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This one's for Marco
Primary thanks obviously have to go to Aaron Rosenberg, Steve Savile, and David Niall Wilson, the demiurges behind The Scattered Earth, who were kind enough to invite me to play in their sandbox.
Secondary thanks go, oddly, to the 1998/1999 television show Young Hercules and former Simon & Schuster editor Anne Greenberg, who hired me to write two novels based on that show. My second YH book, The Ares Alliance, involved Yoruba mythology (the plot revolved around a bit of a spat between Ares and Ogun), and sparked my interest in such, which led to the basis of the Olodumare Hegemony.
Speaking of which, the people of this novel—the Olodumare Hegemony and the fallen Oyo Empire—are very loosely based on the Yoruba people of the western part of Africa on Earth. However, we are also very far from the present day (in more ways than one), and any differences in traditions and culture should be attributed to that and author's choice.
Other helpful folks for various and sundry reasons include Jaime Costas, Laura Anne Gilman, Gerard Houarner, Neal Levin, Dale Mazur, Marco Palmieri, Tina Randleman, Wrenn Simms, and, of course, GraceAnne Andreassi DeCandido, a.k.a., The Mom.
Finally, thanks to them that live with me—human, canine, and feline—for support and wonderfulness, always.
As there is guilt in innocence, there is innocence in guilt.
—Yoruba proverb
The Eso swung its deadly claw at Folami's head.
The sharp point was a nanosecond away from cutting through her protective face mask and her skull when the claw suddenly changed direction, whipping past her. Folami felt a whisper of air on her cheek, heard the whistle of the claw slicing through the air by her ear.
After telekinetically shoving the claw aside, Folami stared fiercely into her foe's eyes. Much of the Eso's body had been genetically altered: skin to a chitinous substance, fingers to rock-hard bone claws, a prehensile tail, all body hair removed.
But the eyes remained human.
Within a second of Folami's making eye contact with the Eso, her foe fell to the ground, dead, unnatural tail writhing desperately and mindlessly in the dirt, claws reaching upward, dead eyes gazing blindly upon Kaduna Township's dismal night sky.
She had used her mind to destroy his.
The battle was happening in what had once been a public park, located near the smoking ruins of what had been a refinery owned and operated by the Kaduna Mining Corporate. Most of the trees had been leveled and the grass scorched by the refinery explosion that had necessitated the arrival of Rufiji Cavalry Company, to which Folami had been assigned. Worse, it had rained recently, and the ground was muddy and hard to gain purchase on.
That was the tenth Eso that Folami had killed, and she was barely making a dent in their numbers. However, it was more than had been managed by War Chief Tobi and the rest of Rufiji.
At least the gas is finally starting to clear, she thought, looking up dolefully. From the moment they'd arrived at Oshun, there'd been a green miasma choking the air thanks to the refinery explosion.
Looking down at the Eso she'd mindblasted, a small part of Folami felt pity. The Eso were human once, but the last remnants of the fallen Oyo Empire, which continued to fight against the Olodumare Hegemony, had tampered with them, mutating them from human beings into killing machines with no memory of their previous lives.
Folami's training didn't allow her to feel such pity for long. Nor to completely comprehend the irony. For Folami was also the result of genetic tampering. Generations ago, the Olodumare Hegemony selectively altered the genes of many of its citizenry in the hopes of breeding telepaths. They were successful to a degree, as many of the descendents of those subjects, such as Folami, were able to harness their minds. As a tenth-level—the highest rating in Hegemony history—she wielded the powers of telepathy, able to read minds, and telekinesis, able to move objects with her thoughts.
She had been trained to become Ori-Inu, one of the Hegemony's cadre of telepathic agents, all memories from her life prior to training erased.
Reading fellow humans was always easy for Folami. She understood the human thought processes by virtue of having them herself, along with a strength of perception that few, if any, shared. But the Eso were another story entirely. They had learned their lesson from the war. While the Hegemony's decisive victory had been the destruction of Yemoja, the world that served as the Oyo Empire's seat of power, it had been the Ori-Inu who had proven to be the most damaging to the Oyo during the war, using their ability to harness the mind to very good effect.
The rebels had therefore again altered the engineering of the Eso so that their thoughts barely registered as human anymore. It had taken several encounters before Folami could even go so far as to isolate their thought patterns, and even then, she couldn't make heads nor tails of what they were thinking. Sounds like nothing she'd ever heard, colors she didn't recognize, violent images that even her mind couldn't process properly. An occasional human thought, left over from when the Eso were properly human, poked through the horrible chaos, and indeed those had sometimes given Folami a proper point of reference.
As far as Folami knew, she was the only Ori-Inu who had mastered the trick of mindblasting the Eso to kill them. Humans, again, were not a problem—if she so desired, she could kill all the survivors of Rufiji Company with only a few seconds' concentration. But with the Eso, their thoughts were like quicksilver, difficult to get a hold of. Killing them with her mind expended effort, and she needed to ration that.
The half-dozen Eso converging on Cavalry Chief Olugbanma were almost on him, and the cavalry chief's Ayoka rifle could only go so far, surrounded as he was.
Folami ran toward him, setting up in position so the Eso were between her and Olugbanma and she set up a crossfire with her own Bayo pistol, using her telekinesis to make her aim true. The heads four of the Eso exploded in a rain of blood, bone, and brain matter.
She left only two alive, and Olugbanma was able to handle them.
"You couldn't kill the other two, save me some ammunition?" the cavalry chief asked, but Folami was already moving on. She didn't even notice the disdain or the lack of gratitude, as it was far too common among the cavalry to get worked up over.
Another Eso was bearing down on Cavalryman Olafemi, swinging one claw toward Olafemi's torso. Folami hopped onto the rebel's back. Given a choice between telekinteically halting the Eso's claw—moving against the creature's momentum—or simply getting Olafemi out of the way, she chose the latter. It expended less energy, though it did put the cavalryman in the rather undignified position of being knocked on his ass from her mental shove.
He'll thank me later, Folami thought as she gave a similar push to the Eso's claw, making its swing faster, stronger, more violent—and longer. The claw impaled the rebel in the left part of its own chest. It didn't go very far—it took a powerful strike to make it through that chitinous skin—but it was enough to open a wound.
She moved to leap off the Eso's back, but the rebel slashed at her with his other claw, the blade catching her face mask.
Yanking her head back, she managed to escape with damage only to the mask and not her person. Now I'm really grateful the gas is dissipating, she thought worriedly. As soon as she was clear, she projected right into Olafemi's mind: Cavalryman, now! Still on his back, Olafemi fired his Ayoka on full automatic right into the wound the Eso had given itself.
Two dozen armor-piercing rounds tore through the Eso and ripped a gash halfway across the rebel's chest.
With that opening, Folami was easily able to telekinetically grip the two ends of the wound and pry them further apart, eventually cleaving the Eso in two.
The upper part of the rebel—the part that had the brain, that was still managing to send impulses to the rest of the body—wriggled about, but the lower portion lay still.
Like all Ori-Inu, Folami wore skintight body armor. Black, with red trim, the armor protected Folami and enhanced her strength. Her telekinetic abilities could make her stronger still.
Which was good, as all that strength was required to break the claw off the dead rebel's appendage.
