
  ’     ,   

came quickly in the forest, and Aunty had made Kalothia promise to 

be back at a decent time so they could enjoy her age-day meal. � is 

 she promised silently.

� e scent of loamy earth fi lled her nose and the warm air bathed 

her skin. It had been a beautiful day. As though the forest knew she 

would be leaving in a few hours and had put on a show to wish her 

well.

She braced her feet, sighted her arrow, pulled the rawhide string 

back, and released. � e arrow sliced through the air. � e hare keeled 

Kalothia strode over to the body, whispered a prayer to the 

Goddess, thanking her for the blessing, then added the hare to a 

hunting bag that already contained two squirrels and a grouse. Her 

vervet monkey, Ye-Ye, swung down from a tree branch and landed in 
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his favorite spot on her shoulder. She’d rescued him after his mother 

was killed by a snake when he was only a few days old. Under her 

doting care, he’d matured into a mischievous creature who never 

listened and never left her side.

“Are you done?” Clarit called from her perch on a boulder. She 

slapped at a mosquito and sighed.

“I am.” It comforted Kalothia to know she’d be leaving Aunty and 

Teacher with a fully stocked provision room. � ough Aunty clicked 

her tongue and grumbled about the unseemliness of Kalothia hunt-

ing, they all knew there’d be little meat on the table if she didn’t. 

Teacher was unskilled at anything beyond his books, and Aunty’s 

simple traps only caught the smallest forest animals. Kalothia was 

glad to use her weapons training to supplement their meals, Goddess 

knew she’d never had to use the training to fi ght off  intruders. She 

knew she was worrying unnecessarily; Clarit could also hunt when 

she was gone. In their practice combat sessions, her bodyguard 

wielded her cudgel with lethal precision. Kalothia had no doubt the 

woman could provide game for the table.

Except there’d be no reason for Clarit to remain in the forest once 

Kalothia was gone, she reminded herself. Clarit would rejoin her 

army unit wherever they were stationed and probably breathe a sigh 

of relief that her annual three-month tour of duty protecting a minor 

royal in the middle of a strange forest was fi nally over.

“� is way!” Kalothia called to Clarit, deciding on a shorter route 

back to the house.

Clarit grunted unhappily but followed.

When she’d been younger, Kalothia had enjoyed teasing her 

bodyguards by choosing the most diffi  cult routes whenever she 

was allowed out of the house. She knew every log, every bush, every 
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beehive, every alcove—it was impossible for her to get lost. � e 

delight of that had waned eventually. She’d grown tired of the for-

est she’d been forbidden to leave and that she was not allowed to 

traverse without an escort. She longed to visit the towns and vil-

lages she knew were nearby, but they were off -limits. “Only if you’re 

attacked, and then you run and don’t look back.” Nahir had made her 

repeat the rule so many times.

Sixteen harvests and they’d never been attacked. Sometimes a 

brave outsider would venture into the forest, shaking and fearful, 

braced to encounter the dead souls that were said to live there. Most 

of the time it was just her, Aunty, Teacher, her bodyguard, and Nahir 

on his occasional visits.

Nahir.

� inking of Nahir made her kick mindlessly at a tuft of grass and 

sigh. Would she see him before she left?  He never forgot her age day, 

but there’d been so much trouble on the eastern border recently, he 

might be unable to leave. It was better this way.

She kicked at another cluster of grass. If he came, he’d ask probing 

questions and look at her with those eyes that saw too much. Clarit 

would tell him about the strange hunters who’d ventured so much 

deeper into the forest than usual a moon ago, and Nahir would start 

making paranoid sweeps of the forest and putting her through fi ght-

ing drills.  He took his job as head of her security under his father, 

Lord Godmayne, painfully seriously. It was actually ridiculous, as 

she’d told him many times. He was only three harvests older than 

her. She could still remember the lanky boy of thirteen harvests 

who’d accompanied the series of stern-faced army men sent to man-

age her rotation of bodyguards. He’d tried to imitate his unsmiling 

seniors, but she could see his pleasure when they’d gone fi shing and 
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she demonstrated how to spear fi sh in the lake, or when they’d laid 

hog traps and caught one of the fat, fi erce creatures.

