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THE SEA SMELLED OF home. Prince Yutuuan held on to the railing of the ship, bracing himself against the waves. They were ever closer and he swore he caught the scent of Wiluru on the air. The smell of fresh white paint on the buildings. The salt crusted along the edge of the docks. The freshness of today’s catch. How he’d missed it. He couldn’t wait to walk through the winding streets of his city again. He truly couldn’t wait to be home again. 

Far above, the lookout called the alert for Wiluru. The warriors on deck cheered and he heard the faint cheers from the other ships in the fleet. Yutuuan squinted, trying with all his might to see the capital in the distance. But what he saw was a dark smudge rising up from the coast where Wiluru should be. He knew smoke when he saw it. Yutuuan took a breath. The war had begun.

“We must be ready to fight,” came Naret’s voice from his left.

Yutuuan glanced to his bodyguard before studying the horizon again. “They can’t have breached the gate.”

Naret didn’t answer immediately. “It depends on how determined the emperor is on taking the city.”

“Or how determined he is to get my sister back.” He spat a curse into the wind. It was a blow to his pride as crown prince and as a warrior that he wasn’t there to refuse the emperor’s entry into Wiluru. Instead, his sister Izriamat was the one who’d faced him down. He was sure she took great satisfaction in finally getting a chance to refuse her husband. But still it should have been him. If there was fighting to be done for the city, it should have been him leading the charge. He was supposed to be leading Wiluru back to freedom.

He watched the clouds of smoke, thankful that at least they weren’t the dark gray of raging flames. He prayed to Yutuu that only a small part of the city burned and that most of the its people were safe. He prayed that Talekh was safe. As well as their child. 

Yutuuan swallowed deeply. He was a father. Surely, by now she’d had the baby. His heart clenched. He’d left her alone through all of this and now she was in a city under siege. He turned from the railing and called to the magicians to put as much wind in the sails as possible. The command was quickly relayed to the rest of the fleet. 

Yutuuan hurried below deck to his quarters. With an anxious focus he brought out his armor. Before he could struggle to put the cuirass on, Naret’s deft fingers were helping with the straps. 

“You must keep your wits about you,” he said calmly. “I know you’re worried about the people and your family, your entire family. But you can’t help them if you don’t focus.” Naret gave a tug on the armor. Satisfied, he moved to armor himself. 

Yutuuan took a moment to close his eyes and breath. He put his forehead against the wall of the cabin feeling the movement of the ship. Naret was right. Naret was always right. The thought made him smirk. One day he would be the one dispensing wisdom. 

There was a knock, polite but firm, at the door. Yutuuan pulled it open, expecting to see the ship’s captain or another crew member, but it was a young man he’d been trying to avoid this entire trip back. 

“Prince Mikhra,” he said, trying to keep his voice even. “Did you need something?”

“Will there be fighting?” he said carefully in the trade language. “I heard warriors speaking.”

Yutuuan spared a glance at Naret, whose face was neutral as a stone. “Yes, it looks like there may be fighting,” he responded in trade. “You should probably stay on the ship until it’s safe.”

“I can help. I am a warrior also.”

He glanced back at Naret who was absolutely no help. “I don’t think-”

“I use sword, whip, knife, and spear.” He gave a shrug. “Mother did not care for me so I used my free time to train.”

Yutuuan looked over the slightly younger man. He had a good frame like he’d been diligent about his physical training.

“Have you been in battle?”

The younger prince hesitated. “No. But-”

“Then stay on the ship until I send for you.”

Yutuuan pushed past the prince, heading back topside, Naret on his heels. More warriors assembled, taking in the sight along the coast. The smoke was more distinct now, wafting over the ocean. Warriors talked as they braced themselves against the chopping waves. The aura on the boat shifted from the joy of returning home to the reality of preparing for battle.

By the time the fleet had arrived at Wiluru’s port, it was clear the parts of the city nearest the great gates were on fire. But something was wrong. He could see the doors of homes higher up in the city had been painted, changing their usual sea blue to the deep gray of an ocean tempest. The color of a funeral. Something deep in his stomach turned. Seeing the painted doors wasn’t anything out of the ordinary but there were so many. So, so many.

Yutuuan rushed off the ship, barely taking the time to give orders for the warriors to prepare to join the war. The streets were clear and he took every shortcut he’d learned in his younger days to cut a path to the palace. Surely the war hadn’t turned in the Egan’s favor. Surely the damage wasn’t that bad. The plan he’d started with his siblings wasn’t becoming a disaster. As he neared the palace, the air became hazy, the smoke twisting and turning in the sea breeze. He slowed his pace, holding an arm in front of his nose to ward off the fumes. He began to see warriors now, those who had clearly been in the fighting but were taking a rest from the battle.

The sounds of distant combat drifted up to him and as he climbed the palace stairs he paused. He could just make out the gates of the city, standing wide open. His heart dropped to his stomach. Great columns of smoke came from the surrounding area. He could make out none of the colors of Wiluru among the warriors scurrying at the top of the wall.

Yutuuan looked behind him to see Naret and a few of the captains staring at the sight as well. Some stood stoic while others looked on in shock. 

“Naret, captains,” he called out. “See to the front. I will be there shortly.” The captains immediately took off but Naret lingered, giving him an unsure expression. “Go on. I’ll be fine.” His bodyguard gave him one last look and then followed the others.

The prince ran up the stairs. Palace guards greeted him somberly as he passed, most not wanting to meet his eyes. Yutuuan hurried, a terrible worry knotting up in his chest. He didn’t stop until he reached the king and queen’s wing where as soon as he entered their main hall and heard the echoes of weeping.

