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Dedication

For the small keepers — the ones who feed the hungry and watch over the loved and hold the nation up from below, asking nothing, and are the ground the great ones stand on.






“A crown is not a thing you wear. It is a thing you hand forward. The ones who try to keep it have already lost it; the ones who pass it on are the only ones who ever truly wore it.”

— Mumbi, Iron Blood: The Last Crown









PART ONE — THE KING WHO WOKE




Chapter One


KAMAU

Kamau woke on the ninth day, and the first thing he understood was that the city was too quiet.

He knew the sound of Azari the way a man knows his own pulse — had known it asleep and waking his whole life, the low gold hum of the Core coming up through the stone, the drums marking the hours, the particular density of a city that was always, even at its stillest, doing the work of being free. And lying in Hemedi’s recovery room with his eyes still closed, too weak to open them, he heard that the sound had changed. It was thinner. The hum was there but it had a tremor in it now, a faint irregularity, like a heart that has been made to work too hard and has not yet been allowed to rest. The city was alive. But it was alive the way he was alive — barely, and at a cost, and with something in it that had been spent and would not simply grow back.

‘You are awake,’ said Hemedi, who was somehow already there, because Hemedi was always already there. ‘Do not try to sit up. You gave me more trouble than any patient I have had in forty years, and I am not going to let you undo my work by being a king about it. Lie still. Drink this. Be a man for a while longer before you go back to being a monarch; the city can hold itself together for one more hour without you sitting up to supervise.’

Kamau drank what he was given. It hurt to swallow. Everything hurt, in the deep wrong way of a body that has been opened and closed again, and beneath the hurt was a weakness so total that lifting the cup felt like lifting the wall.

‘How long,’ he managed.

‘Nine days. You were gone for the worst of them. There were three nights I did not think you would come back, and I told no one, because a city that has just survived a siege cannot survive being told its king is dying in the same week.’ Hemedi’s voice was steady, but there was something underneath it that Kamau had not heard from the physician before — the residue of fear, in a man who did not permit himself fear while there was work to do. ‘You came back. The wound was clean and you are stubborn and between those two things you are alive. But you will be weak for a long time, Kamau. Weeks before you stand properly. Months before you are the man who stood that wall. You must not lie to yourself about this, because the city will need things from you that you cannot yet give, and a king who pretends to a strength he does not have makes decisions a strong man would not make.’

Kamau lay still and listened to his thinned city hum, and began, slowly, to gather what had happened.

The siege was over. He remembered that — remembered the plaza, Oti in the dark mouth of the tunnel, the one night Oti had bought them with his strange wavering mercy. He remembered the inner wall and the worst of the assault and then a blow he had not seen coming, a deep cold wrongness, and the ground rising up to meet him. After that, nothing, until this thinned and quiet morning.

‘The city,’ he said. ‘The Core. Mumbi.’

‘The city stands. The Core—’ Hemedi paused. ‘The Core is a question for Magda and Mumbi, not for me. I keep bodies alive; I do not understand the thing under the plaza and I have stopped pretending to. But I will tell you what everyone knows, which is that the light is not what it was. We are dimmer than we were. We won, and the winning cost us something out of the deep places, and no one will quite say what.’ He set down the cup. ‘Mumbi is alive. She has been here every day, sitting with you when she could, though she would not let me tell you that when you woke, because she said you would only feel you had to reassure her and you have nothing spare to reassure anyone with. She is right. She is always right. It is the most tiresome thing about her.’

And then Hemedi was quiet for a moment, in a way that made Kamau open his eyes at last, because a quiet Hemedi was a Hemedi choosing his words, and Hemedi did not choose his words unless what he had to say was the kind of thing that could hurt.

‘There is one more thing,’ the physician said, ‘that you are going to want to hear from me before you hear it from anyone else, because the whole infirmary knows it now and there is no putting it back. The refugee woman. Wanjiru.’ He held Kamau’s eyes. ‘She is with child. Anyone with eyes can see it now. And I am a physician, Kamau, and I can count, and I have not said a word to a living soul about what the counting tells me — about whose child a woman in this city might be carrying, that she would hide it as long as she has and reveal it only when she could hide it no more.’ His voice was very even. ‘I am not asking you anything. I am telling you that you are about to be a king with a wound that has not healed, a city that has been dimmed, a queen-question your elders will not let you defer any longer, and a refugee woman carrying a child the whole city is now counting the months on. You woke into a great deal, my friend. I thought you should know the shape of it before you tried to stand.’