With a crack that would have echoed throughout Kaduna Township if the sounds of battle weren't so overwhelming, Folami did so, then took a moment to catch her breath. Need to take it easy—there are still about seventy of the filthy buruku left.
Hegemony cavalry armor was designed with strength in mind rather than agility, so Olafemi looked like a beached whale trying to clamber to his feet. With a smile, Folami took pity on him and mentally lifted him upright.
"Thanks," the cavalryman said, but his surface thoughts indicated that he resented needing the help.
Not dwelling on it, Folami moved on to fight more Eso.
She still needed her telekinesis to make the claw useful, as her own unenhanced strength was insufficient to drive the claw through the rebels' chitin, but the effort would be less than that of mindblasting.
Using a big rock as her springboard, Folami did a running leap, coming down on the back of another Eso that was about to kill Cavalry Master Apara, driving the claw through the rebel's head. Even as blood splattered everywhere, Folami yanked the claw back out, tucked into a roll, and jumped to another rebel.
The stench of the blood was starting to get to her, now that her face mask with its nasal filters had been torn.
She managed to kill another four Eso that way, but on the fourth, she drove the claw too far into the rebel's head to gain a handhold. Mentally yanking it out was an option, but before she could try, three Eso converged on her.
Reaching out, she mentally grabbed the four fresh Eso corpses, and threw them all at the three newcomers. The distraction of having to claw through the corpses of their fellow rebels was enough to allow Folami to take out her Bayo pistol and blast the rocks they were on to pieces, trapping them. She then telekinetically grabbed the claws from one and rammed them into the other two.
Surrounded for the moment only by Eso corpses, Folami cast her mind outward to the entirety of Kaduna Township. The civilians had long since been evacuated. About a quarter of the Eso who'd attacked here were dead now. Meanwhile, Rufiji Company's complement had been cut in half.
Damn it, she thought, the mission was supposed to be over…
Seven hours ago, Folami had been on the flight deck of the Hegemony Cavalry Vessel L'owuro, returning to Ife from a mission to Orunmila, when the distress call from Oshun had come in.
She had always enjoyed watching space on the viewer, and it was Eta-shift, an especially quiet time. That shift was the equivalent of late night, when most of the L'owuro crew was asleep. Only four of them were on the deck, the minimum required on the shift to ensure optimum operation.
"Amazing view, isn't it?"
Turning to her right, Folami saw one of those four people: the pilot, Cavalry Chief Adejola. Like many pilots, he'd shaved most of his head, leaving only a small, close-cropped batch of hair arranged in stylized "A" for atuko, or pilot.
"Yes, it's spectacular."
"I notice you only come up here when War Chief Tobi's off-shift."
Smiling, Folami said, "The war chief doesn't appreciate 'nonessentials' on the flight deck."
Adejola snorted. "Right. You're the most essential person on this ship. Rufiji Company's just here to run your code."
"Maybe, but while we're in transit, I'm just a passenger." Folami shrugged. "I don't mind—it's nice to have the downtime, especially after that mission. Once the war chief's back on shift, I'm going to get some sleep."
"Sounds vaguely strategic," Adejola said with a grin. "Well, I'm glad to have you up here."
Folami frowned at that, as it wasn't something she'd ever heard before. The other reason she preferred to come up here during Eta-shift was that there were fewer people. For one thing, that meant there were fewer minds to overhear. Of course, she would never pry into a person's mind without authorization, and it would take extraordinary circumstances for such authorization to ever be given on someone in the cavalry. But Folami was too strong a telepath to avoid psionic eavesdropping altogether, and she sometimes caught surface thoughts. She was issued a psi-screen, of course, but she hated using it when she was awake.
By coming onto the flight deck when it was all but empty, she got fewer looks of fear, hatred, and confusion, which were often matched by the thoughts. Flatbrains didn't like telepaths, and cavalry didn't like Ori-Inu.
Before Folami had a chance to query Adejola as to why he was glad to have her there, though, the cavalrywoman at communications spoke. "Cavalry Chief Adejola, we have an incoming distress call!"
"Source?"
The cavalrywoman put a hand to her right ear to aid in making out the sounds that were coming through the receiver hooked around her lobe. "It's Hegemony—Code 47."
Folami started. Code 47 was used by Orisha, those tasked with seeking out telepaths and making them into Ori-Inu.
Manipulating a few controls on her console, the communications officer added, "Source is Oshun. There was a refinery explosion—an unknown gas has been released into the atmosphere. The Orisha is injured, and there are indeterminate casualties from the explosion and the gas."
Adejola's primary thought was impossible for Folami to not sense: utter dread that he was going to have to wake War Chief Tobi up.
"Getting something else," the cavalrywoman added. "The Eso have claimed responsibility and are now attacking Kaduna Township."
Adejola cursed. "Mogbe. All right, wake the war chief up."
"With all due respect, sir," the cavalrywoman said with even more dread than Folami had sensed from Adejola, "I'd rather that you did that, as the war chief's less likely to reassign you to scrubbing the hull."
Adejola smiled. "Don't be so sure that he wouldn't, Cavalrywoman. But yeah, I'll do it."
An excessively cranky War Chief Tobi stumbled onto the flight deck minutes later. He was wearing a hastily thrown-on dashiki, and nothing else. Folami had only seen the war chief in full uniform, and his excessively hairy, bony legs were something of a surprise. After all, atop his head, he had close-cropped, thinning white hair. Like many men of status in the Hegemony, he had taken to wearing a thick beard, akin to that of Oba Isembi, which was the same white as what little hair he had.
Even in his nightclothes, though, he had a Bayo pistol strapped to a shoulder holster.
Loudly, Adejola said, "War chief on deck!"
Much more loudly, Tobi declared: "Cavalry Chief, you have seven-and-a-half seconds to explain why you awakened me from a wonderful dream about the spectacular sex I was having with your mother." His words echoed off the unstaffed consoles.
Swallowing, Adejola quickly filled the war chief in. Folami couldn't help but smile at the image that came into Adejola's head, which was of Tobi in bed with his mother, no matter how hard the pilot tried to banish it.
"It's a lucky thing for you this was serious," Tobi said as he fell more than sat into the command chair. Technically, regulations were that whoever was in command of the flight deck sat there, but everyone on L'owuro learned quickly that only the war chief's ass was allowed to touch the seat. "Change course to Oshun, Cavalry Chief."
"Changing course," Adejola said smartly.
Tobi turned to his left. "Any other ships in the area?"
The cavalryman at tactical—who had never actually been in the same room with the war chief before, and Folami felt his disappointment in the reality after hearing the reputation, though she suspected the hairy, bony legs had a lot to do with that—said, "No military ships, sir, no."
"Cavalryman, do you honestly think I care about non-military ships?"
Suddenly, the tac officer was less disappointed and more scared. "Uh, no, sir, I don't suppose you—"
"That sentence ends at 'no, sir,' Cavalryman, unless you want to be scrubbing the hull for the next month."
"Yes, sir," he said quickly.
"Cavalry Chief Adejola, ETA to Oshun?"
"Seven hours, sir."
Then, for the first time, Tobi acknowledged Folami's presence. "What're you doing up here, Ori-Inu?"
