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For the ones whose names the schoolbooks left out.

For the peoples who fought on their own front, and lost, and were not nothing.

For Kenya, and for the children who finally fought as one.

'They lit their fires apart, on a hundred hills, and the wind put them out one by one. It took us seventy years to learn the thing the wind already knew: that many fires, gathered, become a single flame, and a single flame cannot be blown out — it can only be carried.'

— Naserian, Iron Blood: Many Fires, One Flame

Author's Note

This is the first book of the Iron Blood: The Unbroken Fire trilogy, though it was written last. Like the two that follow it — The Rising and The Reckoning — it moves between two times: the long decades of conquest and resistance that ran from the coming of the British in the 1890s to the State of Emergency of 1952, and the streets of a country remaking itself in 2024 and 2025.

The characters in the historical timeline of this novel are fictional, though they stand in the long shadow of real men and women who gave their lives, their cattle, their land, and their names so that there might one day be a country to argue over. The orkoiyot of the hills, Naserian and Sankale of the plains, the prophetess of the coast, Mwangi and Wanjiku of the highlands — these people are invented. But they walk in the footprints of those who were real: the Nandi spiritual leader Koitalel arap Samoei, murdered at a peace meeting he had been promised was safe; the Maasai elders who put their marks on treaties they could not read and were marched south from Laikipia while their cattle died on the road; Mekatilili wa Menza, the old woman of the Giriama who raised the coast against forced labour and watched the British burn her sacred forest; Harry Thuku and Mary Muthoni Nyanjiru and the protesters shot down in Nairobi in 1922; and the hundreds of thousands of ordinary people, of every community in the land, whose names history did not trouble to preserve. Any resemblance to specific individuals is intended as homage, not biography.

The events are real. The treaties of 1904 and 1911 were real. The kipande worn at the neck was real. The reserves and the camps and the White Highlands were real. The 1922 shooting was real. The Emergency of October 1952 was real. The young people who filled the streets in June 2024 and stood in tear gas outside a burning parliament — they are real, and most of them are very young, and many of them no longer carry the tribe their grandparents would have died for, because their parents married across the old lines and made children who are simply Kenyan.

That is the quiet heart of this book. The grandparents fought on a hundred separate fronts — each people for its own hill, its own herd, its own grove — and because they fought divided, they were beaten one at a time. The grandchildren have no separate fronts left to fight from. When they finally rose, they rose as one. This book is about the seventy years and the long theft and the many fires it took to make that single flame.

The story continues.

PART ONE: THE COUNTRY BEFORE

Chapter One

The Rift Valley and Beyond — the years before the iron snake

Before the maps, there was the morning.

There is no photograph of it, and so it has to be imagined, which is its own kind of keeping. Imagine, then, the high plains in the grey hour before the sun, the grass silvered with cold, and the cattle standing in it like patient grey stones that have not yet decided to be alive. Imagine the smell — dung and dew and the particular green breath that grass gives off when it is about to be warm. Imagine a boy walking out among the animals with a stick he does not need, because the cattle know where they are going and have known for a thousand years, and the stick is only so that his hands have something to do while his eyes learn the shape of his inheritance.

This was a country then. Not the country it would become, with a line drawn around it by men in a cold city who had never smelled this grass. It was many countries, and that was not a weakness yet. It would be made into a weakness. But in the morning before the sun, it was simply the truth: that the people of the plains kept cattle and counted their wealth in the warm breath of the herd; that the people of the hills to the west kept their high green country and answered to a leader who spoke for God; that the people of the ridges in the centre kept land so good it broke your heart, and held it not as a possession but as a trust, a thing borrowed from the children who were not yet born; that the people of the coast kept their sacred groves and their trade in ivory and their long memory of the sea; and that none of them, on that morning, had any reason to think of the others as anything but neighbours, rivals, strangers, trading partners, occasional enemies — the ordinary furniture of a world that belonged to the people who lived in it.

They did not call themselves one people. Why would they. A man of the plains and a man of the ridges did not share a language or a god or a way of burying their dead, and when they met it was to trade or to raid, not to dream of a shared flag, because there was no flag and no need of one. The thing that would one day make them one — the long, patient, deliberate theft of everything they had — had not yet arrived. It was coming. It was already on a ship, and then it was already on a railway, the iron snake the people of the hills would see first and understand first, because it came through their country first, cutting the high green land in a straight line that no river had ever made, because nature does not make straight lines and only conquest does.

