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If Oxford Jameson had his way, he’d have wooed her, determined what she knew, double-tapped her, and been done with it.

However, his assignment was to retrieve and copy the data, destroy the original, and do so without incident—if possible. This would prove to be a much more complicated mission because the Brits decided to send one of their top MI6 agents to the party.

This particular agent graduated at the top of her class at HMS Raleigh and had worked several years in British Intelligence, according to her dossier. Aisha Zewde was a standout in the MI6, with dozens of successful missions to her credit.

She was known within the international espionage community as the Secretary—named for the rare, and beautiful, African bird of prey.

As he walked through the throng of partygoers—a Cuban Cohiba in hand—he picked out ambassadors, foreign dignitaries, world leaders, and at least a dozen people at the top of the Interpol red list.

Jameson grabbed a cocktail glass of cognac from the serving tray of an elderly waiter as he brushed past him. He scanned the expansive ballroom in the palatial residence owned by their host, Bartok Varga.

Varga was a Hungarian national who was the suspected leader of the Shadow Legion, an international cabal dedicated to influencing foreign governments and manipulating world events. He had intel which he intended to use for manipulation of foreign energy markets and political influence. This could disrupt the balance of power across Europe and parts of Asia and was something the US could not allow to happen.

If MI6 had one of their agents there, it only made sense that the intel he’d been tasked with retrieving contained something the SIS wanted kept to themselves. The Crown obviously had similar objectives as the US, as they were cooperating nations. But some of their dealings with other European nations weren’t meant to be shared, even with allies. In this instance, whoever gained access to the intel first would share redacted intelligence with the other.

Zewde made her way up a large marble staircase; he followed. She made her way through the crowd, champagne flute in hand, and headed toward a balcony off the second-floor promenade.

Jameson studied her as she sauntered past the sparse attendees along the walkway to stand alone on the large mezzanine.

The flawless ebony skin on her back glistened in the moonlight. She wore a blue, backless, sapphire satin gown which accentuated every curve of her backside. Her hair was a series of tight, jet-black Bantu knots. Silver stiletto sandals gave her about an even six feet in height. A stunning diamond necklace hung around her long neck with a matching bracelet on her wrist. The Brits were selling her cover story as an African diamond heiress to the hilt.

She was elegant, regal, and absolutely gorgeous. The aroma of expensive perfume mingled with the salt water–tinged air, from the waves which crashed against the jagged rocks below them. The ample balcony of the spacious palatial structure built into a cliff overlooked the Mediterranean Sea.

“If I picked you out of this crowd so easily, Varga’s security detail certainly will, sooner or later,” Oxford said as he stepped up beside her.

She smirked as she avoided looking in his direction.

*   *   *
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Zewde noticed the American as soon as he entered the residence.

He was tall with a fresh crew cut, a neatly trimmed moustache, and an impeccably tailored black tuxedo. His hazel eyes contrasted brightly against his onyx complexion. According to the intelligence report she had read on him; he was the top agent out of Langley.

Oxford Jameson was a former US Navy SEAL, cut his teeth as an FBI agent before he switched organizations and landed with the CIA as an analyst. A sudden change in his status and he seemed to disappear for five years. Shortly after, he popped up on the international espionage community radar as a field operative.

Jameson was extremely charming and handsome. He had an athletic build with a refined but rugged look. His reputation as a ladies’ man was well known throughout the intelligence community, especially amongst the female operatives.

She figured that he would attempt to seduce her and extract any information he could, all the while unsuspecting that she would actually be seducing him. If she had her way, she would bed him and dead him. All for queen and country, of course.

Zewde noticed the elderly server she got her champagne from roaming the promenade. He wore spectacles and carried a serving tray of assorted cocktail glasses, champagne flutes, and hors d’oeuvres. He appeared to be in his mid to late sixties and reminded her of Desmond Tutu.