He followed the sound, coming out into the grand meeting room where his family had entertained relatives and held personal celebrations for countless generations. On a stone bench to the side was his mother, weeping bitterly into her hands and his younger sister trying to comfort her while she cried. But in the middle of the room a dais had been erected and on it was the body of his father. 

Yutuuan moved forward on stone legs. The 99th king of Wiluru, his father, was, gone. And he had been away when it happened. He suddenly found himself at the side of the funerary display, staring into his father’s pale face. White flowers surrounded him, contrasting with the gray-blue robes he’d been dressed in. The light from the awninged skylight illuminated his form, making him appear almost like a specter than his flesh and blood father.

“Mama,” he called hoarsely.

His mother and sister jerked their heads up. The queen struggled to her feet, running to throw her arms around her son. Yutuuan braced his emotions as both of them crushed him, weeping freely. He tried to speak, give them some words of comfort but only a choked croak came out of his mouth. When he could, he led his mother back to the bench where she sat vigil over his father’s body.

“When did it happen?” he managed to get out.

“Two days ago,” Umakaal answered, her voice hoarse.

He looked back at his father, guilt crushing him. He should have been here. Perhaps if he’d pushed the magicians harder to speed their ships along, he could have made it in time. He could have told his father goodbye. That he would be a good king. That the kingdom would be safe. A sob erupted from him. He sunk down on the bench beside his mother and let his tears flow.

It was firmly late afternoon by the time he could compose himself. 

“Where is Izriamat?” he asked, trying to will some strength into his voice. 

His mother took a deep breath. “Your father banished her from the palace.”

Over his mother’s head, he could see his sister make a tight face. She caught his gaze out of the corner of her eye. 

“I haven’t seen her for days. Not since...” Her lips shut and pursed. “We’ll talk later. I’ll find you.”

Yutuuan nodded, wondering what had Umakaal so disgusted. “Mama,” he said taking the older woman’s hands, “I have to go and speak with the commanders. I’ll return as soon as I can.”

“Yes, yes, the battle,” she said absently. She raised his hand to kiss it and sent him on.

The hardest thing he’d ever done was pull himself away from that room. He tried to turn his mind to the fight for his city and his kingdom, but his mind kept returning to his father’s body, prepared for his funeral. Naret was waiting for him just outside of the palace. The man didn’t say a word but put a hand on his shoulder in solidarity. 

The rest of the day Yutuuan spent getting abreast of the situation of the fight with the imperial forces. They’d taken over the part of the city nearest to the gate and several buildings had been torched as they fought to control more. One of the biggest struggles was keeping a horde of regular citizens back that were trying to fight that had been conscripted by his elder sister. He cursed at the news. What in the depths was she thinking? She was going to get people killed. 

But what surprised him by far was the rumor that the emperor himself had been struck down. People had seen him at the first of the fighting. His war garments would have been unmistakable. But no one had seen him since. And no one knew if he was alive and retreated or possibly even dead. Yutuuan knew it was too much to hope for the latter. That snake had slithered away to heal if he was even hurt at all. But his absence at the front was puzzling.

By that night, battle had come to a welcomed stalemate and both sides pulled back to their held territories. While Yutuuan was eager to join the fight, he was glad that his people would get the chance to rest and regain their strength. He was reminded to do so himself when a servant brought him dinner and his stomach reminded him that he hadn’t eaten since his light breakfast on the ship. Yutuuan sat down, all of the weight, sorrow, and decisions he’d have to make crashing down on him. He leaned over the table, resting his head in his hands. 

“Yutu,” came Umakaal’s voice gently.

He snapped his head up, not sure if he’d drifted off or not.

“Little sister,” he called, trying not to sound devastated. “Did you want to eat? I can have something brought.”

“No, I’ve already had dinner.” She came and sat in the other chair, gesturing for him to eat. “You asked where Izri was, right?” 

“Yeah. Why wasn’t she at the vigil?” he asked around a bite. “Isn’t she back on the route to become high priest?”

Umakaal scowled deeply, folding her arms. “Yutu, she’s been... off while you’ve been gone. Acting like she only answers to Yutuu. Putting an army of her followers together to fight the Ega. She has followers! They’re fanatics. Believing that they’ll be victorious because they truly believe in her and Yutuu. It’s madness. And then-” She bit her lip, plainly debating on what to say next.

“I haven’t told anyone this, all right.” She gave him a pointed look and he nodded his agreement to secrecy. She lowered her voice. “Right after father collapsed, I was wandering the halls at night and saw her in the palace which was strange because father banished her. I followed her to the throne room and she sat on the throne. She sat on the throne like it was hers.”

Yutuuan put his utensil down, sitting back. “You’re kidding. Surely, she wouldn’t show such disrespect?”

“She did. I couldn’t believe it. I think...I think she’s making plans.”

“Izri wouldn’t do that.” He waved the idea away. “One for the priesthood. One for the throne. That’s the way it’s always been. She knows that.”

“You should ask her if she still does.” Umakaal stared at him, her face hard. “I’m not so sure of it. She’s not the sister you left behind.”

Yutuuan softened his expression. “Uma, I’ll talk to her. Everything will be fine. I’m here now.”

His sister stiffened. “Yes. You are,” she said, words clipped. “Everything will be fine. Enjoy your meal, Yutu.”

Before he could respond, she left, closing the door firmly behind her. 

