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FADE IN:

EXT. BATTLEFIELD - DAY

MANSA, ruler of the Mali empire, leads his forces in battle 
in western Africa on a savannah. The other force is from the 
Songhai kingdom.

PRODUCTION NOTES: All this happens around 500-600 years ago. 
All three of the main ethnic groups in this story, the Mali, 
the Riders and the Songhai, used the same head gear, a turban-
like wrap round the top and a face covering below. Riders 
like blue-purple, the Mali like white. 
In these battles the Mali, the Riders and the Songhai all use 
bows, arrows and spears. The Mali and Riders also have 
daggers and shields. Only the Riders have swords, and their 
straight black hair. 

In this battle, the Songhai press into the center of the Mali 
line and then launch a flank attack. The Mansa raises his 
sword, archers let fly. Songhai SOLDIERS and OFFICERS, some 
with minor wounds, drop to the grass.

SOLDIER
They put poison on their arrows!

The Songhai charge again and the archers cut them down again.

OFFICER
You know what happens to kings who 
use poison?

MANSA
Yes, I do. They win.

Later, he has rounded up other African KINGS.

MANSA (CONT'D)
Every one of you will run your 
spear points into the ground, 
before me. You people of the river, 
show the foreigners how it’s done.

Native speakers do it first, foreigners follow their example.

MANSA (CONT'D)
For those of you who speak the 
language, I am now your emperor.

KING
What is –



MANSA
King of kings. By the will of the 
gods we take the great cities, Gao 
from the Songhai, Timbuktu, the 
trading towns. I will allow some of 
you to carry on ruling your 
peoples.

KING
As partners, you said.

MANSA
Junior partners. Or my generals 
rule in my place. I don’t imagine 
you like that, they can be brutal, 
and a bit light-fingered with gold 
and your women. Every village pays 
the salt tax. Every tribe gives me 
young men, as slaves, as soldiers.

A row of young men have their hair shaved off.

KING
You’re the emperor, you stole the 
gold fields. We heard stories of 
the old Mansa, richest man in the 
world, he went on the Hajj to Mecca 
with 12,000 slaves, he spent so 
much gold the prices in the Cairo 
market were sky-high for years. How 
much gold do you need?

SECOND KING
All the gold in Europe comes from 
your kingdom, our kingdom, now the 
white skins know, they’re sending 
soldiers to spy on us. Thieves.

KING
You keep the Portuguese out of our 
lands. They want slaves. 

MANSA
Right now Riders fight the Songhai. 
Whoever wins, we will attack. 

KING
Riders win, swords from the north. 

EXT. BATTLEFIELD - DAY

New armies clash. Songhai warriors, including a young man 
named SAMSOU, and Riders, including a female warrior, DASSIN. 
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The Riders are outnumbered but fight like banshees, swords 
battering spears. The Songhai withdraw.

Dassin is Tuareg, so her hair is straight, but she has some 
of her hair in tight braids like corn rows, for the specific 
purpose of keeping her hair out of her way in battle. She 
often wears a rich blue scarf over her hair in the sun, but 
in battle it’s tied around her waist.

Samsou, wounded, rises. Dassin holds a sword to his neck.

DASSIN
Hold still, Songhai.

SAMSOU
Holding still, Rider. Am I your 
slave now?

DASSIN
I buy slaves, from Egypt, Slavs. 
Concubines, eunuchs, mercenaries.

SAMSOU
I’d rather be a soldier than a 
eunuch. Which captain do you serve?

DASSIN
You think I serve these men? I 
sleep in their tents? 

SAMSOU
I don’t think anything -

DASSIN
We are the Riders. Rider women lead 
tribes, our chiefs follow the 
female line, children of sisters, 
we followed Queen Tin Hanan into of 
the desert and we conquered it.

SAMSOU
You’re the captain.

DASSIN
I kill you with a sword or dagger, 
on a good day I shoot you with a 
bow. I rather get up close and slit 
throats. Rider women choose whom to 
marry. You’re not so pretty.

SAMSOU
In my country women wear veils.
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DASSIN
Rider men cover their faces, not 
women, men are up to no good.

SAMSOU
You skin isn’t really blue?

DASSIN
Indigo dye stains our skin through 
our clothes. No caravan crosses the 
Sahara without paying Rider price. 
Riders live up north of the desert, 
by the sea, across from the great 
rock. Our old name is Kel Tamasheq. 

SAMSOU
The barbarians. 

DASSIN
Romans call us Berbers, barbarians, 
til we chased the legions away. 
Riders are the only tribes to drive 
the white people and the Muslim 
armies out of Africa, then we took 
Spain. And now we fight Arabs up 
north, and you Songhai down here. 
You go where I tell you to go. 

EXT. OASIS - DAY

Continuation. She shoves him over to a stand of trees, makes 
him sit. She sits nearby, knife in hand. Both are bleeding. 

SAMSOU
It’s stupid for you Riders to fight 
Songhai. We have the same enemy.

DASSIN
Riders have too many enemies, 
including you.

SAMSOU
The Mali down south took everyone’s 
land, their gold, slaves.

DASSIN
Mali never take from us without 
paying. I have no quarrel with 
them.

SAMSOU
You are practically their slaves.
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DASSIN
You want to die?

SAMSOU
Mali, they pay you to carry their 
wealth north and south. They can’t 
do anything without you. But you’re 
poor and they’re rich. In Timbuktu 
they have the Sankore, the school, 
scholars come from every corner of 
the earth. They stole our home, the 
city of Gao, we want it back.

DASSIN
Why is this our problem?

SAMSOU
How much they pay you for caravans 
across to Carthage? How much for 
each camel, each slab of salt?

DASSIN
You ask questions. Are you a spy?

SAMSOU
I’m trying to puzzle out whether 
I’m going to be alive tomorrow.

DASSIN
I leave you with a knife.

SAMSOU
I need water.

DASSIN
Kill an antelope, drink its blood. 
There’s a wadi down there, it has 
water in the right time of year.

SAMSOU
Is this the right time?

DASSIN
I’m a Rider, we make everyone pay, 
how many free lessons do you want? 
I make this quick, cut your throat.

SAMSOU
I’ll take my chances with the 
antelope. And the wadi.
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DASSIN
Thank the gods I only got your arm. 
If it was a leg, I’d kill you now 
before the wild dogs smell your 
blood. The gods teach us mercy.

SAMSOU
A knife.

DASSIN
Find food and water, that’s how we 
raise young warriors.

SAMSOU
What do you do for the girls?

DASSIN
The same thing. Just remember who 
let you go. I am Dassin.

SAMSOU
I am Samsou.

DASSIN
For another day or two. Then you 
are food for hyenas.

She wraps her scarf around her head and looks at the sun.

DASSIN (CONT'D)
Pray to the gods you pray to.

EXT. BY A CREEK – DAY

Samsou finds water in the wadi. Muddy, awful but drinkable.

SAMSOU
Thank you. Dassin.

EXT. VILLAGE SQUARE - DAY

LALLA, an older woman, watches as SAFIYYA, a younger woman, 
practices swordplay with Dassin using sticks.

These women are all Riders. When Herbert created the Fremen 
of Dune, these are the kind of tribes he was thinking of, but 
these are historical.  

Safiyya takes a vicious swing.

SAFIYYA
Amin is mine!
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Another swing.

SAFIYYA (CONT'D)
I want Amin, Amin wants you.

Another swing.

