surrounded by lush trees with singing birds and winding lakes. To arrive at such a remote court, one must cross three bridges and bypass five pavilions. 
Despite the distance, Azul did not mind. She needed the peace and quiet to consider how she'd wring Somadina's pretty little neck.
Since the shrine was so far from the main palace, she was given the grace to sleep there by the Ugoeze's superficial benevolence. Her maids were not as accepting of their new sleeping quarters as Azul. And so they grumbled and cursed the entire hike. Though Azul had it in mind to slap someone, she wished not to ruin her day by getting angry. 
The Ancestral Shrine held the headstones of dead members of the royal family and many large tablets with inscriptions of the various chi they favoured, even ones they considered to be their own personal chi.
The cobwebs had to be taken down and the dusty floors needed to be dampened and swept. Sheets needed washing and rugs needed to be thrashed. So the grumbling group of girls got to work.
Azul should have sat back to drink some tea and wait for her room to be done, as other well-bred young ladies did. But she shed her outer robes and settled into clothes she had worn as a commoner, not forgetting her wooden waist beads. Then she tied her hair back and found herself a part of the old shrine to clean.
Naturally, her maids were appalled.
"She really is a village girl. The princesses would never debase themselves in such a way," one scoffed, her tone particularly harsh, speaking loud enough for anyone in the vicinity to hear.
"What's the difference between us and her? Because her beauty is a little above average, she is bought at a higher price."
"Both of you are bold to speak about your master like that," a voice squeaked—a young, spirited girl in bantu knots.
"Nkiru, you only speak for her because you were born a slave. If you were bought, like us, you'd understand our words. Ah—! Snake!” The girl shrieked, quickly stepping back.
“Don’t kill it!” Another quickly shouted. “You’ll be punished by Ani!”
Azul passed them by, a smile played on her lips, and she hummed to herself, carrying a large empty vase. Actually, she could hear them, but she didn't mind snarky maids. They were right; she was just like them. The servants of the harem tended to be girls whose fathers sold them to bondsmen, and they were acquired by the palace. Azul too was purchased, but simply at a higher price, for a reason she had yet to understand.
Taking the vase to the stream, she sang as she began to turn over large rocks and fallen logs. Her actions mostly went unnoticed. She returned soon with a heavy vase, which she covered tightly with a piece of cloth and rolled under her bed.
After that, she took her parchment and ink to the shrine. As they swept, she took her time to read through the columns of the gods.
"Do you even know which one to copy?" Borji's voice interrupted her.
Azul's wonderful, relaxed mood was instantly dulled by the shadow of an unwanted prince.
"Why are you here?" she snapped, deciding not to bother even looking at him.
"You must be poorly raised. Is that how you greet a prince?"
Azul turned on her heel, unamused by his words. "My apologies, Your Highness. Forgive this ignorant village woman. Would you like me to kowtow?"
"No, no, carry on," he said, a smirk dancing on his lips.
"Surely you're not here to watch?"
"Why not? Who will stop me? Last I checked, you couldn't even lift an ornamental sword."
His words were enough to rein her in. He was right. No matter how annoyed his presence made her, it was foolish to anger a man who could kill her when she still had no method of self-defence.
She turned back to the stone columns, running her fingers over the carved inscriptions. The shrine held prayers to dozens of chi—gods of harvest, fertility, war, and prosperity. Each pillar bore the name of a royal ancestor and the deity they had favoured most in life.
"Grandmother's favourite is…" Borji began, his voice uncomfortably close. He had moved to stand beside her, his eyes scanning the same pillars she studied. "The God of Death."
Azul's hand stilled on the stone.
How strange, she thought.
From her understanding, Ukhel was a god very few worshipped because they believed to worship him meant to submit. So for the rest of their life, they would be plagued by death.
Perhaps because she is old and senile, she worships such a god.
"And where would I find Ukhel's scripture?" Azul asked.
Borji pointed to the far corner of the shrine, where a particularly weathered pillar stood half-covered in creeping vines. "There."