Nahir had changed when he had passed the combat tests and 

become a captain at seventeen. By the time he was made head of her 

security, he had become quiet and sober with the weight of respon-

sibility. She found she couldn’t read him the way she once had. His 

world was so much bigger than hers, his concerns so numerous. She 

missed the boy he’d been and felt victorious whenever she managed 

to tease him out. But the last thing she needed on this age day was 

Nahir sniffi  ng around, seeing far too much.

“You should be happy on your age day.”

Kalothia jumped at the sound of Clarit’s voice. � e woman rarely 

started a conversation. Kalothia looked back at her.

“You’ve been quiet today,” Clarit observed. “I can listen if you 

want to talk.”

“I’ve reached sixteen harvests. I’m supposed to be refl ective at 

such a milestone.”

Clarit grunted again. Kalothia summoned up a smile. She did not 

want to trigger Clarit’s concern. Kalothia began prattling about how 

they were running low on salt and how she hoped Nahir would bring 

some if he managed to make her age-day celebration so they could 

preserve the game she’d caught. She kept the steady stream of words 

fl owing until they reached the compound gate.

� e gate was overgrown with vegetation, impossible to fi nd unless 

you knew where to look. She stepped aside so Clarit could enter fi rst, 

waited the mandated minutes while Clarit did her checks, then fol-

lowed her inside. � e sandy ground was bathed in golds and reds, 

the evening sun streaming down into the clearing. � e house stood 

at one end, a cluster of connected circular rooms made from red, 
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sunbaked mud bricks and covered with thatched roofi ng. A vegetable 

patch sprouted cheerily beside it, and before it a long, rough-hewn 

wooden table had been set with goblets and bowls covered with 

squares of fabric.

Teacher wandered out of the hen house, a handful of eggs bal-

anced precariously in his hands. He was a small, dark-skinned man 

with a shock of white hair he always forgot to comb and large spec-

tacles. He stood in the compound and looked around as though he’d 

forgotten where he was heading, then catching sight of them, he 

smiled and called, “Welcome back! How was the hunt?”

Kalothia smiled in answer and ran to join him so they could stroll 

inside together. “Two squirrels, a grouse, and a hare,” she boasted.

“Excellent work!” Teacher reached for the front door, jiggling the 

eggs dangerously. Alarmed, Kalothia dove forward to open it for 

him, certain Aunty would kill him if he dropped them.

Inside the house, the air was rich with spices, but there was no sign 

of Aunty. Kalothia breathed a sigh of relief. If she bathed and dressed 

quickly, Aunty might not mention her late return. She dumped the 

bag of game on the parlor room table and hurried for the door.

“I said be back at a decent time!”nt time!”

Kalothia jumped at the crack of Aunty’s voice. She winced, turn-

ing back slowly.

Aunty stood in the doorway to the provision room, dressed in a 

yellow kaftan with matching headscarf, one hand fi sted on her hip.

 Kalothia took her in: the small, round-faced woman who had fed, 

scolded, hugged, and cared for her since her birth. � e fi st on hip sig-

naled swift action was required. She shot Aunty a sweet smile. “I’m 

just wondering, if I had to pour all my love for you into bottles, how 

many would I need? I don’t think there’d be enough.”
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Teacher grinned.

Aunty chuckled then tried to hide it, remembering she was 

annoyed with her charge, but the smile hovered stubbornly at the 

corners of her mouth. “Your mouth is sweeter than sugarcane! Your 

mother was the—” She cut herself off , but it was too late. � e playful 

mood dissipated.

Kalothia often thought there was nothing  Aunty and Teacher 

would deny her—after all, they’d moved to the middle of the Faledi 

forest to care for her. Quite a change from the royal court, where 

they’d lived before. � ere was nothing they would refuse her, except 

the truth about where her parents were.

Silence sang through the room until Teacher nodded toward the 

corridor. “Hurry and wash up!” � e eggs shifted in his precarious 

hold.

“Hey, la!” Aunty cried. “Put my eggs down immediately!”

Ye-Ye cried with delight and leaped off  Kalothia’s shoulder to 

closely observe the endangered eggs. Kalothia smiled at Teacher and 

rushed off  to bathe.