DASSIN
And I want to be chief. Amin is all 
yours if you can land him.

Dassin feigns with her stick, punches her with her sword 
hand. She reaches to a table for a cup and whacks Safiyya in 
the head. Safiyya groans, knees Dassin in the groin.

LALLA
Time!

DASSIN
Yalla. What did I do?

LALLA
No. You’re a captain now, you 
should tell me.

DASSIN
She kicked me between my legs!

SAFIYYA
It would have worked on a man.

LALLA
It hurt though, didn’t it?

DASSIN
This silly girl can’t hurt me.

LALLA
Fine, your lady parts are like 
iron. Explains a lot.

DASSIN
So why does she win?

LALLA
You got one thing right. You pick 
up a new weapon, kill your enemy 
with it before he knows what it is.

DASSIN
Safiyya, talk to Amin. He doesn’t 
listen to me. It’s your job to make 
him want you.
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SAFIYYA
Why don’t you cross the desert for 
a few months?

DASSIN
I hate the desert crossings. Good 
money though. 

LALLA
Right, let’s talk weapons. Safiyya, 
you were born to shoot the bow, 
your form is glorious. But you need 
to be a nasty bitch with a knife 
when the enemy gets too close.

SAFIYYA
I just kicked her in her man bits.

LALLA
Nastier than that. Now, Dassin.

DASSIN
I hate spears, I can’t throw.

LALLA
Spears are the tool of cowards, 
afraid to get close. You throw it 
and it’s gone. Your work with the 
bow is only fair. But with swords 
and knives you’re a sand viper.

DASSIN
You noticed.

LALLA
But you need a shield for defense.

DASSIN
I don’t believe in defense. A sword 
in one hand, a knife in the other.

Sigh from Lalla. Staff fighting.

LALLA
Fine, work with the staffs now.

EXT. CITY SQUARE - DAY

Mali empire. MANSA in a window shoots people in the street 
below.
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MANSA
I am your god Khalifa! You sing 
nasty songs about me in the market, 
you will go meet the gods!

A soldier slits his throat.

INT. THRONE ROOM - DAY

Stunned COURTIERS. The soldier brings his bloody knife. 

COURTIER
So the Mali have a new king.

NEW KING
Khalifa is dead. Any objections?

COURTIER
No sir.

NEW KING
You came in from the west?

COURTIER
We still hold what’s left of the 
imperial holdings in Ghana, the 
Jolof are a lost cause. They say 
next time we send a tax collector, 
they will send his head back.

NEW KING
And the north. You rode the last 
caravan from Carthage, what news?

COURTIER
The Riders fight Carthage, the 
Somalis are fighting Persia, the 
Egyptians are fighting everybody.

NEW KING
You, boy? Which is most important?

YOUNG COURTIER
I don’t know, sir.

NEW KING
The Riders. The more Riders we see 
attacking up north, the fewer are 
coming down to attack us here.

COURTIER
Riders are just the beginning of 
our troubles. 

(MORE)
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In the northeast, Songhai raid our 
villages. White men from Portugal 
raid our coast, taking slaves.

NEW KING
Before the Songhai and Riders were 
fighting each other, now they turn 
on us. Our luck has run out. So 
we’re being attacked on three 
sides, Riders, Songhai, white men. 
Boy, which is most important?

YOUNG COURTIER
Don’t know, sir.

NEW KING
White skins with the crosses. If 
they come to the city they destroy 
mosques. If they get to Timbuktu 
they burn down the university.

COURTIER
Sir, we do have a way to make the 
Portuguese go away.

NEW KING
We’ve already discussed this.

COURTIER
They want slaves for their sugar 
fields. Launch a war against the 
Songhai, sell the prisoners. It’s 
easier to trade slaves for guns 
here to fight battles, take more 
prisoners. Better than marching 
slaves across the desert to the 
sea, half of them die on the way.

SECOND COURTIER
The Portuguese don’t treat slaves 
the way we do. Most of them die 
quickly. We set slave children free 
– in Lisbon the child of a slave is 
a slave too, all his generations.

COURTIER
We can control the coast, we have 
boats and soldiers. If our people 
are being taken, it’s our own 
chiefs selling them. So sell the 
Songhai instead, see if they still 
want to come down here to fight.

COURTIER (CONT'D)
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SECOND COURTIER
You know who rules Egypt? Mamluks, 
slaves. If slaves overthrow the 
Egyptians, they can overthrow us. 
If our slaves find out we sell to 
pirates, we have a revolt. A war. 
And we have three wars already.

EXT. SAVANNAH - DAY

Samsou and Dassin meet ISMAIL, a Songhai general, and other 
OFFICERS. Dassin sharpens a sword on a stone.

ISMAIL
Who brought a woman?

DASSIN
This is Rider land. I am Dassin. I 
rule my tent. In a year I am chief.

OFFICER
This is Ismail. He serves the king 
of the Songhai like me.

ISMAIL
This is Samsou –

DASSIN
Samsou. We’ve met.

SAMSOU
Here’s your knife.

DASSIN
He's a plucky lad. He looked like a 
great warrior, and then he met me. 

ISMAIL
Does this woman have any sense?

SAMSOU
She let me live on the battlefield.

DASSIN
Because I'm a fool. 

ISMAIL
The Mali down south took our land, 
the city of Gao. They make you 
Riders eat crumbs. The two of you 
cross the desert, see if they’re 
bringing soldiers, weapons to Mali.
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OFFICER
Spy on them? Dangerous. The Mali 
will kill them.

ISMAIL
I want you to watch the Mali. Are 
they ready to defend Gao, Timbuktu? 
How many soldiers do they have, how 
high are the walls?

SAMSOU
I know how high the walls are in 
Gao, I lived there before they 
stole it. Not to be rude, but why 
am I going with this woman?

DASSIN
So my Riders don’t kill you on the 
way. And we always get paid. 

SAMSOU
Do we pretend to be married?

DASSIN
You want to die?

SAMSOU
At the end of our last romance she 
had a knife to my throat. 

DASSIN
We are married when I say we are 
married. Jackass. 

ISMAIL
What man could resist such 
heartrending cries of love?

SAMSOU
I save the cities, Gao and 
Timbuktu, the university. How do we 
kill the Mali there, without 
destroying everything else?

ISMAIL
That's your job. Don't just bring 
me stories. Bring me a plan. 

EXT. PLAIN – DAY

A line of camels is being loaded by RIDERS, one named AKSIL 
and a leader named ZIRI. Samsou and Dassin approach.
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ZIRI
What is your business? What are you 
buying, what are you selling?

DASSIN
He is my servant.

SAMSOU
She is my servant.

ZIRI
You are Songhai and a Rider. 
Clearly you’re not married, the 
chiefs would execute you. You have 
no cargo to sell and not enough 
money to buy. You go south to spy 
on the Mali, fight a war.

DASSIN
He figured us out in two minutes.

ZIRI
You know I'm no savage, Rider girl. 
I take the measure of a man the 
instant I see him, save my neck a 
few times. You need a better lie 
for when you get to the Mali.

DASSIN
You call me slave and you die.

SAMSOU
This girl is nobody’s slave.

ZIRI
We go south to Mali kingdom. When 
the caravans come north they bring 
gold and slaves. When we go south, 
we have a few horses and bolts of 
cloth, but the real cargo is salt.

DASSIN
Salt is so valuable there that it 
was trading one to one with gold.