Azul walked towards the pillar, brushing aside the foliage. The inscription was dense; the characters old and formal. It would take days to copy, perhaps the full seven she'd been given. Her jaw tightened.
"You didn't think the Ugoeze would let you off so easily, did you?" Borji asked, following her with an infuriating casualness. "She's not as kind; don't be easily fooled by her."
I wasn't fooled. Truly she wasn't; the intensity of the punishment just took her by surprise. 
Azul knelt before the pillar, setting down her parchment and ink. She dipped her brush and tried to read the scriptures. The first character took the shape of a circle—death, ending, the closing of a cycle.
Borji crouched beside her, far too close for propriety. "You can actually write?"
"Did you think I couldn't?" Azul didn't look up from her work.
"Most daughters of commoners can't. Your father must've spent all his coin on you."
Azul pursed her lips. An outsider would have said her father truly cared for her.
Borji watched her work in silence for a moment, then reached out and plucked the brush from her fingers.
The girl’s head snapped up. "What are you—"
"Your writing is terrible," he said, examining the characters she'd written. "The strokes are too heavy here, too light there. Grandmother won't accept it."
Heat flooded Azul's face—not embarrassment, but anger. "Then I will redo it until it's perfect."
"Or, you could let me help you." Borji handed back the brush.
Her brows furrowed. "Why would you help me?"
The prince shrugged, his expression unreadable. "I have nothing better to do. Besides, if you anger Grandmother, Iyom might use the opportunity to be rid of you for good. I personally wish to invest in you killing Somadina."
"Who said I'm going to kill him?" She felt like a cornered mouse.
"You won't? So why all that nonsense last night? I almost took you seriously."
Azul was speechless, unsure of what to say next. "I mean, I do wish to kill him. But should you be supporting me so shamelessly? Aren't you his brother?"
His smile remained, but the light in his eyes dimmed. "There is no such thing as familial bonds in the royal family."
They both fell silent. Azul wasn't stupid enough to assume his life was easy simply because he was the son of the Igwe. The very fact he had no mother to protect him meant he must have had to struggle in the harem alone.
Her eyes, for a moment, moved from his face down his exposed back, and there in the sunlight was the faint sheen of a scar that ran down his back from his neck.
"If you want to survive this place..." his voice took her away from the new discovery. He straightened, lifting the brush from the parchment and dipping it in ink. "Be slow to anger, slow to speak, and quick to understand. Or you will be carried away by them, and you will eventually drown."
Their eyes met, and she could feel a strange sense of kinship with him.
"You can copy my handwriting, right?"
Azul looked at the parchment. His handwriting was spotless, not a flaw to be seen.
"Easily."

Eventually, Azul found herself alone, word after word transcribed on page after page. She used Borji's writing as a reference, and her speed was like a snail's, but she had no choice. Soon enough the sun dropped until the entire shrine was too dark for her eyes to see anything.
Footsteps came behind her, and though she did not stop, she called out to ask who it was.
"It is Nkiru, Akwaugo."
Her title was grating to her ears. Straightening her back and rolling her shoulders, Azul turned to see the feisty girl from earlier standing quite timidly by the stairs leading up to the shrine.
"What's wrong?"
"Akwaugo, there has been no delivery from the kitchen today. The servants have sent me to enquire about what we should do."
"Is that all?" Azul turned back to her work. "Go and ask the kitchen."
She expected the girl to scurry off, but when she had heard no footsteps, Azul stopped once more. "What is it?" she asked.
"We asked two hours ago, Akwaugo."
Azul stilled, her mind coming to a chilling realisation, a smile stretching on her lips as her gold eyes seemed to glow in the darkness.
Nkiru waited for a few more moments, but seeing as Azul had nothing to say, she retreated.
They want to starve me? Do they think it is that easy?
Azul scoffed. She had already died once. Hunger was not enough to make her go and beg for mercy.

Two days passed in silence. Azul spent her mornings, afternoons, and evenings writing. And despite it being the third day, she still had just under half of the column to transcribe. Her hips and shoulders hurt, and her wrists were stiff. But still she pushed herself, unwilling to be found at fault. The princesses had their mothers and their maternal families. Azul had no father, no mother—it was just her in the harem. Any punishment she must complete to perfection. Any task given, she must not make one mistake.