“You Americans are so bloody arrogant. Your reputation precedes you, Mr. O’Kono, or should I say Agent Oxford Jameson. What’s the saying your country has about the pot and the kettle?”

A shallow grin crept across Jameson’s face. “Touché, Mrs. Erika Pennington, billionaire diamond heiress, or should I say Agent Aisha Zewde.”

Zewde gave Jameson a brief sidelong glance. Her body language was graceful and guarded.

“So, now that informal introductions have been made, I suppose we’ve reached the precipice of our mutual due diligence and now find ourselves at odds with one another,” Zewde said.

Jameson snickered, “A very astute observation, Ms. Zewde. However, I don’t see us being at odds with each other at all.”

Zewde turned and faced him with an incredulous glare. “And exactly what the bloody hell is that supposed to mean, Jameson?”

Jameson took a pull from his cognac before he took a drag from his cigar and set them both on the balcony rail. He took a step toward her, wrapped his arms around her, and kissed her passionately, “While we’ve been having this enlightening and entertaining tete-a-tete, I’ve been uploading Varga’s bank statements, personal ledgers, shipping manifests, and a lot more.” He pulled a small device with a flashing green light from his jacket breast pocket.

Zewde placed her right hand on his chest as she pursed her lips and sighed. “Perhaps MI6 underestimated the CIA and I underestimated you.”

She splashed the contents of her champagne flute into Jameson’s face, tossed the glass over the balcony, and aimed a vertical punch toward his solar plexus. He barely misdirected her aim to just beneath his right pectoral to avoid the effects of her strike. Jameson was taken off-guard for a split second, which was long enough for Zewde to grab the device from his hand.

“Or perhaps we had anticipated the US obtaining access to the data first only for us to take it from you,” Zewde taunted.

Zewde and Jameson stood several feet apart, both in fighting stances, muscles coiled like springs and a determined look in their eyes. Zewde had slid the device into her clutch bag, secured the wrist strap, and held it in her left hand in a defensive manner.

Zewde chuckled. “You Americans talk too much. Now I have the data and you have to report back to your handlers empty-handed.”

“Is that so.” Jameson smirked as he held his left arm forward and used his right thumb and forefinger to squeeze the sides of his gold Longines watch.

Two small barbs shot out of Jameson’s watch toward Zewde. She managed to catch them with her clutch. The projectiles were charged with enough electricity to stun an average adult male, she assumed. Jameson pressed his attack and grabbed her left wrist with his right hand in an attempt to wrestle the clutch bag from her.

Zewde took the opportunity to raise her left knee toward his groin, which he shifted his body to avoid. She grabbed the wrist of the hand that held hers and turned her body 180 degrees. Zewde used her ample buttocks to ram Jameson and dipped down to throw him over her back.

*   *   *
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Jameson found himself going over the balcony handrail but managed to grab ahold of the concrete bottom rail with his left hand to avoid plummeting to his death from the three-hundred-foot drop down to the jagged, sea-soaked rocks below.

He watched as Zewde leaned over the handrail with a smirk.

“How’s it hanging, Mr. Jameson? Well, guess I’ll be going now. Feel free to drop in,” she said.

Jameson smirked. “Sure, but aren’t you forgetting something?”

He held the device in his right hand; the light was then a steady green. He quickly slid it into his outside jacket pocket.

Zewde reached over to grab his wrist, but he had let go of the bottom rail and seemed to disappear into the darkness below.

She looked around and saw that the other guests were preoccupied, so she ripped her gown away and kicked off her sandals. Zewde pressed the largest diamond in her necklace, and in seconds, a black nanotech bodysuit covered her from head to toe. It was sleek and extremely nonreflective in the moon’s glow, perfect for stealth. She reached into the clutch bag, pulled out a small set of night-vision goggles.

Zewde put on the googles, took a small pistol from the clutch bag, and attached it to the nanotech belt on her bodysuit. She detached the wrist strap from her clutch bag and stretched it out to a length of about five feet. Zewde attached the bag to her belt, and it morphed into a black utility pouch.