ZIRI
Riders control salt like we control 
the desert. Anyone caught riding 
the desert without paying us dies. 

RIDER
Anyone carrying salt, dies slowly.
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ZIRI
Right, Aksil, pick up the girl.

Aksil picks her up, she screams. Dassin sees Samsou draw a 
knife. 

AKSIL
Just shy of two slabs.

ZIRI
Put away your knife, boy.

DASSIN
Two slabs? I put a hole in you! 

AKSIL
Camels carry salt in slabs, sixty 
pounds, you're 110. You make 
babies, fatten up.

DASSIN
I’m chief of my tribe.

ZIRI
Next year. This year you’re just 
baggage. And you wear the shroud.

SAMSOU
Are you charging us by the pound?

ZIRI
A little science for you. Have you 
ever seen a Deathstalker scorpion?

SAMSOU
No, don’t want to see one either.

ZIRI
The Deathstalker doesn’t have 
enough venom to kill a man, but a 
girl her size, you die. At night 
she wraps up in a shroud.

SAMSOU
And me?

ZIRI
You won’t die, you'll wish you 
could. Ever seen a sand viper?

SAMSOU
The snake? Yes. Nasty bite.
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ZIRI
Same thing. It won’t kill you, but 
it will kill her. So here’s your 
shroud, sleep in it every night.

DASSIN
Shit!

ZIRI
I’m chief until Timbuktu. I waste 
time explaining to the Songhai spy, 
I will not waste time arguing. The 
shroud will keep the spy out of 
your kit when you’re in your tent.

DASSIN
My tent??

ZIRI
Boy, do you have a Rider tent? Have 
you ever raised one?

SAMSOU
We sleep under the stars.

ZIRI
We don’t sleep at night, we sleep 
during the day. Sometimes sand is 
almost hot enough to boil water. 
The boy is in your tent.

DASSIN
I’ll be in my shroud. With my 
knife.

Samsou looks at the caravan.

SAMSOU
There must be hundreds of camels. 
Look how fat they are.

AKSIL
We bought them months ago, fatten 
them up. Need one to ride, another 
for baggage, so you pay extra.

ZIRI
Show him how to fill goatskins.

DASSIN
Yes sir.

A Rider raises a flag at the front of the caravan. A drum 
beats. A few travelers run to their camels.
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The caravan passes through a square; they see severed heads.

ZIRI
Riders. If we cheat the locals, 
they cut off our heads. If they 
cheat us, we slaughter them. It’s 
how we cull the herd.

AKSIL
Be glad we’re not going north. We 
have to keep slaves under control, 
if we kill them we pay for them.

ZIRI
We provide a caravan leader, that’s 
me, scouts, drivers. Going north we 
add guards for slaves. For a price 
we protect you from other Riders, 
kidnapping, robbery. We take you to 
the oases, you forget everything we 
show you, belongs to us. Anything 
else you pay extra. Two months we 
reach the city. If you stray from 
the column or fall behind, you die.

SAMSOU
What’s to stop them from stealing 
our stuff along the way?

DASSIN
Throw in extra gold for honesty.

SAMSOU
A bribe?

DASSIN
Especially going north, a lot of 
gold and slaves disappear.

SAMSOU
What’s to stop them from killing us 
halfway across, take all we have?

ZIRI
Well, there it is.

They mount and ride.
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EXT. DESERT – DAY

The caravan crosses the desert. 500-foot dunes, salt flats, 
mountains and depressions, gravel plains that the camels 
hate, rocky plateaus. Occasionally an oasis with grass, 
shrubs, palm and acacia trees.

ZIRI
The sun hits like a hammer today. 
Pass the word, we stop and sleep.

They dismount. 

ZIRI (CONT'D)
2000 miles, try for 50 miles a day 
but the camels carry a heavy load. 

SAMSOU
My father took the pilgrimage to 
Mecca, he told me stories of the 
long ride, coming home across 
Arabia up to Aqaba. 

ZIRI
The Aqaba road? My grandmother 
could make that ride in a couple of 
weeks. This is the Sahara. 

Figures are seen atop a dune to the north. 

DASSIN
You saw those boys following us?

ZIRI
You noticed. 

DASSIN
I could circle around toward them.

ZIRI
And then what? 

DASSIN
I lead them away from the caravan. 

ZIRI
They'll kill you. 

DASSIN
Or I could lead them to you, so you 
can slaughter them. 

ZIRI
For now we keep an eye out. 
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Dassin raises a tent, climbs in and wraps herself up.

DASSIN
When a Rider woman gets married she 
raises her tent. Make a tent, means 
get married. Woman owns the tent.

SAMSOU
We’re not married, are we?

DASSIN
When we get to the city and start 
spying, we may need to consider it.

SAMSOU
Songhai men pick the wives.

DASSIN
Rider women pick the husbands.

SAMSOU
Slide over. Got your knife?

INT. TENT – DAY

Continuation.

SAMSOU
So where do your people live?

DASSIN
From the ocean narrows in the west 
to the Nile, from the northern sea 
to Timbuktu. Everywhere the other 
tribes are afraid to go.

SAMSOU
But you steer clear of the Mali.

DASSIN
In older days we spend time on the 
northern sea. Now Turks and Arabs 
and Portuguese interfere, we pull 
back to the hills, grass land to 
feed camels. Same thing down south, 
the Mali are thieves. 

SAMSOU
So you’re some magic warrior girl?
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DASSIN
I’m not a magic girl, I’ve been 
fighting since I got my woman’s 
blood, against a hundred enemies.

SAMSOU
So, just a lot of practice then.

DASSIN
I have an advantage. No girl wants 
to be taken alive in battle. Kill 
or be killed. Never a slave.

They wake at sunset.

SAMSOU
Why did we wake up so early?

DASSIN
We need light to check the ground.

She squats.

SAMSOU
Are those dog tracks?

DASSIN
Obviously. Wild dogs.

SAMSOU
Why did they leave us alone?

DASSIN
Look. Cheetah chased off the dogs.

SAMSOU
Why did he leave us alone?

DASSIN
She. The females hunt at dusk, we 
missed her. Can't you smell her?

SAMSOU
Let’s leave before they come back.

DASSIN
It’s a cheetah, I want her hide.

SAMSOU
I don’t. It’s too dark. Can a 
cheetah take down a camel?

DASSIN
Not one cheetah, but a pack can.
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SAMSOU
Look. Snake tracks. Girl killer.

EXT. DESERT – DAY

The caravan moves on. They see bundles in the desert. 

SAMSOU
What’s that?

DASSIN
Two dead people, lost, murdered.

SAMSOU
Nothing but bones.

DASSIN
That’s why the dogs ran off. They 
like food they don’t have to chase.

ZIRI
They aren't the men who follow us?

DASSIN
No, these were ahead of us. The 
thieves are behind. Still willing 
to go hunt them. 

SAMSOU
Heat will be worse tomorrow.

DASSIN
The Riders don’t feel the heat.

SAMSOU
That’s impossible.

DASSIN
One trip, three oases in a row were 
dry. We survive on urine of camels. 
You see camels half as fat as when 
we start? They dry out like old 
canvas. When they reach the river 
they drink til they fall over.

SAMSOU
This water tastes like vomit.

DASSIN
In a month it tastes like French 
wine. 

(MORE)
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If next week is dry we drain water 
from a camel’s stomach and drink. 
Don’t worry about the taste, worry 
about whether it’s poisonous.