On the fourth day, her hand only stopped at the sight of blood on her parchment. Quickly, she stepped back, hoping not to ruin any more of her work.
"Ifeoma!" she called to the oldest maid, pinching her nose and rushing out of the shrine. She followed the steps down the path to her small living quarters. "Chiamaka!" She called another, but she was met with silence.
Where is everyone? she thought to herself. Though she had not seen them in two days, she assumed they kept themselves busy.
"Akwaugo?" The only one who responded was the smallest. Nkiru, her bantu knots already loosening at the scalp.
"Where is everyone?" Azul couldn't help but ask.
The girl grimaced, shifting uncomfortably on her feet.
"Speak quickly," Azul urged.
"Your Highness, I don't know."
Azul frowned, confused. "What do you mean you don't know?"
The girl struggled to reply, and just then, a strange noise came from her stomach. She winced, biting her lip as if afraid she would suddenly be punished.
I see.
Her servants had abandoned her.
I was mistaken. I can stand to ignore my body's demands, but I expected too much of others.
Taking a breath, she asked the girl, "Are you hungry?"

      [image: ]Harsh knocking against a parchment-covered window was not enough to disturb a man in deep sleep. Luckily, Borji couldn't sleep that night. Nightmares plagued his mind and refused to release him.
"Go away," he said, loud enough for her to hear.
Naturally, he knew who it was.
Who else would bother to find him if not a stranger?
The knocking continued.
With a growl of irritation, Borji sat up, his braids falling over his shoulders. The room was dark, save for the pale moonlight filtering through the gaps in the screen. He reached for the short blade he kept beside his bed—a wise habit. As much as infighting was discouraged in the harem, it didn't mean assassination attempts didn't happen. He moved silently towards the window.
He slid the screen open with one hand, blade ready in the other.
Golden eyes stared back at him.
"You look like a ghost!" Borji said in shock.
The Akwaugo stood outside his window, her face gaunt in the moonlight with dark circles beneath her eyes. Her hair, usually more carefully arranged, hung loose around her shoulders.
"I need food," she said simply.
Borji stared at her. "What?"
"Food," Azul repeated, her tone flat. "Do you have any?"
"Are you a beggar now? Or are these your uncivilised instincts?" The words came out sharper than he intended, but truly, what was he supposed to make of this?
Azul's expression didn't change. "Tonight, I am."
It was only then that Borji noticed the small figure trembling behind her—the girl with the bantu knots, the one who'd been serving her at the shrine. The child looked half-dead on her feet, swaying slightly in the night breeze.
Borji's jaw tightened. He slid the screen fully open and stepped aside. "Come in."

In half an hour, the girls had climbed through the window and Nkiru had been given a plate of leftover honey cakes.
Azul watched her hesitate but nodded, allowing her to eat freely.
"What? Iyom is starving you?" Borji asked, crossing his arms and leaning against the wall. His room was large and well decorated, but it lacked the feel of someone's personal space. It seemed like a spare room for guests or envoys.
Azul nodded. His question stopped her as she brought the piece of cake to her lips, so she lowered it to answer. "Four days ago. The kitchen didn't send any meals to the shrine."
"And you didn't bother to let me know."
"I wasn't planning to," Azul said, her voice quiet but firm. "I can endure hunger. But Nkiru is a child."
The girl in question had yet to stop eating.
"What about the others? Don't tell me you've lost all your servants already?" Borji watched Azul's face for a reaction.
She didn't give him one. "They made a sensible choice. Why starve for a mistress who has no power to protect them?"
"And yet this one stayed."
Azul glanced at Nkiru, and for the briefest moment, something soft crossed her face. "Yes. She did."
"You're an idiot," he said finally.
Azul's eyes snapped to his, angry despite her exhaustion. "Excuse me?"
"You should have come to me on the first day. Or gone to the Igwe yourself and complained. He bought you, didn't he? At least you should've caused a scene. I don't believe someone who dared raise a sword at a prince would allow herself to starve. Is it your pride?"
