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I have heard of rainmakers.
They are witches of folkloric legend. Once upon a time, they ruled the entire King’s Reach. They would wipe out entire villages with floods and rains that melted the flesh off of human skin. Then they fought amongst themselves, almost destroying the entire Reach.
We rose against them before that could happen. That was decades ago. Since then, they have become myth.
However, the moment I see my village’s central farms, it dawns on me that the services of a rainmaker are inevitable.
*
The soil is parched, dried like slate and pebbles, and nothing like the rich loam it used to be. Cobs of corn bend on their stalks, thinning and yellowing. Even though the sun’s disk has all but fully dipped into the horizon, its heat is sweltering. Invasive like an unwelcome guest. The palm trees that once towered full and rich over this land like gods of fertility, now stand crooked, their wraith-like fronds providing neither wind nor shade.
Grains of hot, dry earth crumble between my fingers. “I have heard whispers of a rainmaker living outside the King’s Reach.” I dust my palms. “I have to take action before the villagers starve to death.” 
Beside me, Ume strokes his ridiculously thick beard that he plaits with green-colored cowries. 
“Are you really going to go forward with it?” 
There are layers to his question. Layers I don’t like. Since Papa fell ill, I’ve heard whispers that my cousin has been consulting with the Six Elders. Trying to curry their favor. Ume’s trying to become tribal chief. And ever since he threw every man in the last village games, the men of his age group have begun to see him as some sort of human god.
“Say what you mean, Ume.”
“If a rainmaker comes to this land, we will fall into contempt with the King’s Seat.”
“Only if the King’s Seat finds out!” I hiss. I don’t like his challenging tone. Does he think I haven’t given this enough thought? The idea of seeking a rainmaker itself is steeped in danger. I look out into the last viable farm left in the land. If ancient magic is the only solution… 
“Inform the council of the Six Elders, Ene. Do not make this decision alone.”
Of course he’d say that. Like he doesn’t know the Six Elders have been a thorn in my side ever since I began presiding over the village’s affairs since Papa’s illness. They refused my proposal to send messengers to the other villages in the King’s Reach. It will make us look weak. The King Reach is a vulture’s nest, they will strike at us. Keep a rational mind, like Ume. 
I did so anyway, but the messengers never returned. In fact, I suspect they were never allowed to leave in the first place. I chose not to entertain the thought. After all, why would anyone knowingly sabotage their own village?
[bookmark: _GoBack]“The Elders tarry too long,” I tell him. Ume is no longer the endearing boy of his early years, who used to cling to me when it stormed at night and the thunder drummed hard against the sky. We were closer than siblings. Now with the swell of his muscles beneath the earth-bronze skin we both share, his ambition pulses like a serpent lying in wait.
“My people starve as we wait on the King’s Seat. Our stores will dry up before any form of aid can ever hope to get here.”
“They are my people too.”
“Then get your priorities right, Ume!”
“I’m trying to keep a clear head here,” he snaps. “Because it seems you have forgotten why our ancestors rose against the rainmakers. They are dangerous, self-proclaimed kings! Think, Ene! Don’t let your emotions get the better of you.”
Anger crawls over my skin. “Emotions? Would you utter such words if I were a man?”
Ume blinks. “Sister Ene, I didn’t mean it like—”
“Don’t ‘Sister’ me!” I snap. “You can remain here, twiddling your thumbs! I will do what I must.”
I don’t wait for his answer before leaving the clearing. Better a witch king over my people than ruling a land of tombstones.
*
The whispers lead me out of the villages of the King’s Reach and into the unknown plains beyond.
Into the stone forest. 
They say only fools venture into the stone forest. 
On the first day, my ankle gets caught between two small rocks and the injury slows down my party. Two days later my guide trips along the edge of a cliff and falls into the unknown, together with our rations. 
Now, six days after my departure, I am dehydrated and delirious. Columns of smooth black rock tower above me. Wind whistles as it travels across the monoliths of quiet stone. The tunes rattle within my head. The moon is a waning sickle in the starry midnight sky. The stars spin and trail impossible arcs against an unnaturally bright background. 
My navigation tablet turns and turns and never settles in one place. 
I curl at the foot of a giant boulder. The thoughts of the streams, now dried up with only cracked mud at the bottom accuse me. All of the fish are gone. Livestock did not survive the heat or the famine. Papa lies beneath his covers every day, under the mists of healing incense and herbs, his life breath dwindling by the hour. He was a much better tribal chief. When he was up and about, the village thrived. Everybody loved him. 