SAMSOU
Wells are poisonous? Which ones?

ZIRI
That’s why I get the gold. You with 
the questions. Girl, mind your 
mouth.  

DASSIN
Yes sir. 

ZIRI
I tell you where to go and when to 
drink. But if I tell you where all 
the wells are, you slit my throat 
and take my camels to the city.

Ziri rides ahead, but just a bit. Dassin speaks softly. 

DASSIN
I watch stars. He took us on a path 
westward, south across the desert.

SAMSOU
Wonder why.

DASSIN
I hear good oases are on western 
side, nothing but sand to the east. 
A few lakes in winter. The galtas, 
water pools in a valley when the 
nights are long.

SAMSOU
But they won’t tell us where.

Ziri turns. 

ZIRI
Not true. Riders built an empire a 
thousand miles east, use canals til 
the water ran out, grew wheat and 
grapes in the desert. Garamantes. I 
hear any more talk of geography 
from you two, I leave you here. The 
maps belong to me.

DASSIN (CONT'D)
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INT. TENT - DAY

Dassin and Samsou sit and drink.  

DASSIN
You've never had camel milk? Nice 
and hot. 

SAMSOU
Not that thirsty. Bloody blazes. 

A tiny cat pops up. 

SAMSOU (CONT'D)
So, friend or enemy?

DASSIN
Friend. Sand cat. She kills snakes 
for us. And she smelled the milk. 

She pours a bit into her hand and the cat laps it up. 

DASSIN (CONT'D)
I need a favor. You see the moon is 
full?

SAMSOU
Right.

DASSIN
My blood is coming.

SAMSOU
What can I do to stop it?

DASSIN
You sound like every man ever. I 
need you to rub my back.

He does.

SAMSOU
Yallah. I’ve never seen muscles 
like this in my life.

DASSIN
We live in the desert, fight wars, 
ride camels. We’re all muscle.

SAMSOU
Like a rock.

DASSIN
Go a bit lower.
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SAMSOU
Not bloody likely. 

DASSIN
I’m begging for mercy.

He obeys. 

SAMSOU
All that riding, the muscles in 
your, em -

DASSIN
Mind your tongue.

SAMSOU
It's rather magnificent.

She groans. 

SAMSOU (CONT'D)
Stop that! The Riders will think 
we're making a baby!

DASSIN
Let them. 

SAMSOU
Now you got me thinking about it. I 
guess we’re really married now.

She laughs.

DASSIN
I don’t want to marry you, I want 
to marry those hands.

SAMSOU
So, next full moon, we meet again?

DASSIN
If we’re still alive.

She groans.

DASSIN (CONT'D)
Thank you.

EXT. CAMP – DAY

Dassin and Samsou emerge from the tent.
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DASSIN
Jackass, you let me sleep too long.

SAMSOU
I try to wake you and you punch me.

DASSIN
I overslept.

SAMSOU
Then you waved your knife at me.

DASSIN
Get out! I got woman business and I 
pee before the camels are gone!

He scurries away. The other men laugh.

ZIRI
This is better than a murder play 
on the stage in Carthage.

AKSIL
Got trouble with your woman?

SAMSOU
Full moon. Woman’s time.

ZIRI
A curse that all men must bear.

AKSIL
In two weeks you bed her again, 
straighten her right out.

SAMSOU
I didn't bed her. 

ZIRI
When your wife has a knife, you 
need to learn to count to 28.

AKSIL
And then hide.

ZIRI
Sleep with the wild dogs tonight.

SAMSOU
Is there another tent?

ZIRI
How much you pay?
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SAMSOU
Please, can’t we be brothers here?

ZIRI
You have no friends here.

SAMSOU
The girl will kill me in my sleep. 

AKSIL
Shit!

Antelope and gazelles head toward an oases. Wild dogs watch.

ZIRI
You shoot, boy?

SAMSOU
A bit.

ZIRI
Shoot one of the bucks. Lads, you 
shoot the dogs.

The buck goes down, and a dog, but other dogs charge.

ZIRI (CONT'D)
Everybody, on the dogs!

They shoot. Dassin has her knife out, slits a dog’s throat.

DASSIN
At lunch we eat meat, drink blood.

SAMSOU
I never –

DASSIN
First time for everything.

SAMSOU
Wild dogs way out here?

DASSIN
At night it’s a king’s menagerie. 
Cheetah, fox, lizards. I don’t mind 
except the fleas and flies.

SAMSOU
The Sahara is a golden sea. You 
sail her waves in convoys, the sea 
spirit, Mother of the Water. 
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DASSIN
Me? I don't even like boats. 

EXT. VILLAGE - DAY

They come to a small muddy pool. Dassin fills goat skins.

SAMSOU
Are those huts made of stone?

DASSIN
Salt. Over the hill is a salt mine. 
They cut it in slabs, build houses.

SAMSOU
So they don’t dissolve in the rain?

DASSIN
What rain?

They cross to a small oasis with a few dying trees. 

ZIRI
Are they still following us?

DASSIN
Yes. Are they thieves or spies?

Dassin picks two branches, trims one, tosses one to Samsou. 

DASSIN (CONT'D)
Kill me, you savage. 

The other Riders come to watch. Samsou and Dassin spar and 
she inflicts a few knicks on his head. 

ZIRI
Riders to battle!

Samsou whirls his branch round his head, roaring. Dassin 
smiles, raises her branch over her head to block. Samsou 
slips his branch under hers, knocks it out of her hand: she 
is now unarmed. He points the end of his stick in her face. 

DASSIN
That was clever. If we're ever in a 
battle, you might actually survive. 

SAMSOU
I walk away from battles with 
another man's blood on my spear. 
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DASSIN
Until you met me. Grab that stick, 
show me how you did that. 

SAMSOU
I reach back, you thought I was a 
big ape taking a big swing, leave 
my body wide open for you. So you 
left your body open. You let a man 
fool you, he kills you. All this 
time, you still think I'm stupid. 

DASSIN
Samsou. 

ZIRI
When a man wants a girl's attention 
he brings a flower or two. 

DASSIN
You show me a new way to kill 
somebody, it's like a love song. 

ZIRI
Dassin, why did we stop in front of 
this little rise?

DASSIN
It's dangerous, we can be ambushed. 

ZIRI
Swords, now. 

Eight new Riders emerge from a depression. Ziri's Riders form 
a circle and slaughter the attackers. Samsou and Dassin join 
in. Soon it's over. Everyone has injuries. 

DASSIN
So you lured them in.

ZIRI
Think I got to be caravan leader by 
being stupid. From now til the end, 
tell me if you get hurt, I need to 
know you can fight raiders. 

SAMSOU
I have blisters on my bottom. 

ZIRI
Some day I show you mine. I meant a 
real injury. Any gushers?

A Rider has a nasty squirty gash. Dassin ties a rag round it. 
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SAMSOU
You've done this before. 

DASSIN
A lot of battles. City boys think 
you can beat the Riders. We attack 
from any direction. Empires like 
yours, they come and go, we are 
forever, like the desert. 

He touches her cheek. She bats it away. 

SAMSOU
Deathstalker.

DASSIN
Damn right. The desert drinks your 
blood someday, and mine. All of us. 

INT. TENT – NIGHT

Dassin and Samsou are exhausted.

DASSIN
We haven't talked about the big 
thing that we're ignoring.

SAMSOU
What?

