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Dedication

For every child the war tried to make forget where they came from.

And for the ones who remembered anyway.






“You can take a man from his country. You can raise him to forget its name. But the country does not forget him. That is the cruelty the conquerors never understand — that memory runs in both directions.”

— Mumbi, Iron Blood: The Siege of Azari









PART ONE — THE EVERYTHING THEY SENT




Chapter One


KAMAU

The council came up the stairs the way bad news always came — quickly, and then, at the door, slowly.

Kamau heard them gather on the other side of it. He heard the pause that was not hesitation but arrangement, men and women deciding in the space of a breath who would enter first and what their faces would do when they did. He had learned to read that pause. A council that filed in talking had ordinary business. A council that went quiet outside the door had come to tell their king that the world had changed while he slept.

He had not slept. He had stood at the high window through the last of the coronation night and watched Azari breathe below him — the energy channels giving the stone its low gold luminescence, the Iron Core pulsing somewhere beneath the plaza like a second heart the whole city shared — and he had read, again, the transmission that still lay on the desk behind him.

They are sending everything.

His grandmother had a saying for nights like this one, though she had not lived to see this particular night. The crown does not weigh anything until the morning after they put it on you. Then it weighs as much as everyone who is counting on you to wear it.

She had been right about most things. He had stopped being surprised by it.

He had been king for three days. Three days, and already he had learned that the throne was not a chair but a direction — a way that every face in a room turned, a thing that bent the air toward you whether you wanted the bending or not. As a commander he had been able to share the weight of a decision; there had always been someone above him to carry the final part of it, his grandmother in her last years, and before her the council of the old queen. Now there was no one above him. Now the final part of every weight came to rest on him and stopped, because there was nowhere further for it to go. He had not understood, until he wore it, that this was what a crown was. Not an honour. A place where the buck, having travelled through every other hand, at last had nowhere left to travel.

He thought of his grandmother often in these three days. She had ruled Azari for forty years and made it look, if not easy, then at least possible — had stood in this same chamber and sent men and women to the wall and welcomed back fewer than she sent, and had carried it all with a straightness of spine that Kamau had assumed, as a boy, was simply her nature. He understood now that it had not been her nature. It had been her work. She had built that straightness every single morning, the way a smith builds an edge, by deciding again to have it. He had watched her do it for twenty-five years and never once seen the building, only the built thing, and had mistaken the result for the woman.

He would have given a great deal to ask her one question now. Not about the fleet — Saido and Njeri knew more of fleets than she ever had. The question he wanted to ask her was smaller and more childish and he was ashamed of it, which was why he would have had to ask it of her and no one else: How did you bear being the last place the weight could go? How did you stand here, three days in, with everyone counting on you, and not feel that you were already failing them simply by being only one person?

She would have had an answer. She had always had an answer. That was the cruelty of inheriting a kingdom from someone wise — that the wisdom did not come with it, only the kingdom, and you spent the rest of your reign trying to reconstruct from memory the answers you had been too young to think to write down.

‘Come,’ he said, before they could knock.

The door opened. Mumbi entered first.

She was old in a way that had stopped advancing years ago — she had reached some final version of herself a decade back and simply remained there, upright and unhurried, her hair white and her eyes the kind of dark that did not give anything away unless she decided to hand it to you. She was the keeper of the city’s memory, which in Azari was not a ceremonial thing. Mumbi knew the name of every kingdom that had ever stood against the Syndicate and fallen, and the manner of each fall, and she carried them the way other people carried grief — not as a burden but as a duty she had agreed to and would not set down.

Behind her came Saido.

Of the warriors Kamau trusted, Saido was the oldest, and the only one who had earned the right to look tired in front of his king. He was broad through the shoulders in the way of men who had carried armour for forty years, and he moved with the deliberate economy of someone who had learned that wasted motion was just dying done slowly. He had taught half the Ironsong Guard and outlived a third of them. When Saido entered a room, the room organised itself around him without being told to.

Then Gitau, and Njeri, and the three elders of the city — Mwaus, Esir, and Gaute — who were not warriors and never had been, and whose presence in a war council might have seemed strange in another kingdom. In Azari it was law. Mwaus was the eldest, so old that he had buried two of his own children and spoke of it without flinching; Esir had kept the lower-city granaries through three famines and had opinions about endurance that no soldier could match; Gaute had been a teacher, and still corrected the grammar of generals. They came because Kamau’s grandmother had written it into the order of things: that no war be decided only by those who fought it, since the ones who fought were always the ones least able to count the cost to everyone who did not. The elders carried that count. They sat now along the eastern edge of the floor map, and the chamber arranged itself around them too.

The room held perhaps a dozen and a half people, and the particular silence of all of them waiting for him to speak first.

Kamau did not sit. He had found that sitting made men tell you what they thought you wanted to hear. Standing made them tell you the truth and leave.

‘How many,’ he said.

Saido answered, because the others would not. ‘The reports are still arriving. But it is no longer sixteen ships.’

‘How many, Saido.’