Not me.
 All I do each day is pray to gods who don’t answer, and fight old men who have it all. Six Elders who do not want to share their grain, or open their compounds. Who do not want a woman leader.
I see the faces of the villagers in Papa’s compound. Queues of them. All hungry. The pleading in Mama Nkechi’s eyes as I help her to a few cups of rice and garri from our dwindling stores. Papa Dindu’s tears as he rushes his five-year-old son—bone thin with a swelling stomach—into the compound. Ume’s discontent. What about the warriors who keep our borders safe under these trying times? WE DO NOT HAVE ENOUGH!
Are the gods punishing me for thinking I could lead a village? A mere woman? Then let them take me and spare the rest. Let me die here and end it all.
In my delirium, the soft patter of something moist falls upon my skin. It is cool, like the kiss of a lover at dawn. It keeps falling, first slowly, then more rapidly, until my entire body is drenched.
Rain!
I cup my palms and drink. The cold liquid soothes my throat as I swallow. That is when I notice somebody standing in the distance, within a cluster of boulders and flat-topped rocks. I blink, then rub the rivulets of water running down my face. The person is wrapped in a heavy cloak, and as they approach me, the rain parts. Their clothes are dry, even as the rain comes down heavily.
“Rainmaker,” I croak. “I’ve been searching for you.”
“And I’ve been watching you.” The voice is male. “I see your resolve. I will help you, for a price.”
“Name it, and it will be yours.”
“My price is high.”
“Anything, witch!” I hiss. Plead. Pray. “I will pay.”
*
When the rains finally come to the village, there is a bitter-sweetness about it. I return to the village only to find that Papa has passed. His body is cold as stone, already wrapped in the burial garments. I scream and tug at the unmoving body, and I am alone in my grief. It was inevitable. He was getting worse by the day. Death was a mercy.
Still, I weep.
The deep, earthy smell of petrichor rises as Papa’s body is lowered into the ground. In silence, I stand over the mound of earth that will be his new home as the grievers trickle out until only I and my cousin remain. He tries to talk to me, but I am in no mood to suffer his questions. With time, even he leaves. Flashes of blue magic rumble behind the thick black clouds overhead. 
The rainmaker appears soundlessly by my side. He brandishes a small bundle from within his cloak and I unwrap it. What I find is a tiny shard of luminous rock, the color of reddish, early morning sun.
“Sunburst stone?” My voice is drowned by the rain, but I see the witch nod. “What does this mean?”
“I found these scattered across the village,” he says simply, and in the shadows painted under his eyes from the incandescent halo of the stone, cold realization slithers down my spine. Sunburst magic drives away the rain. By extension, drying out the land.
“Y-you’re saying somebody did this? On purpose?”
“Yes.”
I purse my lips in a thin line. “Could it be sabotage from another village?”
“Or from within?”
The missing messengers. The hoarding of resources. I still cannot fathom why. What could anyone possibly gain from pushing us to the brink?
That is when I see, within the bundle, a familiar green-sheened cowry.
*
In the center of my late father’s compound, Ume and I stand before the Six Elders and the people of the village. The sky is overcast, and a chill wind blows across the village. The tall palm trees that circle the village sway and sway, watching.
“I have performed the duties of the tribal chief perfectly until now,” I say. “I am my father’s first child. Why do you challenge my claim to tribal chief?”
One of the elders raps his walking stick on the ground. “But women do not rule in this village. It has never been so.”
“Why not?” I demand. “I have performed the role perfectly. In fact, dare I say, better!”
“You call reversing the ill fortune you brought upon us, better?” My heart breaks as Ume says this. He turns to the people. “The King’s Seat abandoned us when we needed it the most. I say we strike back! We have the manpower. If we absorb enough villages in this side of the Reach, we will become large enough to take the Seat!”
A murmur spreads across the gathered villagers. Walking-Stick Elder raps his cane on the ground again. “It is only right, my people! When we suffered, the King’s Seat never lifted a hand to help us. We owe them no loyalty.”
“Is that why you want to be tribe chief? To risk the lives of all our people? Over ambition?”
“We need strong men with the balls to make hard decisions!” one of the Six Elders screeches, voice like a parrot. “Ene, you do not qualify!”