She picked up her right sandal, attached the strap to the sole, and wrapped it around the balcony handrail. Zewde pulled it taut, held on to the strap, and leapt over the side of the rail.

She landed on another mezzanine below, which led to a pitch-black room. Zewde donned her night-vision goggles which cut through the darkness as she crept slowly and scanned the room. 

In an instant, someone she assumed to be Jameson grabbed her from behind. She wrestled in his grasp, but he had the advantage for the moment.

Loud footsteps and shouting came from outside of the room’s doors before a half dozen figures in black military fatigues entered the room. Each one was armed with an AK-47 rifle aimed at them.

Before either could react, a shimmer flashed across their eyes and transformed the pitch-black room where Zewde, Jameson, and an unknown man stood.

Jameson released Zewde as she crumpled to the floor. Four blurry, holographic images of people hung against the far wall from them.

“What the bloody hell, Jameson? Is this more of your American subterfuge?” Zewde demanded as she rose to her feet and removed her goggles.

Jameson turned his head and stared his rival down with a hard, sidelong glance, “Me? This looks more like some of your MI6 hijinks to me.”

One of the holographs spoke. “We are not working on the behalf of MI6 or the CIA, but both organizations are well represented here.”

The blurred holographs coalesced into sharp images of three men and one woman. Zewde looked over at Jameson with a raised eyebrow, which he returned in kind.

Zewde recognized the director of MI6, Helen Northington, whose pleasant expression, in her experience, belied her true feelings as always. She also identified Jideofor Awuzie, director of the National Intelligence Agency, the Nigerian intelligence Organization, and Harlan Jacobs, director of the CIA.

The third image from the left spoke. “I’m sure you are familiar with the directors of your respective organizations, as well as Mr. Awuzie. My name is Director Elijah Bishop of the Global Espionage Network of Elite Supernatural Intelligence and Surveillance—also known as GENESIS.”

Bishop appeared as a middle-aged Black man with an olive complexion, coal-black hair slicked back on his head, and a pencil-thin moustache. His features were pleasant, but his eyes held a predatory look, like a snake preparing to strike.

“Okay, so, now that we’ve established who everyone is, where are we and why are we here?” Jameson asked.

“Agent Jameson, you aren’t in any particular position to exhibit any bravado here,” Director Jacobs asserted, his ruddy-complexioned face resembling a pig.

Jameson smirked and said, “With all due respect, I’m the one who’s holding the intel,” as he pulled the device from his jacket pocket.

Jacobs chuckled. “Son, you ain’t got dick!”

Jameson began to counter but was stopped short by Zewde smugly averring, “That’s because while the American playboy was randy for a shag, I copied his data-drive intel and erased it afterward.”

Zewde reached into her clasp bag and produced a tube of lipstick, which was actually a sophisticated thumb drive.

Director Northington stared at her field operative and shook her head with weary disgust. “I’m afraid the intel you retrieved was compromised, Agent Zewde.”

Zewde failed to hide her astonished expression, “But, ma’am...”

Director Northington flashed her a stern frown. Her porcelain skin tensed, and her ice-blue eyes narrowed, “Not another word, Agent Zewde. We shall address this further once you’ve returned to SIS.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Zewde said, crestfallen.

“Each of you were given an assignment to retrieve information from Hungarian nationalist Bartok Varga. He is the target of a high-profile Interpol operation, which GENESIS has been involved in for almost two years. We devised a holographic training scenario to assess your actions in the field. Five months ago, you were unknowingly ensconced from your residences and placed in a holographic virtual-reality simulation. Since that time, we’ve been observing you,” Bishop said.

Director Jacobs frowned. “Agent Jameson and Agent Zewde were given dossiers on each other in order to test their actions in the field. Their proclivities and predilections for bravado, diving headfirst into the unknown, lack of planning and sexual manipulation notwithstanding. Attributes which, despite being made popular in Hollywood spy films, do not produce results in the real world.”