DASSIN
The point of all this is that we 
spy on the Mali so we can destroy 
their empire, take the cities. So 
who owns the cities after?

SAMSOU
Well, not the Mali of course. 

DASSIN
As soon as we take Gao or Timbuktu, 
Songhai and Rider, we will be at 
war. We will be enemies. 

SAMSOU
We were enemies before. 

DASSIN
There is something they're not 
telling us. 

SAMSOU
The scarf ruined your hair.
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DASSIN
It's the desert. I don’t care.

SAMSOU
You’re a captain, tidy as a cat, 
set an example for your Riders.

DASSIN
What are you, my mother?

He takes her hair in his hands.

DASSIN (CONT'D)
What on earth –

SAMSOU
My mother had a crippled hand, I 
had to do this for my sister.

She laughs.

DASSIN
Someday you'll be someone's sweet 
old grandma. 

SAMSOU
My sister was harder, she has 
southern hair, the curly kind.

He begins braiding.

DASSIN
What happened to your mother?

SAMSOU
She was attacked. By your Riders. 

DASSIN
Riders don't do that.

SAMSOU
Every nation has criminals. 

DASSIN
Sorry. 

SAMSOU
It's beautiful. Almost done.

DASSIN
No need to rush.

SAMSOU
What happens to us after this?
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DASSIN
We spy on the Mali, report back 
north, fight the Mali empire. So 
we’ll both be dead.

SAMSOU
Everybody dies.

DASSIN
What if we both survive? You go to 
your people and I go to the desert?

SAMSOU
Why worry? We’ll both be dead.

DASSIN
Well, just in case.

She kisses him on the forehead.

DASSIN (CONT'D)
For luck. Don’t die. You're not so 
stupid. 

They lay down to sleep.

DASSIN (CONT'D)
You smell like a dead goat.

EXT. CAMP – DAY

Dassin and Samsou emerge from the tent to find the Riders.

DASSIN
Yalla, get out of my tent.

SAMSOU
Our tent.

DASSIN
Get out!

ZIRI
It is so clear that she loves you.

AKSIL
And you love her.

SAMSOU
She yells at me.

AKSIL
Yalla.
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SAMSOU
She shoves me in her sleep. I think 
she’s really awake.

AKSIL
She’s a terror.

SAMSOU
She says I talk in my sleep.

AKSIL
Woman rule the tent, man rule the 
bed.

ZIRI
Not that man.

AKSIL
And not that girl.

ZIRI
She’s the Deathstalker.

AKSIL
You might escape with your life but 
I doubt it.

ZIRI
Dinar says she drops him in 
Timbuktu.

AKSIL
No bet.

RIDER
I take your money. I think he gives 
up and runs away before Timbuktu.

SAMSOU
Yalla!

AKSIL
Every night she’s very sweet to 
you, in the morning she’s angry.

ZIRI
Are you having trouble…?

AKSIL
There are herbs you take, if you 
have trouble hammering things home.

SAMSOU
Bloody blazes!
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AKSIL
It happens to the best of us.

ZIRI
You need four wives, one for each 
week of the month. 

EXT. DESERT – DAY

Samsou, squatting behind a tree, crosses to Dassin who throws 
a knife at another tree. 

SAMSOU
You managed to hit the tree once. 

DASSIN
I hit the tree nine times in the 
same place. Tenth time I slipped. 

Samsou sees that she has indeed left a gash in the tree from 
nine identical hits. The tenth missed by inches. 

DASSIN (CONT'D)
Nine in your throat, the tenth in 
your shoulder. Handy in combat. 

ZIRI
In this heat we travel by night. 

AKSIL
This is why we left when we did, so 
we have the moon with us.

ZIRI
Aksil, that is not their business. 

SAMSOU
Sorry, got to go again –

Samsou runs to the tree.

ZIRI
What now?

DASSIN
The water. He has dysentery.

ZIRI
We can’t wait. We stay too long, 
camels go down.
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DASSIN
I stay with him, we catch up. Try 
not to gallop tonight. Please.

ZIRI
You worry about this boy?

DASSIN
We have a job to do. You keep your 
secrets, I keep mine. 

EXT. DESERT - NIGHT

In the dark, Samsou and Dassin run to catch the caravan.

EXT. HILLY PATCH OF THE DESERT  - DAY

Up on a hill, they find caves carved into a rock wall. A 
woman roasts a small animal and drinks from a goatskin. This 
is FATIMA. She takes their measure and puts down her knife. 

FATIMA
I have nothing for you, sorry. 

SAMSOU
Can we help?

FATIMA
A bit of water would save me a trip 
to the well. 

SAMSOU
You didn't build this, did you?

FATIMA
Muslims stay here, Christians hide 
from mujahedin. All the kneelers 
say God came out of the desert. 
They go back to the desert when 
they want to talk to him. 

DASSIN
I've never seen God out here. 

FATIMA
Men think about God and purify 
themselves of sin. Or see visions. 

DASSIN
But not you. 
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FATIMA
These days people come here to run 
away, for a hundred reasons. 

SAMSOU
And you?

DASSIN
Samsou! Nobody's business. 

FATIMA
A king ordered me to marry a 
prince, my family too, I said no. 

DASSIN
So you were in the noble class, and 
now you're eating a desert hare. 

FATIMA
He hopped right into my trap. 

SAMSOU
Are you staying here?

DASSIN
Samsou!

FATIMA
I was waiting for you. I can't pay. 

DASSIN
I ask Ziri. 

SAMSOU
So you don't run away from life?

FATIMA
Why on earth would anyone want to 
get away from her life when she 
only has a short length of it? 

SAMSOU
You could go to the big city, lots 
of merchants. And criminals. 

FATIMA
See what God has in store for me. 
I'm ready for some good luck. 

Ziri approaches. 

ZIRI
She ran from her family? If she has 
any sense she will go back. 
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DASSIN
A girl always knows when she's in 
the wrong place. I will pay. 

ZIRI
You have no money. ...Get this girl 
a mount. Do you know how to ride?

FATIMA
As long as I'm pointed south I 
won't fall off, I promise!

EXT. DESERT PLAIN - DAY

Ziri points to the east. 

ZIRI
Simoom!

AKSIL
You sure? 

ZIRI
I can't tell! There are no trees!

AKSIL
Wild dogs are coming for us. 

ZIRI
Get the camels into the gap!

AKSIL
The desert is a whore. A man must 
tame her so he can make money. 

Dassin and Samsou trot their camels into a depression in the 
plain and dismount. Fatima follows clumsily. Dassin touches 
her camel's head; her camel sits and then so do the others. 
She runs to help with the other camels and then returns. 

DASSIN
Simoom, spinning, burning sand 
storm. 

FATIMA
So hot I feel like I have a fever. 

DASSIN
Soon it will be hard to breathe. 

SAMSOU
Is there any way to avoid them? 
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DASSIN
They happen every day, we just 
don't know where. I hate them!

SAMSOU
You're burning up. 

The wind howls and Fatima wails. Samsou puts his arm around 
Fatima and immediately looks at Dassin. 

DASSIN
We're not really married, you know. 

Dassin takes a few glances at Samsou and at Fatima. She 
erects her tent when the wind dies down. 

DASSIN (CONT'D)
You girl, you can sleep with me. 

Samsou laughs. Dassin smiles. 

SAMSOU
Give me a bedroll then. 

EXT. SAVANNAH - DAY

Antelope graze. A bit of wildfire burns on a plain.