“So you planted sunburst stone in the earth, eh? So that the people are driven to hungry desperation and unable question your plans?” The sudden descent into silence in the compound is deafening. The faces of the elders are frozen in shock. Ume’s eyes are rounded in disbelief. I keep my voice steady and look into the crowd.
“These… men, created the drought and the famine.” My pointed finger lingers on each one of the Six Elders. “Then they refused to open their doors to you when the hunger came. Now they want you to fight in a war that you have no business in?”
“L-lies!” Parrot Elder screeches. “What an abominable woman!”
“The rains have returned!” my voice thunders now. “I had the balls to seek out the rainmakers’ ancient magic.” 
The crowd becomes uneasy.
 “You brought one of those slave-makers into our home, and now you speak of risking the lives of our people?” Ume’s voice is remorseless like cold steel. Everything goes still. The wind, the trees, the people. “Hard decisions were made for the greater good for the village.”
“You starved three hundred people, for the ‘greater good’?” I spit. “And all of you who lost your children and livelihoods are simply just going to sit here, legs crossed, and blame the King’s Seat? HAVE YOU ALL LOST YOUR MINDS?”
More murmuring. Unease. Something stirs in the air, charging like lightning beneath nebulous clouds in the sky. There is a look of quiet triumph in Ume’s eyes. In the eyes of the elders. Something is wrong. Parrot Elder grins suddenly, revealing missing teeth.
“She has admitted to her crime!”
As soon as he says that, hoofbeats of approaching horses thunder into the compound. Every head turns to meet the new arrivals. The King’s witch-hunters. There are about seven of them, each one clad in shiny black iron armor. Their leader dismounts and walks into the clearing, a broadsword affixed to his hip.
“We have received reports of rainmaker witchcraft in this village.”
“She is the one responsible!” Ume points at me in unison with the elders. The accusation cuts like a dagger. Everything makes sense now.
“I expected nothing less from your lot,” I hiss. “Do you think that by arresting me, you can rise unopposed as tribal chief?” Ume does not reply. “Do you think the people of this village are spineless? Voiceless?”
The wind picks. The thing that started stirring, keeps charging. Building. 
I turn to the witch-hunters. “You are not welcome here.”
“We come under the authority of the King.” Two others dismount, flanking me. The air is heavy; tense like a cord. The leader draws his sword, and the entire blade is made of sunburst stone. The only substance capable of inflicting mortal injury upon a rainmaker. 
“You will follow us to the King’s Seat for trial, or lose your head.”
My voice is steady. Firm. “I refuse to follow you.”
The other two witch-hunters draw their blades. Without warning, somebody runs into the center of the compound where I stand. My breath catches in my chest. It is Papa Dindu, whose son died in the famine. He spreads his arms before me, like a shield. It is as if the atmosphere is tightening, pulled too hard at the edges. Swelling. About to explode, or burst, break.
“I stand by this woman!” he yells. 
And suddenly, that thing… bursts.
It erupts from the villagers. First it is Mama Nkechi, springing to her feet. Then it is everybody else—young, old, man, woman. They sprint towards the center of the compound, almost crazed, flanking me. Placing their bodies between the witch-hunters and me. They squeeze and push, but they are all there. All of them.
Irritation contorts the man’s face like a mask. 
“Then all of you are guilty!” the witch-hunter chief yells. The rest of his party who haven’t drawn their swords, do. The elders begin to beg. They are out of their minds. She’s using witchcraft on them. Please. We are loyal to the King’s Seat.
“I agree with the elders on one thing. We owe no loyalty to the King’s Seat.”
The witch-hunter chief lifts his sword, furious at the affront.
A bolt of lightning peals downward, striking the army leader down. The sky darkens, nebulous clouds turning the sky into night. The witch-hunters back into a circle, searching for the rainmaker. The winds howl violently, the trees swaying dangerously. 
I let my voice rise over the din as high as possible.
“This village is now under the protection of a rainmaker! We renounce the King’s Reach.”
*
Nine months ago, witch-hunters disappeared in a small village at the edge of the King’s Reach. They say that an unnatural mist encircles that village now, and wandering into it is a death sentence. 
They are not wrong.
Ume and his Six Elders have since been exiled into the lands beyond the Reach. Now, I watch my twin boys lying in their cradles, breathing evenly. They were born of the rainmaker’s seed, and one day he will return for them. This is the price I promised for his power.
Beside their cradles lies a witch-hunter blade, sheathed in its scabbard.
I do not know if I can pay this price.

End