***
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THE SUN BEGAN TO RISE as the raft with her father’s body was set in the waves at the shore and Umakaal still had tears left to cry. This wasn’t supposed to happen for years to come. This was supposed to be a grand affair with the whole city and attendees from all of the cities come to pay their respects for their departed king. Now only her mother, siblings and his brother, the high priest, stood as family to see him off. The military commanders were at the gate district. The majority of the priests were attending to the wounded. The citizenry was locked in their homes as ordered. The beach that should be full of people was nearly empty, the gentle sound of the waves overpowering.

Umakaal looked to her brother who stood to one side of their mother. He was dressed in fresh battle clothes, looking like a perfect prince and protector of Wiluru. Their mother wore a voluminous storm gray gown, her hair unbraided and free in the wind, the look of mourning that she would wear for a full month. Umakaal’s hair was also free but it would be back in braids for the war soon enough.

If her brother put her back in her proper position. 

She glanced at him again as their uncle took his place to begin the ceremony. Her brother would be king. The thought was unfathomable. It was like she’d been thrown into a future that was impossible. And if he were king, he would have to relinquish command of the army to her. She almost laughed bitterly. That was something she couldn’t see happening. Not with her brother’s love of battle. They’d probably have to tie him to the throne.

Thoughts of the throne brought her attention to her sister. Izriamat stood to her left, hair taken out of its small braids but still restrained in one large one. She stared out at the sea, hands clasped demurely before her, face perfect as if she hadn’t shed one tear or lost one hour of sleep. Hate began to fill Umakaal. Pure abject hate. Even their uncle had put off his duties as high priest to come spend hours beside the body of his lost brother. Couldn’t she spare the barest bit of time from her “holy” mission to pay respect to her own father?

“Umakaal,” Yutuuan called softly.

She snapped her attention back to the ceremony, realizing they were waiting for her. The youngest, and therefore the one who’d spent the least amount of time from Yutuu’s creation, was supposed to sing the departed to their last voyage. She stepped forward, swallowing. All she could see was the funerary raft, the attendants waiting to send him off, and the unforgiving sea beyond. She took a deep breath and began, praying for her voice not to crack, for it not to fail her. Her father deserved the best. 

Her last note faded, dying prematurely in her throat, and she stepped back. The attendants waded into the water, pushing the raft through the waist high waves. The last man stayed on the shore, using his magic to coax the waters to carry the raft farther out to sea once the others released it. Umakaal watched, her eyes glued to her father’s body until it was just a dot in the waves. Her uncle made the final words over the ceremony and with that her father was gone forever. 

Her mother blew one last kiss toward the ocean and let Yutuuan lead her back toward the palace. Tears ran down Umakaal’s face as she turned to leave but she caught sight of Izriamat again, the woman’s face still dry and unmoved.

“Why weren’t you there?” someone snarled and she suddenly realized it was her own voice. Izriamat looked to her as if surprised she was there. “We held vigil for our father and you weren’t there. His eldest. His priest of a daughter. Did you love him at all?”

Izriamat looked only slightly hurt and Umakaal didn’t miss the touch of pity. 

“Of course I loved him, sister.”

“You swear you can heal people.” Her voice grew shriller, echoing off the high hills. “Why didn’t you heal him? You could have saved him!”

“Uma,” her mother called. “Don’t. Not now.”

“She could have and didn’t.”

Izriamat’s lips drew together, hesitantly. She spoke lowly with a tone as if she were speaking to a child. 

“Father made his choices and we all have to live with the result of our choices.”

White hot rage exploded in Umakaal’s head and she slapped her. When her sister fell to the sand there was a moment that she regretted not using restraint. Her sister wasn’t a warrior after all. But it was burned up in the anger that had consumed her. “You bitch!” she shrieked, looming over her sister. “You fucking gods damned bitch! You chose to let him die! You think you’re so holy that you can play with people’s lives? With our father’s life?”

Suddenly she was being restrained and pulled away. She struggled with whoever it was, trying to get to Izriamat, to get her hands on her. She didn’t know what she was going to do, but by Yutuu and the entirety of the gods she would make her pay. 

“Uma, stop it,” came her brother’s sharp tone. “I’m not telling you. I’m commanding you.”

Umakaal froze. Her brother had never spoken with her that way, as if he weren’t her brother at all. On the ground, Izriamat looked up at her, holding her cheek. The utter betrayal in her stare, the tears that only now seemed to be forming in the corners of her eyes, made Umakaal want to lunge at her again. But her brother, her commander, her future king, told her to stop.

Izriamat took a breath, face settling into neutrality, and stood up. She brushed herself off and left in the direction of the temple of Yutuu. She didn’t look back. She didn’t say a word to any of them. She merely left. 

The moment Yutuuan’s grip slackened, Umakaal wrenched herself from it, marching off toward the palace. She could faintly hear her mother say, “Let her go,” as she left. Umakaal jogged up the stairs, thankful for the emptiness of the city. Her tears burned hot trails down her cheeks. Her sister had become a heartless monster. The same sister who she’d been so happy to see on her return had allowed their father to die. 

She barely acknowledged the palace guards as she climbed the front stairs. She paused at the top, looking out toward the gate and where the battle was taking place. Muted sounds of shouts and spells drifted up letting her know that aggressions were restarting. And she was here. She hoped Yutuuan allowed her onto the field soon. If she didn’t hit something, she was sure she’d combust. 

Umakaal had just made it to the personal area of the palace when she heard an unfamiliar voice. 

“Excuse me, Princess Umakaal?”

She turned, a little more fiercely than she’d meant to, and was confronted with a man she’d never seen before. He was tall with golden brown skin and very wavy black hair. He had a lanky build and wore what looked like a richer version of the merchants’ wear at the docks. A foreigner. 

“Can I help you?” she asked tightly.