"Admiring the view," Folami said simply.
Misconstruing, Tobi was suddenly self-conscious of his state of undress. Rising to his feet, he said, "Cavalry Chief Adejola, you have the deck."
"I acknowledge command of the deck, sir," Adejola said formally, which was more for the benefit of the flight recorder than the war chief.
Even before L'owuro made orbit of Oshun, Folami had felt the strange images and unknowable instincts of the Eso in her mind. The tac officer reported that the gas from the refinery explosion was dispersing, but he was unable to identify what the gas was. Given that L'owuro, like all military ships, had an extensive catalogue of every gas known to humanity—mainly so that the personnel on board knew how to defend themselves against it—this was unusual.
Tobi summoned Rufiji Company to the dropship bay. The cavalry all came in, not quite at double-time—that wasn't really possible in the bulky armor—but they lumbered in single-file through the metal corridors of L'owuro, dozens of armored boots clanging on the deck to create a cacophony that only multiple missions had inured Folami to. The deafening report of metal on metal was just background noise to her now, though when she first started performing missions for the Hegemony, the sound had threatened to drive her mad.
In the bay itself, dozens of dropships were lined up to be disgorged through the L'owuro's belly and into Oshun's atmosphere. Each drop held eight armored personnel, and Tobi watched as each one was filled and deployed. For whatever reason, Tobi always preferred to go down on the final ship, leaving Rufiji's direct commander, Cavalry Master Fasina, to take the first drop down.
As usual, Folami joined Tobi in the final drop to disembark. Other cavalry commanders had wanted the Ori-Inu to be on the first drop, but Tobi felt it was best to, as he put it, "save the best for last." Folami had never understood this philosophy, but it was important enough to Tobi—and she was sufficiently uninterested in engaging him in an argument on the subject—that she simply went along with it.
Also as usual, Tobi didn't say a word to her, indeed barely acknowledged her existence, for the entire drop.
As the dropship plummeted through Oshun's atmosphere, rocking back and forth in the turbulence of air currents, Folami tuned out her immediate surroundings and focused her mind on the surface below.
She felt very few human minds anywhere near the Eso, beyond those of Rufiji Company. This relieved Folami, as it meant that local authorities had evacuated the population of Kaduna Township after the explosion. With luck, this would mean there would be a comparatively small body count when the dropships hit dirt. Eso attacks were almost always accompanied by appalling civilian casualties.
The final drop landed with a soft thud, thrusters decelerating the drop enough to make for a smooth landing on the muddy ground.
Even as Folami prepared to disembark, she sensed Cavalry Master Fasina stuffing a grenade down a rebel's throat—and then a moment later, the cavalry master's agonized pain as the chitin of the exploding Eso tore through his armor, rending his left arm from its shoulder.
Exiting the drop, she saw that a group of nearby rebels were wounded enough by their exploding comrade that they were vulnerable to Ayoka fire from Cavalry Master Morayo and a dozen of her troops.
The place they had landed was a park located next to the refinery that had exploded. Northwest of their location was a giant maze of twisted metal, still smoking from the explosion that had started this whole thing. Right in front of her, dozens of Eso swarmed about the mud and grass and scorched earth, like maggots crawling over a giant, pockmarked corpse.
From there, the battle was joined, with Folami doing her part, killing several Eso, albeit at the cost of damage to her face mask.
Folami felt as if a spike were being driven through her left eye from her repeated psionic exertions. Even she, at the tenth level, had her limits, and with this mission so soon after dealing with those terrorists on Orunmila, she wasn't sure how much more she could handle.
But handle it, she would. This was what she was trained for.
They had been on Orunmila for a week, taking care of those separatists in their fortified base. Unlike the Eso, who wanted to bring back the glory days of the Oyo Empire, these were religious fanatics who just wanted to be out of the Hegemony. It hadn't been a particularly difficult assignment, but it was a long one, and normally after so grueling a mission, Folami would have been allocated some time to rest.
I haven't been this tired since Nupe.
The thought made her look quickly around. Her first instinct was that she'd accidentally read someone else's mind, which sometimes happened when she was fatigued. The only place named Nupe she knew of was on Yemoja before it was destroyed. As far as she remembered, she'd never been there.
But no, the thought was her own.
Before she could try to examine this, she saw ten Eso converging on three cavalry who were standing back-to-back-to-back in a circle near the remains of a running path. Surrounded by Eso and unable to move, the trio kept throwing Ayoka rounds that ricocheted off the rebels.
The Eso's greatest vulnerability was the same one that most living creatures had: their eyes. Unfortunately, they were almost impossible to hit in general, and the Oyo rebels had bred the Eso with eyes that were small and covered on both sides by folds of chitinous flesh.
The only way to hit them was to be the system's most perfect shot.
With her telekinesis, Folami was just that.
She fired twenty shots at the eyes of the ten Eso.
The headache was making her ears ring now. She couldn't even make out what it was one of the cavalry was saying to her. No way I can do that trick again.
Including War Chief Tobi, Rufiji Company had fifty-nine people assigned to it, and now thirty-four of them were dead. By the time Folami could mindblast each of the fifty-plus Eso left, Rufiji would be wiped out, and Folami herself might not make it that far alive.
Calling down a strike from L'owuro wasn't an option, as this was a populated area, they hadn't found the Orisha who sent the distress call yet, and all the evidence of the explosion and the strange gas would be lost, so no one would ever know what happened here. Her duty to the Hegemony was to make sure that this could be investigated properly.
So the orbital strike was only a final option, and she wasn't there yet. According to what the flight deck had said before the drops were launched, reinforcements wouldn't arrive for another day.
Maybe I can fry all their brains at once, like I did those people in Nupe.
Again, Folami startled herself. That thought also came out of nowhere, and was most definitely her own, not someone else's. What is going on?
That thought was cut short by the realization that an Eso claw was coming down toward her head. She dove to the ground, then shot her Bayo at the mud the rebel was running through, which came nowhere near the Eso.
Get it together, she chastised herself, as she re-aimed, the rounds this time crashing into the Eso's hard shell.
That got him to turn toward her. Folami gazed into his eyes and then fried his brain.
For whatever reason, though, she knew—just knew—that once, in the past, she had fried the brains of two dozen people at once. As a tenth-level, that was completely possible, but it wasn't anything she'd even considered trying, nor even been in a position to try.
But the Eso were wearing Rufiji down. She had to make the attempt.
She broadcast her thoughts: War Chief Tobi, clear out. I can stop the rest of the Eso, but I can't do it with Rufiji Company underfoot. Get to the drops and get back to L'owuro.
Tobi's voice sounded in Folami's earpiece, a method of communication far less secure. "Back to the drops? We can't—"
War Chief, if you don't do this, the rest of Rufiji will die. Sound the retreat!
Reluctantly, Tobi gave the order. Four cavalry lay down covering fire while the rest of the survivors of Rufiji retreated to the dropships.
Only one tree was still standing in the park, a thick, gnarled oak. Folami ran toward it after the drops took off, shooting her Bayo indiscriminately behind her to keep the Eso still chasing her at a distance. Nimbly, she climbed up as high as she could, the high ground giving her precious moments to collect herself. The rebels would be able to climb up after her, but soon, that wouldn't be an issue.