Kamau closed his eyes again.

The city hummed its thinned and trembling hum. Somewhere above, the drums marked the hour, steady, the old drummer or another one keeping the rhythm that said a city was still here, still awake, still refusing to go absent. And in the dark behind his eyes Kamau felt the whole weight of it arrive and settle — the dimmed Core, the unhealed body, the choice he could no longer escape, and the child, his child, coming into the middle of all of it whether the kingdom was ready or not.

He thought about Tawala, of all people, in those first weak days — the young foreign woman who had come from one of the twelve outer nations to learn how Azari stood, and who had stayed to train with the Guard. He had met her only once, before the wound, but Mumbi had told him about her, had thought her important: a sign, the keeper of memory said, that the watching nations had stopped only watching and begun, tentatively, to reach toward Azari, to send their young to learn the impossible thing Azari did, which was to be free and survive it. A kingdom that others sent their children to learn from was a kingdom that had become an example, and an example, Mumbi said, was the most dangerous thing in the world to an empire, more dangerous than any wall, because a wall stops an army and an example stops a belief, and the Syndicate ran on belief — the belief that resistance was futile, that the empire was the only future, that a full cup was an anomaly soon corrected. Tawala, training in the lower hall, was the living refutation of that belief, sent from across the dark by a people who had seen Azari stand and wanted to learn the standing. Kamau lay in his bed and thought: if I die now, that is what dies with me. Not just a king. An example. The proof the watching nations are reaching toward. I cannot die yet. The example is not finished being set.

His grandmother had told him, once, that the hardest mornings of a reign were not the ones where everything went wrong. They were the ones where you woke too weak to do anything about the things that had. Those are the mornings you find out what you are, Kamau. Not the battles. The mornings after, when you cannot fight and cannot fix and can only decide, lying still, to go on being the person your people need anyway.

He had not understood her then. He understood her now.

‘Help me sit up,’ he said to Hemedi.

‘I told you—’

‘I know what you told me. Help me sit up anyway. Not to rule. Just to sit.’ He opened his eyes and found the physician’s. ‘If I lie here I will only think, and thinking is the one thing I have too much strength for right now. Help me sit up, Hemedi. Let me start being a man who is recovering instead of a man who is wounded. The difference is mostly in the sitting up. My grandmother taught me that too.’

And Hemedi, who understood the difference better than anyone alive, helped his king sit up.







Chapter Two


NJERI

Njeri did not find out about the child. She deduced it, which was worse, because a thing you are told can be doubted and a thing you work out for yourself arrives with all its proof already attached.

She had been building the wall for weeks without letting herself see what it enclosed — the careful constructed silence in the council, the refugee woman’s too-large terror at the surgery door, the whisper among the women, the pale mornings, the way Rosemary had begun without announcement to keep Wanjiru close. Each stone she had set down separately, refusing to mortar them, because some animal wisdom in her had known that the finished wall would show her a thing she could not then un-see. She was a soldier. She read terrain. And she had been, for weeks, deliberately not reading the one piece of terrain that mattered most, the way you learn not to probe a wound with your tongue because you already know what you will find.

On the eleventh day after the siege broke, she stopped not-reading it.

It was nothing dramatic that did it. She passed Wanjiru in the lower market — the refugee woman walking with Rosemary, the two of them in the unhurried way of a healer and someone a healer is watching — and Njeri saw, with the plain undeniable clarity of a thing that has finally let itself be seen, the change in how the woman moved. The hand that went, unconscious, to the lower belly. The particular care of the steps. And the wall finished itself in her, all the stones mortaring at once, and it enclosed exactly the thing she had known it would enclose and had spent weeks refusing to look at.

The refugee woman was with child. And Njeri, who could count as well as Hemedi, counted backward, and arrived at the night of the western breach, the night the city nearly fell, the night — she made herself finish it — that a new constructed silence had appeared between her king and this woman, the silence she had felt cross the council chamber like a change in the weather and had ordered herself not to understand.

She understood it now. There was no ordering it away. She stood in the lower market with eleven years collapsing quietly inside her, and she did the thing she had spent her whole life training to do, which was to keep her face still while something behind it came apart, and not one person in the market knew that the captain of the Ironsong Guard had just lost a war she had been fighting silently since before most of them were grown.