“I am sorry to come to you at such a terrible time. You have my deepest regrets for the loss of your father.” He bowed lowly. “I wished to speak with you earlier but it was not arranged and everyone was so very busy. I am Prince Mikhra, son of the lakhem of Rahaban.”

He didn’t say anything else and she waited in confusion. “Yes. Very nice to meet you. Prince Mikhra, now is not a very good time.” She started to walk off.

“Perhaps, you would like to speak on the matters that trouble you?” he called. “I hope to be a good councilor to you when we are married.”

Umakaal stopped in her tracks. She turned on her heel, trying to keep the rage from showing on her face. 

“What are you talking about?” she said slowly.

Mikhra blinked in confusion. “Did I not speak clearly enough? When we are married, I want to be a good advisor for you.” 

Her face worked through a myriad of emotions. “What do you mean ‘when we are married’?”

“We are to be married. Your brother arranged it with my mother. It was in exchange for dealing with the forces attacking your border.” He looked shocked. “Has he not spoken with you about it?”

Umakaal ground her teeth together. She was lucky her brother wasn’t king yet because it would not be as high of a crime when she beat him to a pulp. She struggled to compose herself. 

“No. No he hasn’t.”

“You... do not seem pleased by this news.”

She released some of her anger. “I am only surprised. My brother usually consults me about matters of state in which I’ll be involved.”

Disappointment colored his thin face. “I am sorry to be the one to bring this news to you.” It was clear that he was choosing his words carefully. “And I am sorry that my presence causes you...discomfort.”

“You do not cause me discomfort,” she snapped, her frustration and anger slipping through. “I do not like men. Do you understand? So when I married, I was hoping to choose a husband who would understand that.”

He frowned in thought, clearly running over the words. His eyebrows rose with understanding then fell ever so slightly in disappointment. 

“I see. In the future, I would hope that we can be at the least amicable to each other. Perhaps even friends.” He gave her a small, sincere smile.

“I hope so,” she ground out.

He bowed deeply. “Please, do not let me keep you from your duties. Once again, I am so sorry for your great loss.”

“Thank you,” she said quickly and walked off. 

Her anger had cooled some but she was still in a mood. Her father was gone, her sister was a monster, and now her brother had bartered away the one choice she thought she’d get to make in her life. All she wanted to do now was go to her rooms and throw herself into Ladawi’s arms, crying herself to unconsciousness. 

***​
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IZRIAMAT ENTERED THE palace through one of the private side entrances, not wanting to cause a stir at this time of night. The guards there were sympathetic to her and allowed her to enter despite her father’s order barring her from the building. She moved through the halls quietly, her destination the throne room. She had questions that needed to be answered and that was the best place to seek them.

There were no guards at the door at this hour and she placed her hands on the carved wood reverently. How many times had she and Yutuuan sat just outside these doors as small children, eavesdropping on council meetings, the guards indulging the two oldest royal children. It seemed like entering here was stepping into another realm where the kingdom could be changed with mere words. 

Now, she understood that it may be just another room, but words spoken here still changed the kingdom. And perhaps even lands beyond.

Izriamat stepped inside, crossing the long carpet that the council sat on either side of when a meeting was in session. She stopped before the throne, taking it in. The twists and curves of the fused and carved driftwood displayed the full expertise of Wiluruan craftspeople. She knelt on the carpet before it, hands in her lap. This throne had been occupied by so many generations of her forebearers it was hard to contemplate. Whoever sat on it now would have to have the fortitude to lead Wiluru through one of its hardest times. 

She closed her eyes, pulling inward, to the part of her that was connected to her god. Guidance was what she needed at this moment. No, not guidance. Assurance. By Wiluruan tradition, it wasn’t her place to take leadership. She, as the oldest, was meant to become the high priest to lead the kingdom spiritually as her brother would lead it from here. But these were not traditional times. Wiluru needed a strong leader, a leader who could bring it back to its former glory. Only she had known the horrors of the Ega. She had been in the heart of their cruelty. Only she knew how best to fight against them. And after they were once again free, she would see her kingdom restored.

Visions of the destruction of the Egan temples came to her. She stood before them as they were brought down brick by brick. She saw each and every Egan who fouled the kingdom with their presence chased out to return to their horrid country. Every single sign of the occupation would be washed from Wiluru and she would be free again. The thought brought her an elation that caused tears to come to her eyes.

She doubled over, overwhelmed and thankful to Yutuu for the vision of Wiluru’s future. It was all the assurance she needed.

The doors opened behind her and she sat up, comporting herself. Footsteps approached quietly and she looked back to see her brother walking in. She granted him a smile. He would be so sad that he wouldn’t rule but he would have to understand that it was for the best. 

“Yutuuan, good evening.”

“Izri,” he said. There was a cautiousness to his voice. “I didn’t expect to find you here. I thought you were staying at the temple.” He sat down beside her.

“I had so many swirling thoughts about our father’s death. I thought it might be best to meditate here.”

He chuckled. “I suppose I had similar thoughts.” He stared up at the throne for a moment. “It’s strange to think we’ll never see him sit on the throne again. We’ll never hear his voice again. I always knew this day would come but I also never thought it would.”

“Father was an old man for most of our lives. It was foolish for us to think we’d have him for much longer.”

Yutuuan stared at her for a moment. She could see his face shifting subtly in various emotions before he looked back at the throne. 

“So you can heal now,” he said after some silence.

“I can,” she said. Part of her felt a true question hang over them. Could she have healed their father? And part of her didn’t want to answer him, didn’t want to see the look of betrayal on her little brother’s face. 