ZIRI
Almost home. Send a rider to the 
governor with gold so he doesn’t 
have us arrested.

DASSIN
Food and a bath for me.

SAMSOU
And where do we sleep? We entered 
the empire. Are we married, or not?

She sighs. Fatima looks at Dassin. 

SAMSOU (CONT'D)
At home I’m quite the catch.

DASSIN
Perhaps a bath with change my mind.

Floating rice grows in an irrigated field.
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INT. SMALL CARAVANSARY ROOM - NIGHT

Fatima watches Samsou and Dassin enter a room. 

SAMSOU
You will be okay?

Fatima smiles, gestures with her knife, and leaves. Samsou 
and Dassin lay on a small bed.

DASSIN
I sleep for three days. You annoy 
me, you sleep on the floor.

SAMSOU
For a Rider you love your comforts. 

DASSIN
Once in a while a girl pampers 
herself, if she doesn't have a man. 

SAMSOU
Just think. If they don’t catch us 
and kill us, we get to cross the 
desert again!

DASSIN
Men and women sleep together but 
how? Where do I put this extra arm?

SAMSOU
Round me. 

EXT. CITY MARKET - DAY

The spies and Fatima are stunned by the variety of goods. 

FATIMA
The food merchants are from my part 
of the north. This is my chance. 

DASSIN
Won't they send you back?

FATIMA
They run from the same king who ran 
me off. I owe you both my life. 

She hugs them and trots off. A Mali soldier watches them.

SAMSOU
He was right, we need a story.
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DASSIN
People go to Timbuktu to buy and 
sell, we have nothing.

SAMSOU
They go to learn. I can read.

DASSIN
I read very slowly. Shit.

SAMSOU
I’m the scholar, then.

DASSIN
What are you a student of? What do 
you know how to do, besides kill 
people? You tell them you’re a 
soldier, the Mali will arrest you.

SAMSOU
I know tribal medicine and a bit of 
arithmetic and mapmaking.

DASSIN
And what am I? Are we married?

SAMSOU
We need to be married. If not, 
every man from here to the sea will 
be bothering you.

DASSIN
And I can’t kill all of them.

SAMSOU
That would attract attention.

A MERCHANT sees they’re poor, but gives it a shot anyway.

MERCHANT
There is nothing they make anywhere 
in the world, that you can’t buy in 
Timbuktu. For the right price.

SAMSOU
I’ve never seen anything like –

MERCHANT
Of course not. It's from China.

DASSIN
Look at this jewelry.
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MERCHANT
Watch the fingers please. This is 
why Mansa took the copper mines.

They see a building absolutely packed with stunning women.

MERCHANT (CONT'D)
First thing every man does. He sees 
a dark Timbuktu girl, falls in love 
at first sight, and marries her.

SAMSOU
Did we ever decide about - 

DASSIN
This is my husband.

SAMSOU
Thanks anyhow. Ladies, a pleasure.

DASSIN
Come on.

SAMSOU
So we’re married now?

DASSIN
Need to stop you from doing 
something stupid, get robbed in an 
alley.

EXT. SAVANNAH - DAY

They see soldiers near a river and stop.

DASSIN
You’re a soldier, I’m a captain.

SAMSOU
What do you see?

DASSIN
Each battalion has imported horses. 
No cart horses here. 

SAMSOU
Soldiers bring their own arms. One 
or two have swords like the Riders.

DASSIN
That unit over there, slaves. See 
all the officers watching them?
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They see horsemen with dispatch bags, pulling out letters. 

SAMSOU
They patrol the borders and they 
move fast.

DASSIN
They need to, empire is 1500 miles 
across. You're smarter than I 
thought. 

They see war canoes sliding down the river. Some are loaded 
with food and supplies.

DASSIN (CONT'D)
They’s watching us.

SAMSOU
It’s the same soldier.

DASSIN
This is pointless, we won’t fight 
them on the river, we take them in 
the desert, it’s where we live.

SAMSOU
Sleep in the woods, see the city 
tomorrow.

EXT. CITY SQUARE - DAY

The soldier who watched them earlier reappears. Other 
soldiers watch.

SAMSOU
Yes, I know, it’s the same man.

DASSIN
He’s a spy.

SAMSOU
So are you.

DASSIN
He thinks I can't see him. This is 
disrespect. 

Dassin takes off her scarf, crosses to the spy, and blocks 
his path, forcing him to stop. The soldiers are stunned.

The man glares, slaps her face. She slashes his cheek with a 
knife. Men draw swords. Samsou pushes her behind him.
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SAMSOU
She’s my wife. I deal with her.

SOLDIER
In this city, we strip her naked 
and give her lashes!

SAMSOU
I will deal with her. I am a 
scholar from...up north. 

He grabs her by the wrist and pulls her into an alley.

DASSIN
What now, ten lashes?

SAMSOU
You understand that being a spy 
means blending into the shadows?

DASSIN
I'm a Rider. I don’t back down. 

SAMSOU
You made that clear. Every soldier 
knows there’s a crazy woman with a 
knife on the loose. They put a 
price on your head.

DASSIN
It’s not like this when I’m with 
the Riders.

SAMSOU
Women are practically slaves here.

DASSIN
What if they tried to take me to 
the flogging post?

SAMSOU
You want me to take on all these 
soldiers? Defend the girl who left 
me for dead in the desert and then 
slashed their officer in the face?

DASSIN
I left you a knife.

SAMSOU
Dassin. You understand me?

DASSIN
I was angry.
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SAMSOU
We’re not here to strike a blow for 
Rider women. We’re here to get a 
look at their soldiers. Without 
attacking them in the street.

DASSIN
I’m sorry.

SAMSOU
Let’s go back out the gate. Don’t 
want to meet the same men again.

DASSIN
I don’t belong here. They call me a 
barbarian.

INT. CARAVANSARY ROOM - NIGHT

In their room, Dassin sharpens her knife, glares at Samsou.

SAMSOU
Everybody must kneel down. Before a 
man, before a king, a commander.

DASSIN
I don't bow to a thug in the 
street.

SAMSOU
Well don’t slice off their noses 
either. Please. It's his street. I 
don’t want to see you whipped.

EXT. CITY SQUARE – DAY

When they emerge, more soldiers are watching.

DASSIN
My – look at that mosque!

SAMSOU
I think it’s a mausoleum.

INT. LIBRARY – DAY

They enter a beautiful building and find thousands of books, 
a scholar named HASAN and a visitor named RODRIGO. They all 
look through books. 
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HASAN
Rodrigo again? White men over the 
sea heard of the city, now they get 
all their gold from us. They come 
to Africa to explore. To steal.

DASSIN
No. He’s here to spy on the Mali, 
so they come back with soldiers.

SAMSOU
Aren’t we doing the same thing?

DASSIN
Shush!

HASAN
You Lisbon boys call us savages, 
you never dream of catching us. 
Sankore university. We got scholars 
from here to Persia. 25,000 
students. We have the biggest 
library since Alexandria, a million 
books, more than all of Europe.

RODRIGO
A pile of paper.

HASAN
Without that paper Europe is blind. 
We save your Greek books in the 
dark ages. Bin Sina proved 
Aristotle wrong about the laws of 
motion, Ibn al-Nafis proved Galen 
wrong about blood flow to the 
lungs, Copernicus used our star 
charts.

DASSIN
He’s a spy.

RODRIGO
I’m just a mathematician.

SAMSOU
Me too.