Awuzie spoke next. “Unbeknownst to you show-boaters, the NIA had our operative infiltrate the premises well in advance of your arrivals. He had a deep cover, which he had spent months developing, and disguised himself to be easily ignored.”

Awuzie’s bald head reflected the light from wherever he was, as did his thin-framed eyeglasses. His dark brown eyes were large and matched his skin complexion. Awuzie appeared to be in his late fifties, with a thin face and handsome features.

Jameson and Zewde both turned to the other figure standing next to them in the room. They looked at each other and then to the holographs. “The old waiter,” they said in unison.

Awuzie and Bishop smirked, while Jacobs and Northington sneered.

The elderly waiter straightened his posture and began carefully removing the prosthetic facial applications, gray-haired wig, and glasses. When he finished, he appeared as a nondescript, average-looking Nigerian man in his late twenties.

“Yes, Agent Kwento Adebayo is our top recruit and was hand-selected to this assignment by President Buhari himself,” Awuzie said.

Adebayo nodded humbly at the NIA director.

“Once Agent Adebayo had secured his cover identity, he assessed the residence and immediately identified Jameson and Zewde as undercover agents. He came into brief contact with Jameson and switched devices,” Bishop said.

Jameson frowned in silence as he caught a glance at Zewde’s crestfallen face out of his peripheral vision.

“While you two were hem-hawing around playing footsie, Adebayo was executing real espionage,” Jacobs said.

“Agents Jameson and Zewde, while your fighting and survival skills make you formidable agents, the lack of subtlety and subterfuge makes you poor candidates for further intelligence assignments at this time. For now, you are to report back to your respective organizations’ headquarters immediately for remedial training. You’re being taken out of the field until further notice.”

Jameson and Zewde stood rigid in silence before they responded affirmatively to the disembodied faces and left the room through an open portal.

Adebayo took up the rear.

“Not you, Mr. Adebayo,” Director Bishop said.

Adebayo stopped and returned to the center of the room and stood at attention. “Yes, sir.”

“Your actions in the field were exemplary, Agent,” Awuzie said. “The NIA is very pleased. And, though they do not know it, our country is indebted to you.”

“I am grateful,” Adebayo replied. “But sir, may I ask what’s next?”

Awuzie pursed his lips. “I will allow Director Bishop to explain.” The NIA leader’s image shimmered and disappeared, as did those of Jacobs and Northington.

Bishop smirked. “Agent Adebayo, you will report to GENESIS HQ at oh six hundred hours tomorrow for extensive training. A briefing packet has been sent to your secure communications portal. Please read it thoroughly once you’ve returned to your hotel.”

“Yes, sir,” Adebayo replied as he turned to leave.

“Oh, and one more thing. Congratulations, Mr. Adebayo; welcome to Spy School!”
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She Loves How He Glows––––––––Eugen Bacon
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It’s a night of black flies, soft-bodied and bioluminescent, dancing their lights in a hunt or a woo. They’re not the dead, no mark of a djinn branded on their foreheads. These ones walk in plain daylight. Some of them are green-leafed, pregnant with a shimmering mould. The rest are glistening with morning dew, silhouettes of bodies, holes where hearts should be. 

But they all have cerulean eyes. Where they appear, birds refuse to sing, and fall from the sky. Fish float belly-up in the river. The undead stagger and prowl in leaves and dew, to and from the city of lights, to, fro, as village men and women worry their naps into nightmares until the staggerers stop prowling. Instead, they dig and step into graves scattered with fermented yams and false beer made from bush beans, not the mopane berries. 

Chief Ade put the tokens inside dig-outs. Now she calls out a name,


watches as the

unbranded burst into

flames, lit by—

what was it?

cerulean eyes.