Azul's fingers tightened into a fist, but her voice remained level. "Am I not allowed my pride? I will not beg for mercy from people who wish to see me broken."
"Then you'll die," Borji said bluntly. "And Somadina will laugh over your corpse or keep your body in his room until it decomposes; that isn't a distant future if you continue like this."
Silence stretched between them, broken only by Nkiru's quiet chewing. The girl stopped eating, her eyes darting nervously between them.
Finally, Azul spoke. "Why do you care?"
It was a fair question.
"I don't," Borji lied. "But I told you I wanted to watch what you'd do next. Can't do that if you're dead."
Azul made a dismissive sound, then looked away. "I'll finish the scripture in three days. After that, I'll deal with the kitchen myself."
"You'll finish it in two days," Borji corrected. "I'll bring you proper food tomorrow. Finish the scripture ahead of schedule. And when you present it to my grandmother, she will have a favourable impression of you."
Azul was about to argue, then something crossed her mind.
"Hold on—usually no one can see the Dowager unless it is preplanned. What do you mean, submit a day earlier? Surely I won't be allowed to see her."
Borji choked on his words; she was right.
"Shit," he hissed in realisation.
Azul seemed to have understood at the same time because she grinned and laughed.
"Good! They really want my head in a basket one way or another!"
He clenched his jaw, unsure of what to say. Normal people couldn't see the Dowager as they wished, and the wives had to pay respects to her once a month. That day was in two days, not three, so why did the Ugoeze give Azul seven days?
"It seems I should get going; thank you for feeding her." Azul was quick to adjust the cloak she had worn on the way here to hide her hair. Nkiru stood up quickly, following behind her.
Wait, you're leaving?
She turned towards the front door, but Borji's voice stopped her.
"Azul."
She looked back, and he found himself arrested in place, unsure of how to broach the topic.
"...Make sure you don't make any mistakes with the transcript," he blurted.
She nodded once, took the girl's hand and left.
Only after the door had shut did he look at the table. Azul's plate was full.
It seemed she was determined not to trust him.
Yet the child's plate was empty.
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Chapter 4


The Seven Gates of Hell came into existence after the end of the world. Azul wrote, her eyes stinging from the strain.
The first and the last were taken by the first and seventh Titans. The third was taken by the third, and the second by the second. The fourth by the fourth, the sixth by the sixth, and the fifth by the fifth.
Ink-stained parchment, like spilling blood.
And so, should the Unknown return, the gates will open, and the world will finally be united as one, under one, above one.
"Azul."
Azul's head lifted towards the direction of the voice, eyes blurring and watering as a plate slid across the table towards her. She looked up to see Borji. He was dressed more formally today, clothes covering over half his chest for once, his hair tied back and beaded. He was dressed to see his grandmother with her, as though saying he would stand by her in this fight.
"Did you manage?"
Azul looked at the manuscript, moving to write the very last line.
The death of which whom shall bring.
The more she read it, the more it looked like a name, but she couldn't be sure.
"I'm done," she finally said.
Borji stepped closer, his eyes scanning the pages spread across the low table. There were dozens of them—each one covered in dense, black script. The characters were perfect, identical to his own hand. She'd worked through two nights without sleep.
"You actually did it." There was something in his voice that might have been respect.
Azul set down her brush with trembling hands. Her right wrist screamed with such pain that she wrapped her free hand around it just to stabilise the joint. "You sound surprised."
"I am." Borji picked up one of the sheets, examining it in the morning light filtering through the shrine's open walls. "Your ability to persist out of spite is inspiring."
"I don't have the luxury of mistakes." Azul eyed the plate he'd brought. Nkiru had already been fed; the girl was sleeping on a mat in the corner, having insisted on accompanying her that night.
Borji set the page down. "The Dowager will receive petitioners in two hours. We have time to prepare you."
Azul glanced down at herself. Her robes were rumpled and stained with various concentrations of ink. Her hair had been forced back in a rough bun, and the thought of combing through her locs with just Nkiru’s help unearthed a sinking feeling of dread.