Another weighted silence passed between them, with Yutuuan pointedly not looking in her direction. She had to wonder what was going through his mind. She didn’t know him, not truly if she thought about it. He’d been a boy when she’d left, caught in that lanky awkward stage between child and man. Now he was grown, a military commander who’d seen combat and war. His experience in such matters would be invaluable. He obviously enjoyed his position. He could continue in it.

Yutuuan cleared his throat. “We will have to plan for my coronation. I’m hoping to have this battle finished soon and then we can go ahead, but it may have to be faster. I know uncle Munabis is high priest but I want you to do it. I’d like to have my sister’s blessing.” He turned toward her with that crooked smile of his. “It could be the sign of a new beginning.”

Sadness started to creep in her, making her hesitate with an answer, but she pushed it away. She forced a smile to her lips. “When that day comes, I’ll be happy to do it.” It was the truth.

Yutuuan nodded, satisfied, and turned back toward the throne. He sighed. “Izri, there’s something else I wanted to talk to you about. Your...people at the gate. We need them to leave. Can you call them back?”

Izriamat’s face fell into neutrality. “No,” she answered calmly.

He stared at her, confused. “Izri, they’re in the way. We’ve had to spend time and people trying to save them from their own stupidity.”

“They have chosen to defend their home,” she snapped. “It isn’t stupidity that drives them. It is faith. Perhaps you should have more of it.”

Yutuuan’s face set in a hard way she hadn’t seen before. She truly didn’t know him. She only knew the boy of seven years ago. “Sister, the warriors are here now. I need them gone. Tell your people to pull back.”

“I will not.”

“Tell them to pull back or I will have them removed. If they fight back, it won’t be a gentle removal either.”

She raised her chin. “If you remove those at the front, there are more that are willing to take their place. Yutuu has called them.”

“I don’t have time for you and your fanatics,” he said, voice rising. “Do as I say. I will be your king.”

“But you will never be higher than my god. Yutuu will see his kingdom freed and through his people, the people of true faith, it will be.”

Yutuuan leaned back, mouth hanging slightly open. “This isn’t a game, Izri.”

“I am far more aware of that than you are.”

Her brother was taken aback. “You’d really put regular people in real danger just to prove a point?”

“Of course you don’t understand,” she breathed out. “Yutuu has spoken to me. I heard him directly. It is time for Wiluru to be free and time for us to serve him and the other gods completely and faithfully. We can only win this as a people.”

Yutuuan didn’t respond. He stood, shaking his head, and began walking back to the doorway. “A forceful removal then.” 

Izriamat only sighed as she heard the door close behind her. He didn’t understand. Uma didn’t either. But they would in time.
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EVERYTHING WAS GOING to shit. Tutahmen looked at the head of Kolehem in the basket and tapped his fingers angrily on his worktable. The young commander’s face was frozen in a scream of pure terror, lips pulled back like a beast frightened of the slaughter. He supposed that was appropriate. Not another sign of the force he’d sent into the Ibatu’bangi had been seen. Just Kolehem’s severed and water rotted head. One could only assume the rest of the force lay in pieces across the jungle floor. An absolute waste.

He flicked his hand and the soldier that brought it in took the basket away. Tutahmen leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. Everything was going to shit. Nsongo drowned in chaos, the city split between the areas the empire still controlled and the section the Nsongans had managed to push them out of completely. Bold bastards, these Nsongans. He hadn’t been one of the ones foolish enough to think the fight had been beaten out of them. But he had thought them smart enough to not fight back anymore. He supposed with the dara that had surrendered dead, they’d decided to get back to their bullheaded warrior ways.

This rebellion could be put down easily if not for the monsters. While he was trying to muster his troops and form a counter offensive, his men were being picked off, dismembered one by one. They were growing scared of the night and that wouldn’t do. He couldn’t have the might of the Ega, the force that had taken down the proud and powerful Nsongo, frightened of the dark like children. These things would have to be found and killed as well. 

He dragged a weary hand down his face. Could they be killed? He hadn’t even seen one. They were huge, gray skinned beasts, claws like sickles. At least, that was the description he’d pieced together from the poor man who’d escaped the first expedition. He’d ask the Nsongans for what their people had seen but they weren’t exactly on speaking terms at the moment. And all this caused by one man who’d pissed off the tiny people of the jungle. 

Tutahmen slammed his fist on the table, the sound filling the room. Everything was going to shit. And he was the only one here to clean it up. 

He took a calming breath and stood, leaving the room. His main servant came to him immediately. The woman must have heard his footsteps approach the hall. 

“Did you need anything, general?” she said in her Nsongan accent. 

“Let anyone who’s looking for me know that I’ve gone to access the current battles.” She bowed. “And you may keep to your own activities until I return.” He could give her that bit of rest. She’d been a most dutiful servant since they’d taken her home as their main headquarters. Her own servants had fallen in line behind their mistress as soon as she surrendered. She deserved a reward. Perhaps he’d let her visit her children and grandchildren soon.

Soldiers saluted him as they went about their duties outside. He saluted in return, heading out into the city. It had been too long since he’d taken a personal assessment of the battle. Things were starting to grind to a halt with both sides holding their lines firmly. A way to break them again had to be found.

This part of the city was full of soldiers moving to and fro. He didn’t worry about an escort. They were completely secure in this district. It was the heart of Egan power in Nsongo. There was no way that they could be overrun here. But there was the possibility of surrounding them. 

Tutahmen’s lips pulled into a tight line. Their only way of exit would then be the river and a small side gate. Neither ideal and both could be easily monitored and blocked. He should have thought that through but he thought the Nsongans had been dealt enough damage to not be able to strike back. He would never underestimate them again.