Because either her plan would work, or she'd be dead.
She took three deep breaths through her nose, exhaling through her mouth.
Two Eso started clambering up the twisted trunk of the oak, heading right for her.
She let out the most primal of screams.
"She's waking up!"
Folami blinked the bright spots out of her eyes at the voice of the Rufiji medic, Doctor Modupe. Sitting upright quickly proved to be a mistake, as the universe spun around in ever-faster circles. She had an odd feeling on her upper lip, and put a gloved hand there.
Dried blood chipped off.
Lying slowly back down, she realized that she was on the ground under the oak tree. Modupe was kneeling over her, checking his diagnostic scanner.
"What happened?" she asked.
Modupe scratched his stubbly chin. The young doctor had neglected to shave in an attempt to make himself look older. He looked like he had a ravaged forest on his baby face. "You tell us. The war chief came back to L'owuro, and the flight deck reported that the Eso were all dead. He came back, dragged my ass away from my patients to come down with him, only to find you unconscious and a whole lotta dead rebels."
"Will she live?" That was Tobi, who had approached.
"Probably. Can I get back to L'owuro now? I've got a dozen wounded up there, and—"
"Permission granted," Tobi said, and Folami could feel his irritation at the doctor's whining.
Reaching into a case, Modupe took out a small plastic bottle and offered it to Folami. "Here—take these for the pain." Then he got to his feet and wandered off.
Tobi glared down at her through his beard. "Neat trick you pulled, Ori-Inu. Didn't think even you could wipe that many in one shot."
She sat up more slowly this time. "I didn't, either. And I'm in no rush to do it again."
"You shouldn't have to. Oh, and we found who summoned us here."
Clambering gingerly to her feet, Folami followed Tobi, who led her to the dropship, which had a medical pallet being loaded onto it. The occupant wore the loose-fitting white robes of an Orisha. His round face was scarred by burns.
"His ID says his name is—" Tobi started, but Folami interrupted.
"Hembadoon."
Tobi scowled at her. "Yeah, well, we didn't have you around to read him, but—"
But Folami interrupted him a second time. "You don't understand, War Chief—I can barely read surface thoughts in the shape I'm in, and right now, this man's too far gone to have surface thoughts. No, I know him."
"From where?"
She shook her head. "I have no idea."
Hembadoon loved meeting with Oba Isembi. Not because he had any great love for the man. Quite the opposite, in fact, and Hembadoon knew the feeling was mutual. Isembi viewed Hembadoon with contempt and disdain. One of the advantages Isembi had, being Oba of the Hegemony, supreme ruler of all the worlds in the system, destroyer of Yemoja, was that if he didn't like someone, he simply could get rid of them.
But the disadvantage was that he would have to accept the consequences.
The day Hembadoon lived in fear of was the day that Isembi or one of his minions found an Orisha who could do the job as well as Hembadoon. He knew that day was coming. It was inevitable—there was simply no way that he could be the best forever.
However, Hembadoon had every intention of delaying that day as long as possible by continuing to seek out and train the finest Ori-Inu he could. As long as he did so, Isembi could do nothing to Hembadoon.
The room where they had their meeting was in Isembi's imperial palace in Benin, the capital city on Ife, the homeworld. The three-story structure was circular, as was proper, with Isembi's throne room on the ground floor, where he would meet publicly with applicants. On the upper floor was his bedchamber, where he would rest after each day's work as the leader of the greatest empire the universe had ever known.
On the middle floor was the private meeting room where most of the Hegemony's business truly got done. The walls appeared to be made of adobe, but Hembadoon knew that was an illusion to put people at ease that they were in as ordinary a place as a palace could be. In truth, the walls were reinforced to withstand an orbital bombardment. A tapestry hung on one section of the wall, a crescent-shaped wooden table against another section, and a burning fire in the center that made the entire room smell like smoked cedar. That last was a silly extravagance, even in a building filled with them, as it was midsummer in Benin, and the room was perfectly temperature controlled in any case.
But it made the room look and smell elegant. For Isembi, appearances were of tremendous importance.
Isembi was standing at a sideboard near the desk while chatting with a holographic image projected over the firepit. He wore the traditional red robes of an Oba going back as far as anyone could remember. His wild white hair was restrained by a ponytail, and his beard remained thick. Hembadoon knew that many men of the Hegemony had styled their hair or worn beards in that style—or both—out of respect for the Oba.
Which was why Hembadoon kept his own head and cheeks shaved clean.
Though they were the same height, Hembadoon always felt shorter than Isembi. The Oba carried himself as if he were the tallest person in the room. He practically oozed charisma. Which, Hembadoon often thought wryly, is the only reason why this snake in the grass has become Oba.
Isembi was holding a thick-bottomed glass with a clear liquid. He was speaking to the holographic image, which was of a face covered in what looked like orange fur. Hembadoon knew that this was one of the Hegemony's trading partners from beyond the system, though he couldn't recall what the people were called. He rarely concerned himself with external matters.
"Would you mind explaining where your shipment is, Horrr?" Isembi asked testily.
"Sorry I am, Oba," Horrr said, "but gone is the shipment. Hit we were by the Dread Remora—"
Holding up a hand, Isembi said, "I don't wish to hear excuses, Horrr, I wish to receive the merchandise I paid for."
"Get it you will. Restock on Frrren's Landing we shall and come back we will within two weeks—return on the first Ishegun of Erele."
Hembadoon was impressed that this Horrr person had gone to the trouble of learning the Hegemony calendar. Then again, one thing the Orisha did know was that this system was plentiful in metals that were of great value outside the Hegemony, so it behooved Horrr as a regular trader to be familiar.
"The shipment will be half again as large, yes?"
Horrr winced. "Not the terms to which we—"
"We agreed that the shipment would already be here, and you've already received our iron and platinum. I believe the delay of two weeks justifies a fifty percent increase in the value of our goods, yes? If not, I am perfectly happy to find someone else to take our—"
Speaking quickly, Horrr said, "Necessary that will not be, Oba. As you say is as it will."
"Excellent." Isembi provided an insincere smile, then touched a control on one of his many earrings. The holographic image winked out.
Turning to the Orisha, Isembi's smile remained unchanged. "Welcome back, Hembadoon."
Pointing at the firepit, Hembadoon asked, "Don't you have people to handle such mundane matters?"
"When they go smoothly, yes. However, Horrr was being difficult and I felt the need to step in. Especially since I doubt he was truly raided by pirates, he probably simply found another buyer." He shook his head. "If I believed every story I've heard about the so-called Dread Remora, the ship would have to be in twelve places simultaneously—and I honestly don't believe that the vessel truly exists." Letting out a breath, he held up his glass. "May I offer you a drink? It's from Esu."
"Really?" Hembadoon moved to sit at the guest chair next to the desk. His feet hurt after standing completely still through six different security checkpoints before being allowed to set foot in the palace. At that, he was fortunate—were he not an Orisha, he would have had to go through fifteen. "I was unaware that there were any drinks from Esu." The once-frozen world on the outskirts of the system had only a small, fledgling colony that was slowly performing terraforming tasks. The long-term goal was to make the place as habitable as Ife, but in the short term, life was very hard on the still-mostly-frozen planet.