Chief Ade wonders if Weightman has anything to do with this, since she refused his hand—sure, she’s widowed eons now, but him? If he were an animal, Weightman would be a hyena. Cunning, greedy, a pack animal. She’d never know how to navigate life with such a man. He’s an excitement machine who commands adulation. Many a village woman would leap at the chance—isn’t he a ruler of the city of lights? See how it glows. 

But it’s a city that sends out mischief, instigated by aliens who visited, splashed it with luminescence. No one saw the visitation. The exaggeration of the intruders’ lustre and tallness is a myth, greater or lesser reliant on who’s telling it.

...twinkled like shooting stars—

...loftier than the oldest baobabs—

It’s possible that Weightman did cut a deal with some foreign government. His city shimmers with lights no village has seen. If a pact were struck, what Weightman got out of it Chief Ade is yet to comprehend. As far as she knows, he made a deal with the devil, one she’s not inclined to follow suit for her village of Kitale.

Sometimes she feels abandoned. She wishes her daughters were here in the village. Tele, the nurse, is working at a university hospital in Tongi town. Celestina, the case worker, is with the UN in a refugee camp up north in Safura for villagers fleeing the undead. 

Having accomplished her magic that rids the village from unwelcome intruders, Chief Ade is not searching for truth on her way home from the river.

But the flies are restless, fast forward, slow backward, splicing the forest here, there just so. She sees in them lost children, all strays. In fact, six of them drop to the ground and claim their human form. She’s at ease; they’re too young to be emissaries. They are wet to their heads with the water’s mud. They flee her approach, vanish behind a shrub, and then another.

Each journey begins with a step, and what she feels as she treads after the children is not going or returning. It’s simply enlightenment. Hers is a promise to the gods of the trees, the goddesses of the rivers, that each child will be okay at dawn, shushed from the angry buzz of glows in a hunt or a woo


that’s not funny,

may be dangerous,

and never sacred.


The forest is bigger inside than it looks at the elbows where it starts. It pipes and whistles, blows its nose. It points to a space, a souvenir from the centuries, and in it is a yeti. Chief Ade blinks and the yeti is gone, just shapes and shapes of twilight that look down with scars, owl song, and spent acorns.

Finally, the children step out from behind a whistling thorn tree. Quintuplets. They’re spike-haired ragamuffins, nudging at each other—who’ll approach first? She peers for the sixth. She can see the lovegrass on his head, the child not so well hidden. He finally peels from a bush. He’s a pot-bellied toddler—well, he looks like one. She suspects he’s five to ten. He has the river blindness and looks like a missing key.

He approaches as if with eyes. He gropes in the air but knows exactly how and where to reach her. Her heart sugars with love for the cheeky imp, and the rest now taking turns to touch her hem. 

She speaks softly to them, and then hums. Hers is a mother’s voice reminiscing about egg yolks and chicks, nothing remaining but an omelette. She remembers when she was a child how she looked everyone in the eye, so curious, like this one, the toddler, who can’t look but can touch. She wants to turn away, slip away, but it’s impossible in the glow of his interest that swallows her restraint. Never has longing been so bright,


so tangible she can

trace it with her finger

to forever yours

in response to

cherry ripeness.


With her dead husband—he was a kind man she couldn’t save with herbs and chants, her dear leopard, keen-minded, fearless and free—and without her daughters, free and grown to chase professions, her life has been lonely. She needs something, someone... 

She looks at the boy. This child can help her make the transition. After all, he’s picked her. She can unpick him any time.

The children topple in glee down the dusty road where the forest thins and gives in to a scatter of huts, some of burnt-brick walls and corrugated iron roofs, others of mud and thatch. Closer to the village, they slow and lag behind, all the way to her boma, what’s left of home: an enclosure with her two cows, three goats, seven chickens, and now six children.