But on the morning before the sun, the snake was still only a rumour at the edge of the world.

The boy moved among the cattle the way his father had taught him, which was the way his father's father had taught his father, which was a way so old that no one remembered learning it because everyone had always known it. You did not drive the cattle. You walked with them. You let them feel that you were there, a presence at the edge of the herd, and they arranged themselves around you the way iron filings arrange themselves around a stone that pulls them, though the boy had never seen iron filings and never would, and would have had no word for the stone that pulls. He knew only the morning, and the animals, and the particular pleasure — he was young enough to still feel it as pleasure, before the years made it merely duty — of being trusted with the wealth of the family while the older men still slept.

He knew each cow by name. There were forty-three of them, and he knew all forty-three, the way another boy in another country might know forty-three cousins, because in a sense they were. There was the old grey one with the torn ear who led the others to water and whom the family spoke of almost as an elder, with a respect that bordered on the religious. There was the young red one who had thrown her first calf in the last rains and did not yet quite know what to do with it, and the calf, knock-kneed and foolish, who followed the boy when he walked because it had not yet learned to be afraid of anything, having met nothing in its short life worth fearing. The boy let it follow. He liked the foolish calf. He did not know that he was watching, in the foolish unafraid calf, the last generation of his people's cattle that would be born free on this grass, or that the calf's own calves would die on a road south, lowing for water, while a girl not yet born poured a cup into the dust for their names. He knew only that the morning was cold and the calf was foolish and the grass smelled green.

This is what has to be understood: that it was a whole world, and a complete one, and a happy one, in the ordinary way that worlds are happy — not without grief, the boy had already buried a sister, not without hunger, there had been a bad year before he was born that the old people still spoke of — but complete. Nothing in it was waiting to be rescued. Nothing in it was a problem to be solved. It did not need the strangers, had not asked for the strangers, would have been entirely content never to meet the strangers. That is the thing the strangers could never afford to believe, because to believe it would have been to understand that they were not bringing anything to a place that lacked it, but taking everything from a place that was whole. So they told themselves the place was empty, or dark, or asleep, or waiting — anything but what it was, which was a morning, with a boy, and forty-three cattle he could call by name, and a foolish calf that followed him because it had not yet learned what the world was about to teach it.

The boy among the cattle was called nothing that matters now, because he died long before the keeping began and his name was one of the first the land lost. But his granddaughter's granddaughter would be called Naserian, and four generations after that, in a city built on the bones of this grass, a young woman would also be called Naserian, except that everyone would call her Serea, and she would stand in a different grey morning with tear gas instead of dew in the air and feel, without knowing why, that she had done this before — that the fear in her chest was older than her body, that it had been carried to her down a line of people who had each decided, in their turn, to hand it on rather than let it die.

She would not know why she felt this. The grass would know. The cattle, long dead, would know. The morning would know.

That is what this book is for. To make the morning speak.

Chapter Two

The Nandi Hills — 1895

The orkoiyot saw the snake before it came.

This is not a claim about magic, although the people of the hills believed it was, and the belief was a true thing even if the magic was not, because a people who believe their leader can see the future will follow him into a war they cannot win, and they did. The orkoiyot was the one who spoke for God among the people of the western hills — the Nandi, the British would call them, flattening a dozen clans into one word the way they flattened everything they could not be bothered to learn. He was not a king. The hills had no kings. He was something stranger and harder to kill: a man whose words the people treated as the weather, as a thing that came from beyond any one person and had to be reckoned with.

He had dreamed of a long black snake that came out of the water in the east and crawled west across the land, and where it passed, the grass died and did not grow back, and the people who lived along its body grew thin and forgot their own names. He told the dream at a gathering, and the elders listened the way you listen to weather, and then the snake arrived, and it was made of iron.

They called it the railway. It came out of the port in the east, where the British had bought or bullied their way past the sultan who had pretended to own the coast, and it crawled west toward the great lake, and it needed to pass through the high green country of the hills, because that was the way the land lay, and the British did not ask. They did not come to the orkoiyot and sit down in the shade and explain themselves and offer cattle for the right of passage, the way a neighbouring people would have, even a hostile one, because that would have meant treating the people of the hills as people who owned something. They came with surveyors and soldiers and a perfect confidence that the land was theirs to cross because they had decided it was, and the deciding, to them, was the same as the owning.