He made his way down toward the river. The sounds of battle wafted to him on the breeze, the shouts of his people mingling with the distinctive war cry of the south. He came to a spot where a group of officers gathered in a small square, talking strategy. One was the new commander of the Red Wings and Tutahmen felt a pang of pity for the man. To have to take over an infamous regiment after nearly half their forces had been killed in the jungle. He had a lot to accomplish. 

The group saluted stiffly as he approached. “General Tutahmen,” one of the men said, an older commander he remembered from the war. “We weren’t expecting you.”

“I decided to come and assess the situation for myself, Ketmekun. Have we regained any ground today on the riverside?”

The commanders looked to each other with a wariness he didn’t like at all. Ketmekun, the senior of the group, spoke up. “We haven’t unfortunately. In fact, we’ve barely kept the position we had yesterday.” He hesitated again. “We lost more men during the night.”

Another commander spoke up. “We found them just before first meal. What was left of their bodies was piled outside the front door of one of the barracks.” He looked sick. “All of their heads were turned to face out in a ring around the remains.”

“Sir,” another commander began, “how are we going to combat these creatures and the Nsongans?”

Tutahmen cast his sharp gaze on the younger man. “I know that is not defeat I hear in your voice.”

“No, sir,” he stammered.

“We will have to be even more vigilant in the night. Ketmekun, select your best men. Archers especially. Make them a squad to hunt down these monsters. They come from the trees when they’re in the forest. Perhaps here they might favor the roofs to make their attacks. No man who is not on active duty is to be outside during the night.”

“Yes, sir,” the commanders said in unison.

Tutahmen looked toward the river and the great, thick forest beyond. He prayed that fool Hotempkhar had died an excruciating death for causing all of this. It was his fault for angering the forest people and now monsters harried them. How in the world were they going to fight off creatures that no one ever saw coming? 

I know that is not defeat I hear. 

“Take down every door, every shutter that isn’t necessary. Turn our holdings into a fortress. If the Nsongans want a war, they’ll have to learn how difficult a siege is.” He looked to the roofs, eyes catching a shadow that was only a black winged bird. He schooled the panic that spiked within him. He would not succumb to fear of monsters. “Everyone will pitch in with the effort. Including myself.” The other commanders seemed reluctant so he added. “Anyone caught slacking or shirking their duties will be left out as a sacrifice for the creatures.”

“Yes, General,” they said in unison. 

“Good. As you were.” The group saluted him and he returned the gesture. 

As he walked away, taking in the surrounding area, his eyes kept flitting up at the roof. Tutahmen cursed himself. He was starting to jump at shadows. They were just plays of the light, the sun on a bird wing or a stray animal. However, what if the creatures were watching them even now? What if they were even working for the Nsongans? He paused. He hadn’t heard of any Nsongan casualties since the killings started and the whole city would have known if they had. Those people made a racket when someone passed away. If the forest people and the Nsongans were in league then they had to find a way to neutralize one of the forces against them to win. 

He looked up quickly as a shadow passed over him only to see a flock of birds. He breathed out his frustration. Damned nerves.

When he reached the compound headquarters, he stopped, taking in all the soldiers lounging about. Clearly, they had grown too lax during their occupation. The Nsongans would have to bleed again to learn their place in the empire and bleed they would. 

“Get up you sorry group,” he yelled out to the main courtyard. “We have work to do.”

***​
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THERE WERE BODIES IN the street, arrows sticking out of them like porcupine quills. Efemu and his force hunkered down behind the makeshift barricades blocking the alleyways on one side of the wide thoroughfare. Across the way, the Ega forces had also walled off every side street and entrance. All attempts to cross the street and attack had been met with a shower of arrows or spears from the opposing faction. It was going to be a stalemate until either one side was depleted or someone was bold enough to make a full charge. 

Efemu took a long swig from his waterskin, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. Judging by the heat of the afternoon, they would probably get a heavy shower tonight. His lips twisted into a wry smile. At least it would rinse some of this dust and sweat off. 

He looked up to the rear of the alley from where he sat as a small group of warriors arrived. The leader picked her way through the cramped quarters, saluting him. 

“Commander Efemu, we scouted as far as the spice merchant row and it looks like the Ega have made a full perimeter around the area they’ve taken. And it looks like they’re trying to take over piece by piece instead of a full offensive attack.”

“Have the people been able to evacuate?” he asked.

She shook her head, braids swaying. “No way to tell. It didn’t seem to be inhabited by anyone but the Ega, but they could have, well...” She made a noncommittal gesture, not wanting to speak the other possibility. 

Efemu gave a sharp nod, not wanting to think of the possible slaughter of Nsongans. “Good job,” he said. “Return to your regular positions.” The group saluted and dispersed down other streets.

This was not how he wanted this battle to go. They enjoyed the element of surprise for quite a bit, picking out Egan strongholds and slaughtering the warriors inside. They’d made a good dent in the forces squatting in their city, especially with a force lost to the forest across the river. It was exhilarating. But he should have known their general would find his footing soon enough.

Tutahmen. He remembered that man from the war. He was a good strategist even if his warriors weren’t nearly as fearsome as the Nsongans. But the Egan had numbers on their side. If things had been even, they wouldn’t have stood a chance. But that was the past. This was now. Tutahmen had rallied his people to set up defenses and dig in to make parts of the city fully theirs. It had turned into a new war for the city, one they had to win or there might not be a Nsongo left this time.

A hand touched his shoulder. “Commander,” said his second in command, Seri. “You’ve been up for two days. Pull back and get some rest. We have this.”