Already she can see hut doors opening, lanterns flickering. Curiosity lurching her way with sufficient intent. She leaves the news for the village gossips. Mish-mashed rumours, distorted, twisted inside out. They are stories about her widowhood, stories about her daughters—the first educated women to leave the village. Myths and legends on the source of her magic. They trusted her late husband because he was a man, one of them. Chief Ade? Not so much. They don’t know how to contain her difference, living alone and sending girls to school. But the village welcomes her magic, is curious about it. They can’t wait to get a fingernail into her life. Understandably, after all, she’s their chief.

She feels waylaid, attacks on her widowhood from within, without. The morning will come with its rituals:

How are the cows? a villager will poke their head into the boma and ask.

The cows are well, she’ll answer. How are the goats?

One is carrying a child, thank gods, the villager will say.

Tell us about your visitors, someone will finally venture.

She has no answer for them. A gift from the forest—the goddess of the trees still giving.

Ebo, they will accept her explanation. She’s the chief.

Some visitors don’t arrive for news carried in the hollow words of a greeting. They’re scavengers, visiting daily, bringing along a calabash to carry leftovers home. For this very reason, Chief Ade has a potful of crushed pomegranate seeds. She sun-dries them, bakes them in hot ashes, finally pounds them. Mixed with water, they form a good paste that cooks into a meal, plenteous for leftovers. Sporadically she brings out mopane beer, but this is rare. Mostly, her special ferment might come out when a villager is bereaved or going through a difficulty—like the mother of thirteen mouths, whose husband was thinking to leave.
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Days, then weeks pass with her new children. They chase after her to the river. She goes to find inner peace but also to inspect her borders. As the children splash about, Chief Ade harvests quiet, disquiet in forgotten speech swallowed in the halfway river that will never feel an animated stream’s touch—just visits from the village gossips who talk about solitude, fear, curses, and witchcraft, even though there’s nothing to start a rumour about. Knowing magic is not a wrongdoing, and it protects the village from the undead ones with cerulean eyes.

At night when all lanterns are out and the hut is closed to the full moon, Chief Ade can still pick out the little one. He’s lightly snoring on a kudu skin closest to the warming embers of the three hearthstones. She smiles. Wonders at how she didn’t know she needed him until she saw him. Her language is now empty, no personality or experience. What’s the message in its dialect, undancing in its gaps?

As with every mother, she has a favourite. He’s the big-eyed toddler, not so much the quintuplets, not even Tele or Celestina. He’s haired with weeping lovegrass—that’s what his hair feels like. It attaches itself to everything, mostly her clothes of tempered bark. It’s hair that falls, regrows. Full of fibre yet smooth. The child is the colour of wet sand. His name is Gogodi, he finally says in a croak. Her heart overflows.

Today, he won’t play with the rest, just clings to her skirts.

#
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She steams yams and casavas in fresh banana leaves for her children. Stirs a pot of pigeon or groundnut sauce, serves it with pickle from the mopane berry. The gossips are still talking. She ignores them when she can. She’s done this to great effect, the ignoring, but it’s impossible to continue when something is picking off her brood.

It started with the quintuplets a fortnight ago. They grew pot-bellied, then seriously ill. The first one nearly died—Chief Ade had already put ash on her head—when he recovered. But the rest are vomiting and passing wet stool. She grinds ginger and cloves, mixes the concoction with honey, a crush of black baobab bark. She mutters a spell to the gods of the trees, the goddesses of the river, who bring fertility and health:

cold fog no frogs

pump and stretch

senews whole

a drop of sorghum

wine to sunned earth

ripple, ripple

perfectus agreenos

seventy heartbeats

of forgotten remembered

puff your throat

sacrifice appeasement

cold fog

no frogs

posticus tibialis.

And the children recover.

But the sickness has worsened the gossip. Villagers talk in such detail, embellished or not, and it’s talk filled with fear. Some villagers boycott to sleep under their burnt-brick houses, preferring mud huts under a thatched roof where “a bad eye cannot reach.”
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Complex patterns signify inarticulable longing only eyes can speak. Chief Ade never walks the past without switching off tomorrow’s name. She practices speaking the nameless in front of a calabash’s mirror—it’s filled with magic water. But her tongue is knitted with a moment that is now. She touches Gogodi’s forehead.