The first of them the people saw were the men with the tripods. This was how the conquest announced itself in the hills — not with an army but with three-legged instruments of polished brass that the strangers set up on the high ground and squinted through, sighting along lines no one else could see, driving small painted stakes into the earth at intervals, writing in books. The people of the hills watched them from the treeline, baffled. The men with the tripods did not hunt, did not graze, did not plant, did not trade. They walked the land measuring it, as though the land were a cow at market to be weighed, and they drove their little stakes, and the stakes ran in a straight line across country that had never known a straight line, over the brow of a hill and down into a valley and up the far side, perfectly straight, ignoring the river, ignoring the contour, ignoring everything the land itself said about where a path should go.

An elder went down to them once, with his sons, to ask — politely, because the people of the hills were not fools and could see the soldiers further back — what the stakes were for. The strangers' interpreter, a coast man far from home who looked at no one, said the stakes were for the road of iron that the great government was bringing, a wonderful thing, a road that moved by itself and carried goods faster than any caravan, and that the people of the hills should be glad, because the road would bring trade and wealth and the friendship of the great government. The elder listened, and looked at the straight line of stakes marching over his country, and asked the only question that mattered, which the strangers never had a good answer for in any of the lands they took. He asked: did we ask for this road? And the interpreter did not translate the question, because there was no point, because the answer was no and the road was coming anyway, and that — the gap between the no and the coming-anyway — was the whole of colonialism in a single silence, repeated in a hundred valleys, in a dozen tongues, for sixty years.

The orkoiyot understood, faster than the elders, what this meant. It did not mean a road. A road you could close. It meant that the strangers believed the land was empty — that the people on it were a kind of weather themselves, an inconvenience, something to be managed and moved and, where necessary, killed, but not something to be negotiated with, because you do not negotiate with the rain.

'They have not come to pass through,' he said. 'They have come to stay. The snake is not travelling. The snake is feeding.'

A young warrior named Kibet was at that gathering, and he was sixteen, and he did not yet know that he would spend the whole of his youth in the war that started that day, that he would grow from a boy into a hard lean man in the bush, that he would bury more friends than he could count on the fingers of both hands, and that at the end of it all he would stand at the edge of a peace meeting and watch the one unforgivable thing happen and understand, in the watching, the first and most important lesson the land would ever teach its children: that the conqueror's outstretched hand is the most dangerous weapon he owns.

But that was eleven years away. On the day of the gathering, Kibet only felt the thing that sixteen-year-olds feel when an old man says the word war — a hot bright rush that he mistook for courage and that was actually only youth, which is a different thing, though it can do the work of courage for a while if nothing tests it too hard.

'We will cut the snake,' Kibet said, too loud, the way the young speak when they want the old to see them.

The orkoiyot looked at him, and did not smile, because it was not a smiling matter, but something moved in his face that was almost tenderness.

'Yes,' he said. 'We will cut the snake. And the snake will grow the part back, because it has a country behind it making more snake, and we have only these hills. But we will cut it anyway. Do you know why?'

Kibet did not know why. He thought the point of cutting the snake was to kill it.

'Because,' the orkoiyot said, 'a people that does not fight for its country teaches its children that the country was not worth fighting for. And then the country is truly lost — not the grass, the grass is only grass — the thing in the people that knew the grass was theirs. That is what I am protecting. Not the hills. The knowing.'

Kibet did not understand this on the day. He was sixteen and he wanted to cut the snake and feel the hot bright rush and be seen by the old men. It would take him eleven years and a great betrayal to understand what the orkoiyot had said. And it would take the land seventy years and four generations and a girl in a cloud of tear gas to prove the old man right.

But the orkoiyot was already right, on the day he said it, in the grey country before any of it had happened. He had named the thing the whole long war was actually about. Not the land.

The knowing.

Chapter Three

The Plains — 1904

Naserian was born in the year the first paper came, though she did not know it then, being three days old and concerned only with the warm and the cold and the breast and































































































































































































































































































































































