HASAN
So you know Al-Khwarizmi?

SAMSOU
Who?
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HASAN
Father of algebra and quadratic 
equations. Al-Kashi came up with 
decimals and cosines. We taught the 
world Arabic numbers, to find the 
size of the earth, to find the east 
so Muslims know where to pray to.

SAMSOU
My tribe thought I was magical 
because I could add and subtract. 
This really is magic.

HASAN
Tonight I teach you Pythagoras. We 
train judges, we have lectures on 
Islamic law, art, poetry, banking.

DASSIN
I can just about read the names.

HASAN
The book trade is massive, books in 
a dozen languages. It’s pride, 
everyone reads. Here’s one on the 
ethics of slavery, another on 
preserving the air and water.

DASSIN
What’s this one, tooth –

HASAN
Ah, medical books. Using opium to 
put patients to sleep for surgery. 
Cauterize bleeding vessels. Making 
toothpaste. Breastfeeding a child.

DASSIN
Do you have female doctors?

HASAN
We have that argument every week. 
First person to finance this school 
was a rich Mandinka woman, I think 
she'd give us a piece of her mind 
if we keep kicking out the girls.

SAMSOU
Dassin, look at these maps! 

She crowds close to him, puts her arm around his shoulder. 
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DASSIN
This bit of the desert here, it’s 
wrong. The river comes further up.

HASAN
Well, some of this is guesswork.

DASSIN
Samsou, look at every map they 
have, write it all down!

HASAN
I show you the charter. 

He trots off.

DASSIN
When we take this city, we must 
protect the school. 

SAMSOU
When we take the city. 

DASSIN
When Riders take it, we charge you 
a fee to come in, if you behave. 
Just like you do in a whorehouse. 

SAMSOU
You want another war with Songhai?

Hasan returns. 

HASAN
Mali wrote the first charter for 
the rights of men, the Manden 
charter, same time as the English 
in the northern sea. Do not insult 
teachers, do no mistreat slaves or 
foreigners, do not humiliate 
enemies on the battlefield.

DASSIN
You sell slaves. This is not for 
me. Back home I will be a chief.

HASAN
Charter says we ask women when we 
make decisions. A woman can divorce 
her husband if he is impotent or 
insane. On a good day we remember 
to treat women with respect.
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EXT. CITY SQUARE – DAY

The watching soldier is monitoring them from the street.

SAMSOU
The Mali, they’re suspicious.

DASSIN
I said I’m sorry.

SAMSOU
You can't blend into the shadows. 
Dassin, don’t bow down. Not ever. 
You’re the battle captain, be the 
captain.

DASSIN
Then we need to leave the city.

SAMSOU
Or you’ll kill them all.

DASSIN
Samsou.

She takes his hand and kisses it.

DASSIN (CONT'D)
You’re very patient.

INT. LIBRARY - DAY

Hasan, Dassin and Samsou puzzle over scrolls. 

DASSIN
Is this what I think it is?

HASAN
Yes, as you know, the earth travels 
around the sun - 

SAMSOU
It does?

DASSIN
Moon travels around the earth. 

SAMSOU
The circles  -

HASAN
All three are circles, balls. 
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DASSIN
So the earth isn't flat. 

HASAN
When sun and moon are on opposite 
sides of us, the moon is full. When 
they meet again, the moon is new. 

DASSIN
Every Rider knows this. 

HASAN
This was Al-Biruni, he came from 
beyond Persia, years ago. He 
divided the sky into minutes and 
seconds. He proved Aristotle wrong 
about the birth of the universe. 

DASSIN
My chiefs would burn all this. Then 
slit your throat. 

HASAN
Why?

DASSIN
Only Rider chiefs are allowed to 
know the sky, the desert. If anyone 
can find their way across the 
Sahara, Riders can be robbed and 
killed out there. Do you have a map 
of the stars? Those I know. 

HASAN
Here's old Ovid, the Roman poet. 
The Art of Love. 
And yet, more savage than the tawny 
boar in his rage, as he tosses the 
maddened dogs on lightening tusks, 
or a lioness suckling her unweaned 
cubs, 
or the tiny adder crushed by some 
careless foot, is a woman's wrath.
Her feelings show on her face, 
decorum's flung to the wind,
A maenadic frenzy grips her, she 
rushes headlong off after fire and 
steel. 

DASSIN
Belt up. 

(to Hasan)
I'm not really going to slit your 
throat. It's the art of love?
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She laughs. 

SAMSOU
Show me more maps. The Mali empire. 

HASAN
You're looking for trouble. 

EXT. PLAIN - DAY

In a muddy field, MEN climb into holes in the ground. WOMEN 
use pans to separate gold from mud in a stream. Dassin and 
Samsou watch. Mali guards watch them warily. It’s raining.

Near one of the holes, a crack appears in the mud and the mud 
sinks. They hear a scream.

MAN
Another cave in!

WOMAN
Get more tools, dig them out!

SECOND WOMAN
I told you we can’t send them down 
there when it rains!

Some men go into the original hole while others dig through 
the crack. In time a dead body emerges and two women scream.

OFFICER
No quota today. I come tomorrow. 
Mali needs to pay our soldiers. 
Like me. 

EXT. FOREST – DAY

Dassin and Samsou approach crocodile HUNTERS near a stream.

SAMSOU
So, what is the lie this time?

DASSIN
We’re hunters.

SAMSOU
I bet I can shoot better than you.

DASSIN
I can manage with a spear.
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SAMSOU
The big game?

DASSIN
When we know each other better I 
show you some of my scars.

SAMSOU
Are we still married?

DASSIN
Stop breaking wind in your sleep.

SAMSOU
What?

DASSIN
It’s like a braying elephant.

Hunters confront Dassin. 

HUNTER 
The girl can’t come.

SAMSOU
She’s a great warrior.

HUNTER
You lie. Those hips, she was made 
for babies and carrying water.

SAMSOU
She’s a war captain. She almost 
killed me on the battlefield.

HUNTER
Some soldier. She isn’t covering 
her hair, like a street woman.

SAMSOU
She’s coming with us.

The hunter glares at him. 

HUNTER
Crocodile eat you in one bite girl. 
She marches behind the men. And she 
covers her hair.

She does. Dassin and Samsou go to the end of the line. 
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SAMSOU
These men haven’t had a new idea in 
a thousand years. They kill their 
food and run from crocodiles.

DASSIN
The end man watches for enemies and 
predators. It's their way of being 
nice without saying it out loud. 

As the column works through the forest, the men tire in the 
heat and sit under trees. Dassin and Samsou keep going.

HUNTER
Yalla! We stop, you stop.

DASSIN
Are you tired? I’m a Rider, I’m 
just warming up my legs.

HUNTER
Wait, you don’t lead this column!

DASSIN
See you soon!

SAMSOU
Shit!

Dassin and Samsou leave the men behind.

DASSIN
You with me?

SAMSOU
Just huffing and puffing a bit.

DASSIN
The local men are irritated.

They disappear. 

HUNTER
Break’s over! Catch up to them!

The men find Dassin and Samsou by a creek. Samsou sits under 
a tree but Dassin lays in the sun.

HUNTER (CONT'D)
Are you mad? Get under the trees!

SECOND HUNTER
The sun will cook your brain! If it 
hasn’t already!
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DASSIN
In the desert this is winter, I 
wear a shawl. I love the sun.

HUNTER
This is the great river, the 
Joliba. You girl, don’t speak. Not 
unless it’s a whisper.