He’s boiling. The child has refused to respond to her magic. This time she believes the ash on her head, as she did for her husband moments before he died. It’s only a matter of time. She accepts the morning with its rituals, even though villagers greet from afar, mistrusting the boy she’s carrying and the burnt brick.

How are the chickens? Someone pokes their head through the gate.

Still laying, she answers. How is your daughter-in-law’s newborn?

Finally suckling. But he still needs a fingertip and honey to get his mouth going.

Chief Ade has educated the women on the hazards of birthing at home, but they are still fearful of the hospital. She encourages them to go to the clinic for health advice on their toddlers. It falls on deaf ears.

Aya, what do you think our ancestors did without clinics?

Will you return the children to the forest? someone finally asks. They look fearfully at Gogodi cradled on the chief’s back. The gods are calling for that one.

She has no answer at first, then surprises herself with an epiphany. I’ll visit my daughter, the nurse in Tongi.

Ebo! They fall away.

The hospital will take your blood!

Even if you’re not the one who is sick!
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Chief Ade sends a runner to the UN camp in Safura. The young man returns as a passenger in a truck taking bags of sorghum to Tongi, to return from the city with antibiotics and bandages for Safura. The driver, an older man in a khaki suit, helps the chief into the cabin, doesn’t insist on a seatbelt, but Chief Ade wears it.

In her arms Gogodi trembles in chills. First, they drop the quintuplets—boisterous in the semi-trailer—at the UN camp for Celestina to look after for a while. Celestina frowns but accepts the children.

Now Chief Ade nods with the truck along the dusty road, until they reach tarmac, when she finally sleeps.
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She’s a ghost, spilling from a calabash and into a cheek. She’s a spectre, brimming from the sun and into the wind. She’s a year, lonely as a book savoured by phantom eyes. She’s a memory, hunting the fragrance of something lost, a pleasure forgotten. She’s a seed, unimagined in a garden that whistles songs of plague.


she’s a distance,

and it opens

to a wake.
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I’m hungry, says Gogodi weakly from the white sheets of a hospital bed.

Chief Ade falls into Tele’s arms and weeps—it’s taken the boy a week to recover. It wasn’t worms, or malaria, not even a virus. What they found in his stomach was a bright blob of light that irradiated the operating theatre.

I am hungry too, says Chief Ade to her son when she can finally speak. Let us get you something to eat.

You can eat your stubbornness, Mama, Tele hisses at her when they’re out of shot from the boy’s ears.

Where is the stubbornness? asks Chief Ade.

Don’t you think the boy is a spy from the city of lights?

If he were, then the sickness is a reminder that he’s rejected his mission, as did the quintuplets, says Chief Ade.

Knowing this, would you have taken him in?

Yes, says Chief Ade. Yes, more firmly. Nurture, for Chief Ade, supersedes preservation. Always.

It’s all lucid to the chief now. Weightman has been at it again. First the undead, now kiddie spies. He’ll not stop anytime soon, and she’s not sure it’s just about heart matters or something more toxic. Enchantment can mask as a tree—somewhere in the forest is an inhabited whistling thorn tree. She’ll know it’s inhabited because it’s the only one that ants will refuse to climb. She’ll destroy it, burn it with magic to its roots.

And, with the obliteration, the city of lights will lose its hold on her children. If Weightman keeps at it, she contemplates, she might consider the quiver tree. Send a message in a magicked arrow. To deter or execute? She’s not sure yet.

But first she must take the truck on its return with supplies from the town, collect the others at the UN camp and take all her children home. She’ll try but is not sure she’ll convince the villagers to once more sleep in their burnt-brick houses.