As Isembi poured the liquid into another glass, he said, "So few things grow in the ground on Esu. But an enterprising young couple thought they would be able to produce alcohol. This is from their first bottle of what they claim to be gin, which they generously gave to me as a gift. We're hoping they'll be able to do business similar to the distilleries on Oshun and Oya."
Hembadoon took the glass from Isembi, who then sat down at the desk, perpendicular to where the Orisha had sat down. The drink had a sharp odor, cutting through his nostrils and wiping out the cedary smell of the fire. Taking a small sip, Hembadoon felt the alcohol burn in his throat so fiercely that it masked whatever taste the gin might have had. A good drink created a warm glow in the base of the neck, but this was not a good drink. After letting out a gasp, Hembadoon said, "I hope you aren't relying upon this elixir to spur Esu's economy."
Isembi smiled. "Hardly. And this is the first bottle. It is part of our long-term plan to accelerate Esu's schedule."
Hembadoon nodded, setting the glass down with a clunk on the wooden table.
"The report I read," Isembi was saying, "said that you found a new telepath in the hinterlands of Oya."
Snorting, Hembadoon said, "'Hinterlands' is the polite word for it, yes. These were hill people, living deep in the valleys of the Jukun Mountains. The most recent technology they possessed was a century old, and most had no idea of how to use it. Oh, and they are fiercely protective of their own, so the notion of a stranger in white robes taking one of them away from home sat very poorly with them."
"But you managed."
"Barely—I almost died." Hembadoon smiled. "Sorry to disappoint you."
"And lose such a valuable resource? Don't be ridiculous. You see, Hembadoon, of all the Hegemony's many government assets, by far the most vital are the Ori-Inu. The threats we face are so great, that our best line of defense are these telepaths. That makes a good Orisha of great value." The Oba leaned forward. "You, Hembadoon, are a very good Orisha." Then he leaned back and sighed. "Would that the same could be said of your colleagues. The fact is, the skill set required to perform your task is difficult to find in a single person. You are one of the few."
Raising his glass in acknowledgment of this rare compliment, Hembadoon decided not to actually drink anymore of the Esu concoction.
Isembi stood up and moved toward the firepit, his back to the Orisha. "It is because of your unique skills that I require you for your next mission. I wish you to go to Oshun." He turned around to face him once again, and Hembadoon saw that Isembi looked almost angry. Emotions rarely made it to the Oba's face, so he was obviously quite displeased indeed. "Another Ori-Inu has disappeared."
Hembadoon blinked. "An Ori-Inu has disappeared?" Then he shook his head. "Wait—another Ori-Inu has disappeared? How many?"
"This is the sixth, and we're fairly certain they've been taken. Their neural implants have been either blocked or removed and destroyed."
Angrily, Hembadoon stood up. "Why was I never informed of this?"
Unmoved by his anger, Isembi shrugged. "The information was classified."
"Nothing involving the Ori-Inu should be classified from any Orisha—least of all from me!"
Now Isembi fixed Hembadoon with a cold, hard glare. "I am Oba, Hembadoon. I decide what should or should not be. Not you."
"Who has gone missing?"
"The latest is Abeje. The others include Akanke, Baderinwa, Ige, Olufunke, and Taiwo."
Hembadoon shook his head. He had found and trained half of those, including Abeje. In fact, she was his third-best student.
Second-best if you only counted the ones who made it through to the end.
"If it was so important that this be kept from me before, why are you telling me now?"
Reaching into one of the pockets in his robes, Isembi took out a reader and tossed it onto the desk. "These are the reports of the disappearances, including investigations made by other Ori-Inu. Only the last one isn't there—from Abeje. She was on a mission to assassinate an Oyo spy when the signal from her implant went out."
"On Oshun?"
Isembi nodded. "Though she doesn't recall this, of course, Abeje is from Oshun. We were hoping that might have aided in the search for this spy, but that approach obviously was flawed. I am now assigning this to you. For the duration of this mission, Hembadoon, your clearance has been raised to seventh level."
That got Hembadoon to raise an eyebrow. Orisha normally only had fifth-level clearance.
Isembi continued. "Among other things, this means that you may download the contents of that reader to your robe's computer."
Nodding, Hembadoon sat down at the desk and subvocalized instructions to the computer woven into the fabric of his white robe to do that very thing.
Walking back to the desk, Isembi set down his glass, and then rested his palms on the surface, leaning in toward Hembadoon, close enough that the Orisha could smell the mediocre gin on the Oba's breath. "You leave first thing in the morning. Understand, Orisha, I want my Ori-Inu back very much. Go find them."
That got Hembadoon's attention. Just as Hembadoon refused to refer to Isembi by his title, the Oba never referred to Hembadoon as "Orisha," as was proper.
That he did so now bespoke the urgency of the situation. Dryly, he said, "Yes, sir," then gulped down the rest of his gin. The burn was a bit less this time—though it was as likely as not that the first sip anaesthetized his mouth—and almost approached the possibility of having a taste. Hembadoon let out a noise that sounded vaguely like the moan of an animal caught in a trap, and moved to the exit.
"You risk much, Hembadoon," Isembi said as the door slid aside at the Orisha's approach.
Hembadoon stopped short. "I'm not risking a damn thing. You can't afford to kill me. Nobody has found as many Ori-Inu as I, nobody has trained as many as I. And I know what you have carefully kept from the history texts. Everyone assumes that the Cavalry destroyed Yemoja and won the war. But it was the Ori-Inu—my Ori-Inu—who did the true work of bringing the Oyo down. You owe me your throne, mighty Oba, and that debt continues to accrue with every passing day. The day you kill me is three days before you lose the throne you worked so hard to acquire, little as I relish the prospect. We keep each other nicely in our respective places." Hembadoon grinned. "I have nothing to lose, so I might as well enjoy it."
With that, he departed for his mission.
As an Orisha, Hembadoon was assigned a small, one-person craft—though a passenger could cram in behind the flight chair in a pinch—that he'd named the Ebun. The ship had a magnificent sound system and a huge library of music, at his insistence. If he had to travel all by himself for days on end, he at least wanted something to listen to.
For the trip to Oshun, which was three days from Ife at Ebun's top speed, he found himself gravitating toward Yetinde spirituals. Hembadoon was a devout agnostic, and believed in pretty much no gods or demiurges or creators or anything like that, but damn the religious types from Yetinde could put a tune together. One group in particular, which called itself Sunshine on Days of Rain, had amazing harmonies that sounded particularly compelling in the state-of-the-art system he had in Ebun, and the power of their talking drums vibrated in the base of his spine.
It also helped Hembadoon deal with his space sickness. While his robes dealt with the actual nausea by delivering medication directly into his bloodstream, his anxiety regarding the possibility of getting sick required music as a coping mechanism.
One thing that wouldn't ameliorate his space sickness—but would at least distract him—was the first interview he had to conduct in his investigation. Often, when Ori-Inu went into the field, they went with a cavalry unit as backup and support. For her trip to Oshun, Abeje was supported by Sankarani Company.
Hembadoon had little patience for the cavalry, mostly because they had been resistant to the notion of Ori-Inu being attached to their units. Never mind the fact that the presence of an Ori-Inu increased the likelihood of the unit making it through their engagement with minimal casualties.