Efemu ran a hand down his face, feeling the scruffy beard that was growing. He remembered when Barabi would have to remind him to rest as well. He reluctantly nodded, patting the woman on the shoulder. 

The other warriors saluted him as he made his way away from the edge of battle. He could only give a halfhearted acknowledgment. Now that he didn’t have to be on edge, weariness was crashing down on him. He would sell his station and all his possessions for a bath and a bed right now. He had half a mind to find Barabi before he collapsed onto a bedroll, to see how his love was doing. Barabi had been assigned a different commander for this conflict and it was the first time they’d been apart in war. But the man would be miffed at being distracted from his own post. Better to seek him out later.

Efemu walked back to the drink house they were using as a makeshift barracks. It wasn’t the best accommodation but it was inside and safe. There was little more a warrior could ask for. He took a moment to speak with the injured at the rear of the room. He made sure all of their needs were being taken care of and tried his best to boost their morale with promises of good alcohol and a few jokes. He started to head upstairs to the room set aside for him when someone called his name.

He couldn’t help the sigh as the runner hurried his way over. “What is it?” he said, defeated.

“Your father wishes to speak with you immediately,” the younger man panted.

“Truly?” Efemu growled and regretted it when the other man flinched. He patted him on the shoulder. “My anger wasn’t meant for you. Forgive me. Thank you for the message.” The runner nodded and rushed on his way.

Efemu closed his eyes for a moment, struggling to compose himself. His father forced him and the warriors of this city into this conflict and now he wanted to interrupt his command. He snorted in frustration. Fine then. He turned away from the stairs and the sleep he so desperately wanted and headed back into the city.

The trek to the council building was a long and odd one. The streets of Nsongo, usually so lively, were quiet save for the distant sounds of conflict in the river district. War Minister Ngali led the offensive there and he was sure the battle was bloody. But in the heart of the city only the occasional stray dog wandered about. It was eerie.

He didn’t have to ask where his father was within the council building. The man usually savored his new position as Great Dara in the main reception room with assistants waiting on his every word and command. Efemu entered the room keeping the look of contempt from his face as he set eyes on his father. The high priest turned leader of the southern lands sat on the ornate stool of the daraship. A trio of servants, including that acolyte he so favored, brought him food and reports. He was out of his usual priestly robes, wearing something more warrior class in rich blue. An absolute farce. A damned costume.

Efemu placed his fist over his heart, bowing slightly. “Father, you called for me?”

Erenemo turned a stern eye on his son. “Tell me of the battle.”

“We have maintained our line on Western Way. The enemy has dug in and so far, we’re at a stalemate. We’re trying to find a weakness in their defenses but haven’t so far.” 

“It’s been nearly a week since you secured that area,” Erenemo said, testy. “I would have thought that a commander with your experience would have made more headway by now.”

Efemu held in a tired sigh. “The Ega have set up their area like a fortress. We can’t just throw our men at it. We have to find a gap, a weakness.”

“Find one.” The statement was a hard command.

Efemu felt his left eye twitch. “We are trying to do so,” he ground out.

“Trying isn’t doing. If you were really taking this battle seriously, you would have routed more of the Ega out of the city by now.”

“Father, war doesn’t happen on our schedule. If you were a warrior, you would know this.” It took him a moment before he realized he’d spoken his last comment aloud.

His father sat reed straight, indignation like lightning in his eyes. “Leave us,” he snapped at the attendants. Erenemo stared him down as they shuffled out and Efemu didn’t look away from the challenge. “Who do you think you’re talking to, boy?”

“I haven’t been a boy for a long time.”

“I am your father and your Great Dara-”

“Temporary Great Dara.”

“You will show me the proper respect and obey my commands.” His father’s voice had risen in the way it did when he used to chastise him as a child and Efemu didn’t find himself in the least frightened.

Efemu blinked, letting the silence hang in the air. “Why aren’t you speaking on this with War Minister Ngali? This is her army.”

“Because you are the commander of this front and I would like to hear from your mouth why you have stopped advancing.” He narrowed his eyes. “Now, I wonder if the reason is apathy or sheer obstinance.”

Efemu stopped himself from going into a tirade. His father still thought him a child and a fool. Yes, he knew he wasn’t the most brilliant man but he wasn’t completely incapable. And he knew he was a damn good leader. “Father,” he said mustering all the control in his tone that he could, “I will not spend my warriors’ lives carelessly just because you say so. I will disobey you, I would have disobeyed Ashaki, and I would have disobeyed my uncle if it had come to it. These people are my family until they are released from my command and I take that responsibility to heart. So, we will work to find a way to break the Ega defense and it will happen in time. You’ll just have to accept that.”

“Obey or I will have you replaced with someone who will follow my orders.”

He wanted to snap back at his father. This is why priests didn’t become dara. Don’t take your frustrations at not being a warrior out on these people. But he was too tired. The threat of taking away his command didn’t stab him the way he thought it would. If he was demoted, so be it. It would only build his case as to why his father was unfit to be dara.

“If you feel that someone else would be better for this position, then I can’t stop you, father,” he said calmly. “But I know how to win a battle and that is what I’m going to do. Is there anything else?”

“Watch yourself, boy.” Erenemo flicked his hand at him, an insulting dismissal. 

Efemu bowed to his father and turned to leave. This was a waste of time, just like he’d known it was going to be. Gods, his father was having him long for the days of Ashaki’s rule. At least she’d kept the city going and she would have plans in place for this battle. A shame she was poisoned. And by her own daughter. Truly a tragedy. He couldn’t imagine hating his father that much, but a good punch in the stomach might be in order. Efemu chuckled as he walked back to the front to finally get some much needed rest.