She walked the inner wall that night, alone, the way she always walked it when she could not sleep. And on the wall she let herself, for one hour, in the dark where no one could see, stop being the captain and be only a woman who had loved a man for eleven years and would now never have him — not because he had chosen another over her in some clean contest she could have lost with dignity, but because the choosing had already happened, in the dark, weeks ago, and had made a child, and there was no contest anymore and never had been. She had not even been in the race. She had been standing at the finish line for eleven years, waiting, and the race had been run on a different track entirely, and she had learned of it only by the evidence now showing in a refugee woman’s body.

She wept, once, briefly, the way the very strong weep — silently, without any loosening of the face, the tears simply arriving and falling. And then she stopped, because an hour was what she had allotted herself and an hour was what she would take, and she was a soldier, and even her grief would keep to its discipline.

She thought, in that hour, of all the years. Of the first time she had noticed him — really noticed him, not as her commander but as the man — and had filed it away as a thing that could not be, because she was a soldier and he was becoming a king and there was no version of it that did not endanger them both. Of the discipline she had built, morning by morning, the way the grandmother had built her straightness, the way Magda tended the Core: the daily decision to set down a love that could not be carried openly. Of the eleven years of standing at his side, close enough to touch and never touching, being the thing he relied on and never the thing he reached for. She had told herself, across those eleven years, that it was enough — that to be trusted by him, to hold his wall, to be the steady certain presence he turned to in every crisis, was a kind of love returned, even if it was not the kind she wanted. She had told herself that, and she had almost believed it, and the almost had been the space she lived in for eleven years.

And now even the almost was gone. Because a man does not make a child with the woman he relies on. He makes a child with the woman he reaches for. And Kamau had reached, in the dark, weeks ago, not for his steady certain captain but for a refugee woman with trained hands and an accent from nowhere — had reached for her the way Njeri had spent eleven years wishing he would reach for her — and the reaching had made a life, and the life was now showing in the lower market for the whole city to count the months on. There was no almost left to live in. There was only the plain fact, finally undeniable: that she had loved him completely and he had never once, in eleven years, reached for her, and that the not-reaching was not cruelty, was not even rejection, was simply the truth of where his heart had always pointed, which was never, and would never be, at her.

And then — this was the part that mattered, the part that would decide what she became — she made herself think it through as a captain, because thinking like a captain was the one mercy available to her and she reached for it the way a drowning woman reaches for anything that floats.

The child would be known. It was already half-known; the whisper would become a roar within days. A former Syndicate agent — for Njeri knew what Wanjiru was; Kamau had told her, weeks ago, that the refugee woman was no spy to be hunted but an ally to be protected, and Njeri had understood even then that ally was carrying more weight than the word usually held — a former enemy, an outsider from no one knew where, carrying the king’s child, to be raised, the city would assume, over the captain everyone had expected to be queen. Njeri could see exactly what that would do to Azari. She could see the fracture it would open. She could see, with the cold clarity that was the soldier’s gift even in grief, that nothing the Syndicate’s new fleet could bring would crack the city faster than this, handed to the people at the wrong hour, by the wrong mouths, in the wrong spirit.

And she understood that she, Njeri, was the wrong mouth most able to do the cracking. She had only to be bitter. She had only to let the city’s instinctive sympathy flow toward her — the wronged captain, the loyal one passed over for an enemy — and the fracture would open of its own accord, and no one would even be able to blame her for it, because grief was permitted, grief was understandable, grief would do the Syndicate’s work while looking like nothing but a faithful woman’s broken heart.

She stood on the wall and held that power in her hand and looked at it honestly, the way Mumbi had taught the whole city to look at things honestly, and then she set it down.

She set it down because she had loved Kamau for eleven years, and a love that would crack his kingdom to spite his choice was not the love she had thought it was, and she would not let her grief turn her into a smaller woman than the one he had trusted to hold his wall. She set it down because she had watched the refugee woman give dying strangers back their names in the infirmary, the way the whole city had watched, and a woman who did that was not an enemy whatever her accent. And she set it down, in the end, for the reason that surprised her most, the reason she would not fully understand until later: because somewhere in the eleven years of loving a king and the eleven seconds of losing him, she had stopped wanting to be his queen and started wanting to be herself — and the self she wanted to be was not a woman defined by which man chose her, but a woman who chose, freely, what her own life would mean. And what it would mean, she decided on the wall that night, was this: she would protect Azari. Even from her own broken heart. Especially from her own broken heart.

It was the first free choice of her life that had nothing to do with Kamau, and it did not feel like losing.

It felt, strangely, like the beginning of something she did not yet have a name for.