He supposed that they resented being responsible for someone not part of their chain of command, but Hembadoon had always been more interested in results than process.
When he put the call through to Sankarani, he used the priority frequency for Orisha, which required that the commanding officer answer it. Anyone else responding to that frequency was a court-martial offense, both for the CO who didn't reply to it and for the poor fool who did.
So it was the ever-scowling mahogany-skinned face of War Chief Titilayo that looked back at him from the holographic projector on his console.
"Orisha Hembadoon. You're still alive."
"War Chief Titilayo. I could say the same."
She smiled. "Psychopaths do well in Oba Isembi's cavalry, hadn't you heard?"
Hembadoon snorted. "You're not a psychopath. Psychopaths don't know they're psychopaths. You're a high-functioning sociopath."
"And you're not a psychiatrist, so how would you know?"
He waved a hand. "Fine, you're a psychopath."
"What does an Orisha need with this particular psychopath?"
"I need to ask you about your mission to Oshun."
The smile dropped. "We were to escort the Ori-Inu to the planet," Titilayo said tightly, "and provide support as needed."
Easy enough for Hembadoon to read between the lines: Titilayo didn't know the specifics of Abeje's mission. That wasn't a surprise, as Isembi preferred to get rid of spies as quietly as possible without the public even knowing they existed.
Of course, that also meant that the Oyo spy was probably still on Oshun somewhere.
"Did she ever ask for that support?"
"No. And then she went missing. Our last tag on her was in a refinery in Kaduna Township. After that, nothing. We did a full-target search, but she wasn't anywhere on Oshun. So we reported in and got reassigned. Honestly, I thought we were done with that."
For a brief instant, Hembadoon toyed with the notion that Titilayo was the one responsible for the disappearance, but that didn't track. Psychopath or sociopath, she had always been loyal to the Hegemony.
After signing off with the war chief, he put the music back on. It was an a cappella number by Sunshine on Days of Rain, and the power of their harmonies echoed off Ebun's bulkhead.
The next step was to do a computer dive, to cross reference the various Ori-Inu disappearance reports, searching for any common terms. The search turned up nothing that gave him any encouragement: "mysterious," "confused," "unsure." The words "planet" and "station" appeared fairly often, and specific places turned up a lot, particularly Ife, Benin, Niger (the city that housed the Ori-Inu training facility), and Olokun.
Of all the results of the search, "Olokun" was the only one that wasn't in any way familiar. Hembadoon frowned. One of the first things he learned in his own training as an Orisha was that the discrepant part of a set was the one that usually was of the most interest.
The music program moved on to a hard-driving number that always set Hembadoon's pulse pounding in much the same way a good investigation did, and he found himself amused by the serendipity of it starting right when he started to check out "Olokun." Uses of the term in the reports consisted of either a word overheard by witnesses or a reference to an Olokun Station. Hembadoon searched the computer for other uses of the term, but the only hits that generated were mythical ones relating to the founding of the cradle of life on Ife. Ironically, one of the religious hits was to the lyrics for one of the Sunshine on Days of Rain songs he'd been listening to an hour ago.
So what is Olokun Station? There was no record of any station with that designation—and thanks to his new seventh-level clearance, Hembadoon had access to a whole new range of classified files he wouldn't have been able to get at in the past.
But there was nothing, aside from a few mentions in these reports and the myths.
The question continued to nag at Hembadoon until he reached Oshun. The first thing he did was contact the planet's orbital control, which was located in Kaduna Station in high orbit. The Kaduna Mining Corporate all but owned Oshun. The planet's two main cities were Kaduna Township and Kaduna City, and it was difficult to find anything on that world that didn't have the company name in evidence.
"Kaduna Station, this is Orisha Hembadoon aboard the Ebun." He sent that on the same priority frequency he used to contact Titilayo.
A friendly female voice replied a few seconds later. "Kaduna Station responding. Welcome to Oshun, Orisha Hembadoon. What can we do for you today?"
Well, I thought I'd lift my robes and ask you to fellate me in the town square. Somehow, Hembadoon managed to restrain himself from saying that, especially since he suspected that the woman on the other end would do so rather than risk the ire of the Oba's favorite government agency. Instead, he simply said, "I need a landing point in Kaduna Township, preferably close to the refinery."
"Not a problem, Orisha. We're uploading a landing vector for Ebun right now."
Almost instantly, that vector showed up on Ebun's heads-up display. "Thank you very kindly, Kaduna Station."
"If there's anything you need from the people of Oshun, please don't hesitate to ask. If you contact the Municipal Building in Kaduna Township, there's someone there twenty-one hours a day."
"Good to know. Thanks for your help. Ebun out."
The refinery was, Hembadoon thought, a testament to the hideousness of industry.
He supposed it was inevitable. After all, nobody built a refinery with aesthetics in mind. Form didn't just follow function when you were refining ores and minerals and things, it pretty much dogged its every step. Ugly metal passageways connected ugly metal structures to other ugly metal structures, with ports that released heat into the air.
Proving that the owners weren't entirely without a sense of humor, there was a verdant, beautiful park right next to it. Hembadoon figured it was an attempt to beautify the area, but the park was maybe a quarter the size of the refinery. All its grassy, tree-lined presence served to do was shine a light on just how ass-ugly the refinery was.
Inside was little better, all metal walls and floors with no decoration. The executives who ran the refinery were in a different location. What few offices there were on-site belonged to lower-management functionaries who were obviously too busy making their quotas to even go so far as to decorate their working space.
It didn't take long for Hembadoon to find the right person to talk to about Abeje. Nobody knew anything about an Ori-Inu being present at the refinery—so it was obvious that her investigation was a covert one, which tracked with the mission profile—but each person he spoke to mentioned one of the engineers, a man named Kosoko, going completely insane.
His last stop was yet another lower-management functionary: an officious twit of a personnel manager. Hembadoon sat in his office while the short, balding man explained in a squeaky, sing-songy voice from behind his clean metal desk that Kosoko was perfectly normal until a few days ago.
"It was incredibly strange. One day he was working with the others, and making his usual awful puns, and then suddenly he was babbling like an idiot and banging his head against the wall."
Hembadoon frowned. "Are you being metaphorical, or—?"
The manager made a tch noise. "No, he really was hitting his head against the wall. They had to take him to the police station."
Subvocalizing instructions to his robe computer to provide directions from here to the nearest law-enforcement headquarters, Hembadoon asked, "Was he charged?"
"No, no, it was just for his protection—and ours, to be honest. I think he was going to kill poor Iyapo. She's the one he shared his office with. I swear he was raving like an Eso on crink."
Somehow, Hembadoon didn't think a drugged-out Eso would act anything like how Kosoko was behaving, but he didn't care enough to correct the man's misapprehension. He just said, "Thanks for your help."
As he exited the office, his robe computer provided the location of the Kaduna Police Headquarters. It was just a hundred meters from the refinery, which was an easy walk across the park. As he ambled over, he checked the police records, to find that Kosoko had been taken into custody on the same day that Abeje had disappeared.