        ,  

the house cool. Now, as evening fell, they released the stored energy, 

warming the rooms, keeping the house a pleasant temperature. 

Kalothia took a refreshing cold bath. When she emerged, she found 

Aunty in the sleep room they shared, perched on the bed, fi xing a 

hole in one of Kalothia’s dresses.

“What am I wearing?” Kalothia asked.

Only on her age day did she allow Aunty to indulge her desire 

to see her in dresses. � e rest of the time she lived in the tunics 

and shokoto that Nahir brought her from the North, since the South 
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didn’t make such items for women. Aunty pointed at the sky-blue 

dress she’d hung over a chair.

Kalothia oiled her skin with shea butter scented with lavender, 

then slid into the dress. She crouched so Aunty could button the 

back. Aunty hummed in satisfaction when Kalothia rose and the fab-

ric fell elegantly to the fl oor. Dresses were nice enough to look at but 

decidedly impractical when you were planting in the garden, hunt-

ing, rethatching the roof, climbing trees, or any of the other things 

Kalothia liked to spend her days doing. She made an eff ort to tolerate 

the annual discomfort.

“Now sit and I’ll do your hair,” Aunty instructed.

Kalothia grabbed two wooden combs and a small looking glass 

from the table, then lowered herself to the handwoven fl oor mat, 

wedging herself between Aunty’s legs. Aunty worked deftly, her 

hands gentle and soothing as she unbraided the week-old cornrows, 

combed the knots out of Kalothia’s thick afro, then rebraided the hair.

When she was fi nished, she tapped Kalothia’s shoulder. “Let’s 

see you.”

Kalothia raised the looking glass and they both studied her refl ec-

tion. Her dark red hair had been twisted into four thick cornrows 

that marched around her head like a crown. It was a style Aunty 

liked to do on her age day. As usual, she could see Aunty’s eyes mist-

ing and her mouth puckering as she tried to contain her emotions.

“Do I look so much like her?” Kalothia said. When she asked 

about her parents, she found the best approach was to do it gently, 

like a fi sherman dangling bait to hook a catfi sh.

“Yes,” Aunty said. “If only she could see you.”

Kalothia touched the cool glass of the pendant that hung at her 

throat to calm herself. It was the only thing she had from her mother. 
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Well, that and her coff ee-rich skin, wide eyes, and full lips. She knew 

her red hair came from her father. � ese weren’t useful details. 

Having your parents imprinted on your face and hair was not help-

ful when you’d never met them and barely knew where to start the 

search to fi nd them.

Aunty made a visible eff ort to shake off  her melancholy. “One day, 

when your parents are no longer fearful of the king, they’ll come and 

get you. Now let’s go and eat before the sun sets.”

Kalothia trailed Aunty outside, trying not to feel bitter about the 

promises that never came to fruition, and the waiting that seemed to 

have no end. She had one last night with Aunty and Teacher. She didn’t 

want to waste it feeling angry or wondering about her absent parents.

 She’d lived in the forest for sixteen harvests, ever since her parents 

had fl ed the royal palace during what Aunty and Teacher called the 

Great Upset. � ey had supported Queen Sylvia (a fellow Northerner 

like them), who had been accused of adultery and treason. After her 

execution, Kalothia’s parents had fl ed for their lives, fearing King 

Osura’s anger.

Kalothia had been only days old, and they’d quickly realized that 

running and hiding was too dangerous for their newborn. � ey’d left 

her in the safekeeping of their dear friends Teacher and Aunty and 

had marshaled support from the lord of the Northern Territory to 

provide a home and bodyguards for her. Since then, there had been 

no news of them at all. She didn’t know if they were alive or dead, 

but she had remained in hiding ever since to prevent the king from 

killing her or using her to lure out her parents.

� is was the story Kalothia had been told repeatedly, with very lit-

tle variation or any added details. It troubled her that Teacher could 

lecture for hours on how the value of cowrie shells rose and fell or 
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why Galla would never be provoked into war with Padma though its 

eastern neighbor made frequent raids along their border, or myriad 

other topics, yet he had so little to say about the Great Upset and her 

parents. It made her certain they were hiding something.