The old warrior looked at him with the steadiness Kamau had relied on his whole life. ‘At last count, two hundred and forty. Holding in three formations beyond the southern ridge. More crossing the dark every hour.’ He paused. ‘I have seen Syndicate fleets, my king. I fought the one that took Kebaran when I was younger than Jorum. That fleet was forty ships, and Kebaran is a name now only Mumbi remembers.’ He did not raise his voice. He never did. ‘This is not a fleet sent to win a war. This is a fleet sent to make sure there is no second war to fight.’

The chamber held its breath.

Kamau walked to the floor map — the great inlaid map of Azari and its valley, worked into the stone of the council floor so that the council always argued while standing on the very ground they were arguing over. His grandmother’s idea. Never let them forget that the lines they draw are drawn on real earth, with real people living in the squares.

He looked at the southern ridge. At the three marks Gitau had already laid there, small and black and patient.

‘They waited for the coronation,’ he said.

‘They wanted the throne occupied before they came for it,’ Mumbi said. ‘An empty throne is a vacancy. A filled one is a war. The Syndicate does not want to conquer a vacancy. It wants to be seen to break a king.’ She folded her hands. ‘You are the point of the thing, Kamau. They have come all this way to prove that even a kingdom with a king, a wall, and a Core can be made to kneel. They have come to make an example precisely because we have, so far, refused to be one.’

‘Then we go on refusing,’ said Jorum.

He was at the back, where the youngest always stood, and he said it the way the young said everything — as though courage were a decision you made once and then simply had, like a scar. Kamau did not look at him unkindly. He had been Jorum once. Every man in the room had been Jorum once, and some of them had not lived long enough to become anything else.

‘We go on refusing,’ Kamau agreed. ‘But we will not refuse the way we have refused before. Saido is right. The wall has held every enemy that ever came to it because every enemy that ever came to it wanted Azari to surrender. You cannot make a city surrender by destroying it — surrender requires that something remain to do the surrendering.’ He looked around the chamber. ‘This enemy does not want our surrender. And so the wall, by itself, will not save us. A wall is an argument about how much you are willing to lose to take what is behind it. We have always won that argument because we made ourselves too expensive. We must now become more expensive than two hundred and forty ships.’

Silence.

‘That is not possible,’ said one of the council — Wahome, who managed the grain stores and the water and had the unglamorous courage of men who kept cities alive between wars. ‘Forgive me, my king. I do not say it to despair. I say it because someone must. Two hundred and forty ships is not a price. It is a flood. You do not become too expensive for a flood. You climb.’

‘Then we will climb,’ Kamau said. ‘And we will be expensive on the way up.’

‘May I,’ said Gaute, and did not wait for permission, because Gaute had been a teacher for fifty years and had never in that time waited for permission to correct something he believed was wrong. He was the third of the elders, a narrow upright man who still carried himself like someone who expected a room to fall silent when he rose, and rooms still did, out of an old habit the city had never lost. ‘Wahome says you cannot become too expensive for a flood, and that you must instead climb. He is right, and he is also speaking as a man who manages water and grain, which is to say a man who thinks in quantities. I spent my life thinking in a different unit, and I will offer it, because someone in this room should.’ He looked around the chamber. ‘A flood does not want anything. That is what makes it a flood. You cannot discourage water; it has no morale to break. But the thing beyond our ridge is not water. It is men. Two hundred and forty ships full of men, and men are not a quantity, however much the Syndicate has trained them to behave like one. Men can be made tired. Men can be made to count their own dead. Men can be made, on some cold morning far from home, to ask themselves what exactly they are dying to take, and whether the taking is worth the price the strange defiant people behind that wall keep making them pay.’ He sat very straight. ‘We cannot out-flood a flood. But we are not facing a flood. We are facing an army that has been dressed up as a flood, by commanders who need their soldiers to forget they are men. Our task, then, is not only to hold the wall. It is to keep reminding the enemy, in every costly hour, that they are men and we are men, and that men can choose to stop. That is a war the quantity-thinkers do not know how to fight, because you cannot win it with numbers. You win it by being undeniably, expensively human at them until some of them remember that they are too.’

The chamber was quiet. It was the particular quiet that follows a thing said well that no one quite knows how to answer.

‘You are describing a war of decades,’ said Wahome at last.

‘I am describing the only war we have ever won,’ Gaute said. ‘Every other kingdom that fell, fell because it tried to beat the Syndicate at being a quantity. They counted their ships against the Syndicate’s ships and lost the count, because the count was always going to be lost. Azari has survived three hundred years by refusing to fight the war the Syndicate keeps offering — the war of numbers — and insisting instead on the war the Syndicate cannot win, the war of meaning. We have made ourselves a place that costs too much to take and is too meaningful to burn. That is the whole of our survival. It is not the wall. The wall is only where the argument happens. The argument itself is older than the wall.’

‘I have one thing to say, and then I will be quiet and let the young people make their plans.’ It was Mwaus, the eldest, his voice thin but unhurried, the voice of a man who had outlived the need to rush. ‘I have seen four sieges. I am the only person in this room who can say that, and I would give a great deal not to be able to.’ He looked around at them, unblinking. ‘In every one of them, there came a night — and you will know it when it comes — when the wisest course will appear to be surrender. It will not announce itself as cowardice. It will arrive dressed as compassion. Someone you trust will say: enough have died; let us spare the rest. Remember, when that night comes, what Idi’s people learned in Kebaran. The Syndicate does not spare the rest. It keeps them, and unmakes them slowly, and calls it peace.’ He folded his hands. ‘That is all. I am finished. Listen to the soldiers now.’