While the refinery was all cold metal and fancy machinery, police HQ was a drab prefabricated structure. The officer at the desk—a polite young woman—escorted him to the cell where Kosoko was being held. She led him down a flight of unevenly spaced stairs that creaked with each step.
Widening his eyes to try to make things out in the dim light of the basement, Hembadoon saw several holding cells with the standard shockbars keeping the prisoners in their place. Each cell had a refresher, though none of them looked as though they'd been cleaned in years, and there were no windows. Only four cells were occupied. A couple of them made half-hearted cat-calls at the officer, which she ignored.
Kosoko was a short man, mid-twenties, with kinky red hair kept long on the sides and completely shaved on top—a fairly common style on Oshun among younger folks. The hair was dirty and greasy, but Hembadoon figured he hadn't been offered much by way of hygiene care since being placed in here. He was seated on the edge of the metal bunk, hugging himself with skinny arms, and rocking back and forth.
"Out of nowhere just out of nowhere people just appearing like nothing and yelling and screaming and fighting…"
Hembadoon set his robe computer to scan Kosoko and also record everything he said, then turned to the officer. "He been like this the whole time?"
She nodded. "When he got here, he was a lot more—well, intense. And active. Some doctors examined him, and one gave him pills to calm him, but no one's been able to get through to him."
Turning back to the cell, Hembadoon asked, "Kosoko, can you hear me?"
"Just out of nowhere couldn't believe it just the two of them going to Olokun and then coming out of nowhere…"
Olokun again. If there was any doubt in Hembadoon's mind that Kosoko's sudden madness was connected to Abeje, it was gone now. "Kosoko, can you tell me about the two people? You said they were going to—"
"Out of nowhere just showing up like that and fighting and killing and yelling and screaming and who's who and I didn't know what to do with no orders…"
"What orders, Kosoko?" Hembadoon asked. "Whose orders were you waiting for?"
"Just completely out of nowhere…"
"Mogbe," he muttered. Kosoko was an engineer who built equipment for the refinery to use. He had no military record, so it was unlikely that he would think in terms of "orders."
Unless he's the one Abeje came here to assassinate.
"Going to kill me going to kill each other going to kill everyone all going to die die die die die…" Kosoko started rocking back and forth more quickly.
"Kosoko, look at me, please. My name's Hembadoon, I'm an Orisha. I need to know—"
"Need to know, need to know, we all need to know, need to know when to go ahead, need to know when to go forward, need to know when to get a move on, need to know need to know need to know…"
The officer looked helplessly at Hembadoon. "See what I mean? Best psychiatrists on Oshun couldn't get through, so you probably aren't going to, either."
"I don't need to get through to him, I just need to get information out of him." Hembadoon didn't add that he'd already gotten some.
But he needed more. If only—
Suddenly, his computer sent him an alarm. The scan detected a low-frequency connection between a microscopic regulator implanted in Kosoko's heart—which was in his medical records as something to settle an arrhythmia—and something in the refinery.
"Mogbe," Hembadoon muttered, then subvocalized an instruction to the computer to have Ebun do a scan of the refinery, focusing on the other end of that connection.
"Won't take me, won't take me, won't take me! You can't! I'll kill everything before I let you take me away, you buruku!"
Whirling around, Hembadoon saw that Kosoko had risen from the bed. His bloodshot eyes were now wide, and his mouth was wide open and screaming.
"I won't go! I'll do my job you'll see you stupid buruku you won't take me to Olokun or anywhere else!"
The officer had her Bayo pistol out. "Sit down, Kosoko."
But Kosoko kept advancing on the shockbars. "You can't make me even if you come out of nowhere I'm still gonna do it, you hear, I'm gonna do it!"
Kosoko grabbed the bars, then screamed much louder, this time in pain, as electricity shot through his arms and body.
He fell to the floor. The officer continued to point her Bayo at him. "That's right," she said, "now get up and sit back on the bunk."
But Hembadoon noticed that Kosoko was now grabbing his chest with his left hand, his face contorted into a rictus of pain, his right hand extended stiffly. "He's having a heart attack!"
While the officer called for medical help, Hembadoon had his robe computer scan Kosoko again. The current from the shockbars had caused the regulator to burn out. The stress of that plus going mad probably put him in defibrilation, Hembadoon thought.
Just then, Ebun's computer informed him that there was a seventy-five percent possibility that the device in the refinery that was connected to the regulator was a disguised explosive.
Hembadoon felt the blood drain from his face as he quickly put it all together. A dead man's switch. If he dies…
Even as the Orisha thought it, Kosoko fell face first on the floor, unmoving.
The explosion happened only a second later.
You're five, and you watch as the governess is sent away. You told Daddy that she said something mean. The governess swears up and down that she never would say such a thing, but you heard it loud and clear.
You're sixteen, and a new recruit joins training. His mother is Oba Isembi's cousin. You waste little time in correcting his misapprehension that his mother's being related to the Oba makes him in any way desirable.
You're six, and your parents realize that one of your tutors is going to have to be a telepath in order to help you get your psionic abilities under control.
You're eleven, with puberty blossoming, and you know what every single boy who stares at you is thinking. You're torn between revulsion and fascination.
You're fifteen, and your first training exercise is a complete disaster. You've never been so scared in your life.
You're four, and you don't know why it hurts so very, very much when your cat dies, why you didn't just see him die, but you felt him die and it was just the worst feeling in the universe...
You're nineteen, and you go on your first mission as an Ori-Inu, weapons fire blasting all around you, and you master the fear with ease.
You're twenty, and a shadowy figure comes at you from behind a processor at the refinery on Oshun, and suddenly it hurts in your mind even worse than when the cat died...
Abeje woke up screaming.
The images from her nightmares started to fade. She tried to mentally grab them, to recall what they were, but they were like quicksilver, slipping away.
Those were memories. Those were my memories!
She couldn't maintain a grasp on them, or on anything else. Even though she should have been wide awake—every time she awoke from a nightmare that she could recall, she was instantly alert, until now—her mind was still foggy.
Fighting through the haze that covered her thoughts like a rough blanket, she endeavored to take in her surroundings.
I'm lying down, I'm out of my armor. I had a governess? No, no, focus, worry about that later. Why am I out of my armor?
The simple act of propping herself up on her elbows required a tremendous effort. The room was dark. Unable to see a thing with her eyes, she reached out psionically, which was, oddly, less of a struggle than sitting up had been.
There were no other minds in the immediate vicinity. She wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not.
Alone and naked in the dark.
The latter was an exaggeration—she appeared to be in a gown of some kind—but without her armor and her Bayo pistol, she might as well have been naked. Abeje didn't feel complete without a HUD, instant access to a computer, and the weight of her rifle in her hands or on her holster.
I'm actually from Oshun?
Need to focus.
Two sensations were wrong. She wasn't sure what they were, though.
Mogbe, woman, focus!
One was a small puncture in her right arm. It didn't actually hurt, but it felt odd. The other was an odd feeling in her shoulder—like something was pulling on her skin at the clavicle.
Why can't I remember what happened? she wondered as she felt her right arm with her left.
It wasn't just a puncture. There was an IV attached.
Without a second thought, she yanked the tube out. Pain cut through her forearm as the IV ripped through flesh.