***​
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ERENEMO LOOKED OVER the map of Nsongo, his fingers tapping in a quick rhythm. The beautifully detailed map took up most of the large table. Figurines representing their forces and that of the Ega were placed at different districts showing the progress they’d made in clearing out their enemy. Smaller pieces denoted places of battle. There was the force led by War Minister Ngali along the river. The fighting had been fierce there, slow but fierce, and he had no doubts that she would clean out that area soon. 

There was the force at the Smelter District, where Egan forces were stationed to oversee the production of gold and other valuable metals. Commander Lambem was clearing them out building by building. Erenemo had made sure that Barabi was sent there to be strategist. He wanted that too-clever-by-far boy as far away from his son as possible. He was sure it was him who put these disobedient ideas in Efemu’s head. Even this idea that Efemu could possibly be Great Dara. It was utter foolishness and Erenemo needed to squash it as soon as possible.

He glared at the figurine representing his son on the map and the line they’d yet to break. The Ega lay just over Western Way. How difficult could it be to find a way around their defenses? Buildings had back entrances and windows. There had to be something that the Ega had forgotten to protect. Even if there was an entrance that had but a handful of soldiers that was a sure way in. These people weren’t nearly the warriors that the Nsongans were. They’d had superior numbers. Cut off from each other in the city they couldn’t be nearly as successful.

He was brought back to his son’s insolence. That boy had promised to disobey his orders. He’d talked back to him. This was not the son he’d raised. His Efemu had been a respectful, obedient, even delightfully rambunctious son. This Efemu was growing more insolent by the day and Erenemo was beginning to think that he would have to bring the boy to heel very soon.

A servant timidly knocked on the door to his office. Erenemo looked up impatiently. “What is it?”

“Great Dara,” they said bowing, “You have a visitor. Dara Ngoli from Ofolubaru.”

Erenemo stood. The dara herself. This was quite unusual. “Do you have her in a meeting room?”

“Yes, Great Dara. With food and drink.”

“Good. Lead me to her.”

The servant bowed again and took him through the halls of the council building to a room set up to receive important visitors. It opened up to a courtyard with a statue of the first Great Dara of Nsongo, a lanky man named Ogulo. In the statue’s hands were Ogulo’s favorite spear and shield chiseled in exquisite detail. Erenemo would have to have his own statue carved one day.

He found the eastern dara perched on a stool near the courtyard to take advantage of the breeze. She nervously sipped from a glass of wine. The food on the table was only barely nibbled on. She looked like a hastily cleaned up mess. Her clothes still sported the faintest marks of road dust and her hair, while still beautifully braided, was slightly unkempt toward the roots. Her two attendants or bodyguards or whatever they were didn’t appear much better. They looked like they’d run all the way here and that would be an interesting tale to pull out of her. 

She looked up, surprised at his approach, and immediately stood. “High priest Erenemo,” she said with a deep and graceful bow. “I mean, Great Dara Erenemo. I am honored to be in your presence.”

He took in her saccharine smile as she rose and gave her a less enthusiastic one. If he wanted his ass kissed, he had people for that. “Dara Ngoli, it is good to see you again. We missed your presence at my niece’s funeral.”

Her smile twitched. No, he wasn’t going to let her forget the slight. “I apologize for not being there to show my respects for our transitioned Great Dara. There were many matters happening in my city that I could not be pulled away from. Which is why I have come to you now.”

“Oh?” He motioned for her to take her seat and took the stool at the other side of the table. “Is that why you’ve appeared before me, barely cleaned up from the road, a trip that looks like it was arduous and hasty?” He wanted to test just how desperate this woman was. If he wanted to be officially installed as Great Dara, he would need the support of the daras of the other great cities. Having Ngoli owing him a debt would be very favorable.

Her smile faltered as the barb pricked her. This was a very prideful woman. She visibly forced herself to look pitiful. 

“Yes. I and my most trusted bodyguards had to escape Ofolubaru rather quickly. There is a horrible woman, a witch who claims to be the speaker for the god of death who’s taken over my city. She commands vultures and has two hyenas the size of a house that protect and fight for her. She’s brought an army of common people into the city to squat there. They call her the Lady of Death. And she has an Egan assassin. She ran me from my own city, the city my father and grandfather ruled over as dara.”

Erenemo stared at the woman. “So you’re going to tell me that a witch with an army of vagabonds came into your city and you and all of your peacekeepers were run out?” 

“She and her beasts killed so many of my peacekeepers that there was nothing I could do. Please, Great Dara, I need your help.” 

“For what exactly?” Erenemo asked.

Dara Ngoli blinked. “To take back my city. I need forces, enough to put this rabble back in line.” A poisonous tone had crept back into her tone. There was the young dara he remembered. “I want my city back. And...and I will be in your debt.” She reached over the table, putting her hand gently on his and Erenemo had to resist pulling away. “You will have my utter loyalty, Great Dara.”

He savored the way she said his title, with the utmost reverence. He patted her hand, slyly removing himself from her grasp. “I so far have only been voted in as temporary Great Dara. And I have engaged in a war against the Ega, to expel them from our lands. I will need the support of the great cities in order to have this position permanently. The council must see that there is no other choice and once I’m fully invested, I will free us from occupation.”

“I see,” she said hesitantly. “I will gladly speak on your behalf if I regain my city. I will even work to improve your standing in their eyes while I am in your city.”

Erenemo grinned, feeling like a predator about to strike. “But I will need more than just your good words, my dear deposed dara.” He poured himself a cup of the wine. “I will need your forces. I know that when the Ega occupied our area, you were very accommodating to them. I find it strange that your city had virtually no Ega
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