It was not much. But he watched it land, watched the room take the shape of a decision rather than a fear, and that was the work — that was the only work a king did that no one else could do for him. Not the strategy. Saido and Njeri were better strategists than he was. The thing only he could do was stand in the centre of the room and decide, out loud, that they were not yet finished, so that everyone else was permitted to decide it too.

‘Mumbi,’ he said. ‘You said the Syndicate wants to break a king. Why now? Why us? There are larger kingdoms. There are richer ones.’

The old woman was quiet for a moment. And in that quiet Kamau felt the first cold edge of something he did not yet have a name for — because Mumbi was never quiet to find an answer. She was only ever quiet to decide whether to give you one.

‘There are larger kingdoms,’ she said at last. ‘There are none older. And there are none’ — she paused — ‘that hold what we hold beneath the plaza.’

‘The Core powers the city,’ Kamau said. ‘Every kingdom has a power source.’

‘Every kingdom has a power source,’ Mumbi agreed. ‘Azari has something else. I will show you, when the others have gone. It is a thing only three living people know, and after tonight I think it must be four, because I do not think you can defend a thing you do not understand.’ She met his eyes. ‘They are not coming for the city, Kamau. The city is in the way. They are coming for what the city is built on top of.’

Outside, far below, the drums had reached the slow night pattern — lower, more deliberate, the sound of a city closing its eyes but refusing to go absent.

Kamau listened to it. He had listened to it his whole life.

He wondered, for the first time, how many more nights it had left.







Chapter Two


WANJIRU

She was three weeks inside Azari’s walls—three weeks a defector, three weeks waking to the Core’s hum instead of a ship’s engines—when the memory came back to her whole, the way the important ones always did: not summoned, but arriving. She had been carrying water up from the lower cistern, and the grey pre-dawn light had fallen a certain way across the stone, and she was, without warning, back in the windowless room where it had begun. Where he had begun it.

The briefing room aboard the Carthage had no windows, because Syndicate command vessels never did. The Syndicate did not believe in windows. A window was a place where the outside could get in, and the Syndicate’s entire philosophy was that the outside should never get in — that the universe was a thing to be processed, sorted, and administered from sealed rooms by people who had been taught not to feel the weather.

Wanjiru had been taught that. She had been a good student.

She stood at the projection table and watched Azari turn slowly above it — rendered in the cold blue light of Syndicate mapping, stripped of its gold, reduced to walls and elevations and probable defensive emplacements. From up here, in this light, it did not look like a place where anyone lived. It looked like a problem with a known solution, awaiting only the application of sufficient force.

That was how she had been trained to see it. She had been the Syndicate’s expert on Azari for six years. She knew its walls, its patrol rhythms, the calibration windows of its energy shields. She knew the kingdom better than most of the people defending it.

She did not know that her blood traced back to it. They had not told her until she was nineteen, and even then they had told her the way you tell someone a fact about a stranger — your line originates in the target kingdom; the grandmother was processed out in the eighty-year removal; this ancestry is considered an asset for the present operation — and she had filed it where she filed everything, in the sealed room where the Syndicate kept its feelings on her behalf. They had not mentioned that her mother had been born in a corridor cell and named for the child who was taken, or that the woman had spent a lifetime telling a daughter about a city neither of them had ever stood in. The Syndicate did not keep records of that kind of inheritance. It had no column for it.

‘You are looking at it again,’ said a voice behind her.

Oti.

He came to stand beside her at the table, and the projection light made him look, as it made everyone look, slightly less than alive. He was not a large man. Wanjiru had learned, over the years, that the dangerous ones rarely were — that size was a thing men relied on when they had nothing better, and Oti had a great many things better. He was precise. He was patient. He had the particular calm of someone who had decided, a long time ago, exactly what he believed, and had never once been troubled by it since.

‘I am studying the defensive emplacements,’ she said.

‘You are studying the city.’ He said it without accusation. Oti rarely accused; he simply observed, and let the observation do the work an accusation would have done more crudely. ‘There is a difference. The emplacements are on the eastern face. You have been looking at the plaza for some time.’

She had. She had not noticed she had.

‘Tell me what you see,’ he said.

‘Stone. Old construction. Inefficient.’

‘Mm.’ He looked at it with her. And then he said a thing that changed the shape of her night, and though she did not know it yet, the shape of everything that came after. ‘I was born under that plaza,’ Oti said. ‘In the lower city. Perhaps forty metres from where the Core sits. I have not stood on it since I was six years old.’

Wanjiru turned to look at him.

In six years she had constructed a complete person out of Oti — his methods, his preferences, the exact temperature of his displeasure — and in all that construction it had never once occurred to her that he had come from somewhere. He had seemed to her like the Syndicate itself: a thing that simply was, that had no childhood, that



