Gogodi is devouring a coconut-and-banana muffin, though he’s never seen one in his life before. The blob of light is gone. Yet the boy shimmers. His eyes flutter, then open—awe in them at his first sight of her. He reaches for her cheek, his hand warm and sure. The river blindness was no more than the poison of a killing mission.

She hands him a vanilla milkshake whose tetra-pack carton has the face of a lost child or cat,


she looks

at her son...

from the

city of lights,

oh, she loves

how he glows.
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“Just because President Obama has reassigned us to domestic duties doesn’t mean we are going to rekindle some old flame.” Skillz looked straight into Nakeyah’s eyes. She flashed the smile she had the day he first fell in love with her. Her dimples were deep into her full cheeks as she tried to shake off his words.

“Marion, I’m not trying to pressure you into doing something you don’t want to do. I’m just happy your back safely so you can spend some time with Jazmen. Skyping gets boring and she’s had to see her father on a screen for over six years.”

Skillz grinned himself. Nakeyah was as slick as he remembered. “Well, I’m just saying so things don’t get all confused up in here. ’Cause I see you coming here looking so dressed up and fine.” He looked down at her thick legs and the smooth skin of her calves, and felt his focus of attention start to shift. Nakeyah was his first love. She was a sexy-ass sister and her brain was as big as her behind.

“I was starting to think you didn’t notice.”

“Nakeyah, I would have to be wearing Stevie Wonder glasses not to see you.”

“Marion,” Nakeyah moaned.

“Okay, you can ease back on that Marion softness. You have moved on and all we are just co-parents now. You’re with Winston now and I’m married to the government.”

“So, you’re installing security systems here now?” Jazmen looked up from her spaghetti. She sat between her parents, but they talked like she wasn’t there.

“Yes, baby. I have been relocated stateside and will be working on securing domestic properties now.” Skillz kept his eyes steady and his voice even. It broke his heart, having to lie to his daughter in person. All his years of using verbal manipulation to resist interrogation, and he felt like he was going to crack from the pressure of talking to his daughter.

“You put cameras in dolls so they can catch bad babysitters, or do you put cameras in grocery stores so you can catch bad guys?” Jazmen’s voice should be used for interrogation. He could cut his time in half with his daughter asking the questions. Who could lie to her?

“Something like that. I do bigger projects like office buildings and government facilities. The criminals I catch are much more dangerous than a drug addict wearing a ski mask.”

Skillz was in his zone now. He felt natural, mixing the truth with fiction. Sitting in his new favorite restaurant Amy Ruth’s on 116th Street was as natural as the back alleys of Afghanistan. Carl, the owner, was happy to grant a war vet a private table. Carl loved to tell customers how he used to work with Reverend Sharpton before he opened the restaurant. Skillz suspected the table he was given would be where Carl reserved for activists and politicians like Reverend Sharpton. The table had a privacy to it, and Skillz felt free to make up any story he wanted out of the earshot of any other soul-food customers.

“You and Mommy can get back together now.” Jazmen smiled at her parents like this was the first time she had seen them together. “Mommy’s boyfriend Winston got arrested and he won’t be coming back for a long time.”

“Jazmen, please. Didn’t I tell you not to say anything.” Nakeyah smiled at herself, having had her business put out. “I thought we had a deal. I’m going to take those earrings back now since you want to start snitching.”

“So, Skinnyman is in jail. I should have guessed something was up when you agreed to meet with me so easy.” Skillz turned to his daughter. “That wasn’t snitching, baby. You mother didn’t want to tell me because when I left for the service, she left me for Skinnyman Winston. She thinks I’m going to hold it against her.”

“I was young, Marion. You know how things were back then, and Winston wasn’t like he is now.” Nakeyah took a sip of her lemonade.

“Look you don’t have to explain to me. I understand you are good. You work for the city now. In the law library. That’s good.” Skillz put his hand on Nakeyah’s shoulder. “Yes, times were different. You had a young child and you thought Skinnyman was a
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