Shouldn't have done that. It hurt. No, it's okay. Pain is good. Besides, whatever they're pumping into me can't be good.
I had a cat?
Next she felt her left shoulder with her fingers, only to find a sliver of plastic skin. Abeje knew the sensation of the artificial dermis well, from her many times being injured in the field. Was I hit in the shoulder?
The gown over the shoulder was wet and sticky with what Abeje realized had to be her own blood.
Then she remembered what was in that spot on her shoulder.
The neural implant. You have got to be kidding me.
Abeje's thoughts started to get ever-more-slowly coherent. Whatever was in that IV was apparently what kept her disoriented.
Her eyes were also adjusting to the darkness. Now she could make out shapes: long, round cylinders against the walls; small metal tables near the pallet on which she lay.
Again, she reached out with her mind. Again, she sensed nothing. But it was easier this time.
Inhaling slowly through her nose, and exhaling through her mouth, Abeje finally managed to achieve focus.
I was on Oshun. I was talking with that engineer, Kosoko.
Then what?
Closing her eyes, she concentrated, tried to remember. The blanket covering her mind started to fall away, and the memories started to return.
She'd been moving covertly through the Kaduna refinery.
Thom Kosoko had caught her attention.
Abeje had been reading the people in the refinery—not too deep, just basic surface thoughts—and Kosoko's were all wrong. It wasn't just that they were bland, though they were definitely that. Still, if everyone with bland thoughts was an Oyo spy, Abeje would've had to assassinate half the population of Kaduna Township.
No, it was more than that. His thoughts were too orderly. One thing Abeje had learned early on was that the human brain didn't move in a straight line. It was more like a maze: taking multiple digressions and going into various dead-ends before getting back on track.
But Kosoko's mind didn't work like that.
That made him a person of suspicion, which meant Abeje could justify probing deeper.
When she did—she found nothing different. Kosoko's surface thoughts were all that there was.
Part of Abeje's pre-mission briefing including an intelligence report on a new psi-screen that the Oyo were developing for their covert agents, one that projected a preselected set of thoughts, so that Ori-Inu wouldn't notice them. Except, of course, the problem with preselected thoughts was that they stood out in their own way as much as totally blocking them would—to a properly trained agent, anyhow.
Amused that the Oyo had put a flawed tool into the field, Abeje followed Kosoko to the bowels of the refinery.
Processor C was one of five processors in the lower levels of the refinery. The centerpiece was a giant, forty-meter-high gray block of machinery, into which fed dozens of tubes and rolling platforms. Catwalks encircled the perimeter of all four walls at three different levels, with workstations at various points on those catwalks.
It was at one of those workstations on the third level that Abeje found Kosoko, entering data. This was a scheduled maintenance check that was on Kosoko's official itinerary for the day, according to what Abeje had downloaded from the refinery computer, but Abeje no longer needed to catch him actually committing sabotage on behalf of the Oyo rebels. His psi-screen was evidence enough for her.
Suddenly an alarm blared throughout the processor.
Kosoko yelled, "Mogbe!" His fingers moved more quickly across the workstation even as steam came pouring out of one of the rolling platforms.
After a moment, both the alarm and the steam stopped, though there was still a good deal of the latter hovering in the air.
"This is Kosoko," the engineer said after activating an intercom. "We've got a jam in C, but I'm clearing it now."
Someone acknowledged it on the other end.
Abeje generously waited until he was finished before she confronted him.
To her satisfaction, he jumped up about half a meter and yelped in shock when a woman in red and black body armor seemed to appear out of nowhere before him. She had used the steam to good effect, not allowing herself to be noticed until she wanted to be seen.
Her intent was to raise her Bayo and shoot the spy in the head.
But she couldn't lift her arm all of a sudden.
"Sorry to interrupt, sweets, but you and me, we got business to take care of."
Abeje whirled around, a moment's concentration being all she needed to break whatever hold was on her, and she tried to find the source of the voice that echoed off the heavy metal of the walls and the processor.
Her eyes focused on a large figure standing on the catwalk above her. The steam obscured his features, but she could make out a couple of details. One was that the weapon he carried had the exact same shape as a Cavalry-issue Ayoka rifle. The other was that, while she couldn't make out exactly what kind of clothes he was wearing, it definitely wasn't a uniform from any branch of the Cavalry.
Plus, whoever this person was, he was a telepath, if he was able to get inside her head long enough to keep her from shooting.
Now that she was aware of him, though, he wouldn't be able to pull that trick again. She fired her Bayo right at him, but by the time the round reached where he'd been standing, he was gone.
Where did he go? She reached out psionically, but she couldn't detect him.
"Look," Kosoko said, "I don't know what the hell's going on, but—"
"Shut up," Abeje said. She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and threw herself and Kosoko down to the metal surface of the catwalk just as four Ayoka rounds flew overhead.
Instinct made her protect Kosoko. Besides, he was her kill, not this other person's.
Looking up, the mystery figure was gone.
This time she closed her eyes and tried to focus, tried to find the man. She was Ori-Inu, she'd been trained how to—
"How to find another telepath, right, sweets? Yeah, I learned that, too. Not gonna work on me, though."
Abeje thought the voice was coming from below, and she shot downward with her Bayo—
—at nothing. He wasn't there.
"Who are you?"
Her question had been more or less rhetorical, but she got an answer anyhow: "I'd tell you, Abeje, but you wouldn't remember me. Once upon a time, though, we were close as can be, back when we were both training. See that trick you're trying? I learned it from the same Orisha you did."
Now Abeje thought the voice was coming from the other side of the catwalk, so she shot there, the report from the Bayo echoing off the walls even as it hit the far wall.
The steam was starting to clear, finally, but still she saw no sign of the buruku.
"Where are you?" she yelled. "And nice try, but you can't possibly remember whether or not we had the same Orisha. Ori-Inu are mindwiped when they finish training."
"Never said I completed the training, sweets."
This time, the voice was right behind her. Turning, Abeje saw the outline of a large figure. What frustrated her no end, though, was that she still couldn't read his mind, even though at this range she should've at least been able to get a fix on him. It wasn't that he was blocked—that was a different sensation. He wasn't wearing a screen, she just couldn't make a byte of sense out of what was in his head. It was the kind of not-quite-blank you got from an Eso—but she couldn't recall an unmodified human being like that.
"Don't call me sweets," she said through clenched teeth.
"You'll want to come with me quiet, and I won't hurt you."
"Fimi sile!"
"Maybe later."
Then Abeje once again found herself frozen. This was even more intense than when she couldn't kill Kosoko. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't make herself move.
She saw the large figure looking down at the catwalk floor behind her.
From his position on the floor, Kosoko said, "Look, I don't know what's going on here, but I'm— Urk!"
In her mind, Abeje could feel that the man had done...something to Kosoko, but she had no idea what.
Then her mind went blank.
The next thing she knew, she was inside a glass tube. That same large figure was outside the tube, saying something, but she couldn't make out the words. She felt as if she couldn't breathe, even though she felt her stomach rise and fall.
Panic gripped her. She reached up and pushed against the glass that surrounded her, but to no avail. It would not budge.
The large figure moved closer, but she still couldn't make out his features. Something tickled at the back of her mind, a familiarity. She'd never seen this person before, but something...
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