"Wake Nkiru," she ordered, and he nodded.
"One more thing. When you see my grandmother, do not show strength."
She pursed her lips. "I am not weak."
"I fear you will have to be, for one day. If the Dowager decides you've done poorly, you will simply be punished again. You're at a disadvantage for harming her grandson, so she will be inclined to be harsh in her judgement of you."
Azul said nothing. What could she say? The reality that her assault meant nothing to these people was one she would have to get used to. If she were angry every time she faced injustice in this world, she would anger herself to death.
"I understand."
Two hours later, Azul stood before the gates of the Dowager's residence. Nkiru had done what she could—braided Azul's hair, wiped the ink from her fingers, and smoothed her robes. But nothing could hide the dark circles beneath Azul’s eyes or the hollow look of someone who'd been starved for days.
Borji had left her, naturally. As much as a strange friend he had become, it was best if she faced her battles alone first. If they mistook her for having a strong relationship with him, their attacks would only be more vicious.
"May Anyanwu grant you a thousand days under the sun," the wives greeted as the Dowager was led in from the back door. She was an old woman with shrewd eyes; three tribal marks graced both cheeks, marks that had followed her since childhood all the way to this throne. 
She sat heavily, her maids helping her hold on to her eagle-feather fan. 
"You may all sit," she finally said, and the women took their seats in order of status, with the Ugoeze sitting at the Dowager's right and the Iyom to the left, one step lower.
"Congratulations, Mama. I heard the Igwe has recognised Ukhel as one of the Tribe's chi in your honour. You raised him to be a great man." The Ugoeze was the first to speak; her face was all smiles, and her words brought great happiness to the Dowager, who laughed heartily.
"That boy! He has been doing as he wished since he was young. I only mentioned it was hard to worship Ukhel publicly since he is not a Tribal chi, and see what he did? How naughty." She spoke as if scolding, but her lips had yet to drop. 
"Mama, to congratulate you, I have asked the Akwaugo to write the scriptures of Ukhel for you. I know it is a struggle to read them all the way at the Ancestral Shrine."
"The Akwaugo?" The Dowager's face fell. "I heard she is graceful beyond measure with a disposition befitting a princess; that is why my son insisted he adopt the girl. Well, it is better than marrying her."
Snickers erupted in small batches around the room. 
The Ugoeze's smile remained, but it did not reach her eyes.
"Look at the chaos she has caused, and she has not even been here a month! Who knows if she stays any longer, she won't only try to kill the Okpalaeze but the Igwe himself!" The Dowager's voice rose with each word until she burst into a fit of coughs, causing everyone to look and act concerned for her health.
"Mama, do not let the girl vex you. Perhaps the matter is not so easily judged. She has tried her best to copy the scriptures to please you after all." The Ugoeze tried to explain, her hand caressing the old woman's.
The Dowager sighed. "You are far too kind. It is good to be a magnanimous woman, but to be a good Ugoeze, you must also have a strong fist."
"I understand, Mama," the Ugoeze said quickly, hiding the ridicule in her gaze. It was well known that the Dowager was never an Ugoeze; she was simply a common wife. What did she know about leadership? She was only putting on airs because her son had won the succession war. 
"Where is the girl?" The Dowager asked, searching the space. There was a brief moment of silence as everyone looked around; the Dowager's expression got uglier with each second.
"Dowager, the First Prince is here," a lady came in to announce, and the Dowager's expression immediately lit up.
"Is Borji here? Quickly send him in! He hasn't visited me since last month; I need to know what a scoundrel like him has been doing."
Borji entered with unnerving confidence; he knew exactly how charming he could be when necessary. 
"Grandmother," he said, bowing with just enough respect to be proper and just enough suave to make her smile. "You're looking radiant this morning. Have you found the immortal pill of legend? Why didn't you share?"
The Dowager's laugh was genuine this time, the harsh edge from moments before dissolving like morning mist. "You rascal! Still speaking nonsense with that glib tongue of yours."
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