� e sun had entered its golden phase. It bathed the compound 

in yellow light. Citronella candles had been lit and arranged along 

the table. Kalothia suppressed a sigh. Nahir would not make it for 

her age day. Disappointment dragged at her shoulders and sadness 

clogged her throat. If he arrived the next day she would be gone. 

Would she ever see his solemn, thoughtful face again?

Aunty began uncovering the dishes, revealing fried rice, steamed 

bean cakes, roasted plantain, spicy gizzard, and baked fi sh. Ye-Ye saw 

an opportunity and leaped onto the table to inspect the bowls.

“If you touch anything, you’re going in the pot!” Aunty warned 

the small monkey.

He chattered unhappily at her and bared his teeth.

Kalothia wagged her fi nger at him. “Stop that! You know she 

always feeds you. � ere’s yours!” His bowl was made from half of a 

dried melon husk and sat at the end of the table. It had been fi lled 

with more chopped fruit and nuts than Ye-Ye’s tiny body could hope 

to accommodate. “See! You should say ‘Sorry, Aunty!’ ”

Ye-Ye blew out his lips, making them vibrate noisily, then scuttled 

over to sample the items in his bowl. Kalothia laughed at her pet’s 

antics. � ey were a welcome distraction from her thoughts. Clarit 

appeared and took a seat at the table, resting her ever-present cudgel 

by her feet.

“Teacher! Come say the prayer!” Aunty called.

Teacher ambled out. He’d washed up and changed into a tunic 

and shokoto that were only slightly wrinkled. He moved to the head 
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of the table, adjusted his glasses, and raised his palms in the air. “We 

thank you, Goddess, for eyes to admire, a mouth to taste, and a heart 

to appreciate your goodness. We thank you for Kalothia and pray 

that you cover her in your celestial light.”

“Let her will be done,” Kalothia and Clarit murmured in affi  rma-

tion. Kalothia lifted her palm to her mouth in the gesture that would 

seal the prayer.

“Is that all?” Aunty demanded.

Teacher widened his eyes innocently.

“You didn’t pray for her health, for her safety, for an increase in 

wisdom . . .”

Teacher was already sitting and fi lling his bowl with food. “I said 

‘cover her in your celestial light,’ ” he argued. “� e Goddess has better 

things to do than listen to lengthy prayers.”

Kalothia laughed. � e two of them would never change. Aunty 

was the most devout person in the house, yet she refused to pray 

over the meals because the Goddess’s third precept was “� e bur-

den of learning and leadership falls on men.” Teacher wasn’t sure the 

Goddess existed, but as the only man in the house, he was forced to 

lead the prayers if he wanted a peaceful life.

Aunty grunted with irritation. She grabbed Kalothia’s bowl and 

began scooping a generous portion of everything into it.

“I nearly forgot!” Teacher drew a small package from the breast 

pocket of his tunic. “Happy age day!” he called, passing it down to 

Kalothia.

Tears sprung up in Kalothia’s eyes. For a moment, she couldn’t 

speak. Who would give her age-day gifts once she left the forest? 

Would her parents? Would they apologize for the sixteen age days 

they had missed?
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She shoved the thoughts away and pulled the cord on the parcel 

before unfolding the fabric. Inside was a small book bound in leather 

soft as butter. She fl ipped it open and gasped. It was fi lled with beau-

tiful hand-drawn maps of Galla. Each of the four territories occupied 

a separate page. She traced her fi ngers over the lines of the Eastern 

Territory, slid them to the area that symbolized the Faledi forest, her 

forest, a place she would fi nally leave. She fi ngered the book of maps 

and turned up her smile a few notches. “It’s perfect, Teacher! � ank 

you.”

Sadness rushed through Kalothia. � is was the last time they 

would sit here like this. � e last time Aunty would overfi ll her bowl 

to ensure she ate well. � e last time she would watch Teacher gob-

ble his food with cheeks puff ed and sweat beading on his forehead. 

� e last time Aunty would pour her lemon water and wait for her to 

begin her meal before fi lling her own bowl.

If Kalothia found her parents, maybe they could all eat together. 

Once the danger from the king passed, of course. � ere were so 

many ifs and maybes it all seemed so unlikely. Still, she could hope.