DASSIN
Now what?

HUNTER
Shh! Crocodiles hunt and kill  
women and children. All along the 
river, the whole Empire, we risk 
our lives every time we get water 
or catch fish. The beasts know a 
woman’s voice means an easy kill. 

DASSIN
Let them try.

THIRD HUNTER
You end up like this.

The hunter shows a hand, missing three fingers.

THIRD HUNTER (CONT'D)
Better a hand than a foot, without 
a foot I may as well be dead.

HUNTER
Joliba crocodile kill cattle, boar, 
water buffalo, steals kills from 
lions. They fight like devils, 
fight over mates, females fight to 
protect their eggs.

SECOND HUNTER
They are smart. They smell or hear 
you a mile off. They call to each 
other, hunt in packs. If animals 
come to drink same time every day, 
crocodiles remember and come back 
to kill, as though they have those 
clocks. They use nesting twigs as 
bait to catch birds for a snack.

DASSIN
So you use bait to catch them?
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HUNTER
Shh. We don’t want to catch them, 
we want to kill them on the spot.

Samsou pulls out his bow and points.

SAMSOU
Across that little stream. 

He shoots a small antelope who was drinking.

DASSIN
What good does that do us?

HUNTER
Shh! 

Samsou leaps into the water and swims to his kill.

DASSIN
Samsou! Are you insane!

HUNTER
I see ripples in the water.

DASSIN
Samsou, leave it!

Samsou fetches the carcass and swims back.

DASSIN (CONT'D)
What the hell did he –

HUNTER
He’s showing off for you. This is 
his way to say I love you.

He emerges from the water and Dassin slaps him.

HUNTER (CONT'D)
This is how she says she loves you.

She drops to her feet, and checks his.

DASSIN
Your feet, your hands -

SAMSOU
I’m fine.

DASSIN
Jackass.

The croc hunters now think Samsou is The Dude.
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Men line the shore with clubs, nets, spears, sticks.

HUNTER
Put the meat on a hook, let’s see 
if it’s dark enough for them yet.

He throws the carcass into the river, holding the rope.

HUNTER (CONT'D)
Sing to him, nice and high, you’re 
a nice juicy child out for a pee.

She calls. They wait. Suddenly the river explodes.

HUNTER (CONT'D)
Reel it in!

They pull in the rope and a monstrous lizard charges. They 
stab it and beat it.

HUNTER (CONT'D)
Go for his eyes!

DASSIN
You mean the ones near those teeth?

HUNTER
Jam a branch in his mouth!

DASSIN
Bash him in the head!

The animal stops moving. They examine each other’s scrapes.

HUNTER
Check your hands and feet.

SAMSOU
We’re good.

DASSIN
Nasty scrape, they’re going to 
smell us. Time to go. I admit it, I 
was afraid of the teeth.

HUNTER
This is why the Mali stand forever. 
To attack our capital you cross the 
desert, or come up river with the 
crocodiles. Even before you get to 
our walled cities and our armies.
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SECOND HUNTER
Those Riders up there, the Songhai, 
you come here, we kill you.

Dassin sharpens her sword.

DASSIN
Come back to the river with me.

SAMSOU
You want to die?

DASSIN
I need to do some woman stuff, I 
don’t want this whole mob watching?

SAMSOU
But you want me.

DASSIN
Watch for crocodiles while I wash.

EXT. SAVANNAH – DAY

Dassin and Samsou bedding down. She has wet hair.  

SAMSOU
It's too hot today. Let's bed down. 

DASSIN
You corrupt me, I miss your city. 
Never gone for a pee inside a 
house. Never slept in a house, 
except in Carthage. 

SAMSOU
Don't take this the wrong way. The 
way you smell, bring your knife. 

She smiles. He has a scroll. He leans against a tree, light 
behind him; she curls up in his arms so they can both read. 

SAMSOU (CONT'D)
The scholar said you want the best 
poet, Ovid again, In Summers Heat.

DASSIN
It's so long. 

SAMSOU
It's not the Latin. These are Mali 
words, you know them. 
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DASSIN
Ah! In summer's heat and mid-time 
of the day, to rest my limbs upon a 
bed I lay,
Then came Corinna in a long, loose 
gown, her white neck hid with 
tresses hanging down,
Resembling fair - 

SAMSOU
Semiramis.

DASSIN
Fair Semiramis going to bed, or 
Lais of a thousand wooers sped.
I snatched her gown, being thin the 
harm was small, yet strived she to 
be covered withal,
And, striving thus as one that 
would be chaste, betrayed herself, 
and yielded at the last.
Naked as she stood before mine eye, 
not one wen in her body could I 
spy.
What arms and shoulders did I touch 
and see? How apt her breasts were 
to be pressed by me?
How smooth a belly under her waist 
saw I? How large a leg, and what a 
lusty thigh?
To leave the rest, all liked me 
passing well; I cling her naked 
body, down she fell.
Judge you the rest. Being tired, 
she bade me kiss. Jove send me more 
such afternoons as this. 
Dammit, you need a woman that bad?

SAMSOU
I didn't say a thing. 

DASSIN
This is like eating hot peppers. 
Who was this?

SAMSOU
Ovid. Emperor chased him from Rome.

DASSIN
Wild guess, slept with the 
emperor's mistress, this one?

SAMSOU
History does not say. 
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DASSIN
Dammit, I can't stand it anymore.

SAMSOU
Rider girls like camels, a thousand 
miles before they need water. 

DASSIN
Shut up and get in my tent. 

INT. CARAVANSARY ROOM - NIGHT

Dassin and Samsou sit on a bed. She shaves him.

SAMSOU
Yalla, your knife is sharp enough 
to slice a man in two. 

DASSIN
That's the point. When I was a girl 
I did that all day, sharpen knives. 

SAMSOU
Is your sword that sharp? You got a 
great future as an executioner. 

DASSIN
You look better with a shave. You 
know we can stop the act once we 
get back across the desert. 

SAMSOU
We're stopping the act, then. 

DASSIN
You never asked me whether I wanted 
to marry you. 

Silence. A dog howls. 

DASSIN (CONT'D)
Even the dog wants to know. 

SAMSOU
This might be too many captains, 
not enough soldiers. 

DASSIN
Two captains, like every marriage. 
Rider women can sleep with many 
men. When people are around a man 
must leave the tent by sunrise. 
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SAMSOU
Songhai would stone you to death. 

DASSIN
In a Rider divorce, I keep the 
herd, the tent, the children, he 
goes back to his mother with his 
camel and nothing else. Mama throws 
a party to let the men know I'm 
back on the market. Every man is 
terrified of his mother in law. 

SAMSOU
I'm terrified of you. What was our 
plan for after we finish this job?

DASSIN
We didn't die. 

SAMSOU
Yeah, surprise. Whoever you marry 
will lead an interesting life. ...I 
was thinking about what you said. 
If we beat the Mali, we will be 
enemies again. So you want to be my 
enemy? Meet on a battlefield?

DASSIN
No. 

SAMSOU
What can we do? Run away? Why would 
they do this to us?

DASSIN
Samsou. When we're done, I am going 
back to that school. To learn. 

SAMSOU
Even if our tribes go to war?

DASSIN
Especially then. 

INT. LIBRARY – DAY

Dassin and Hasan pore over scrolls. 

EXT. OUTSIDE A HUGE CITY – DAY

RIDERS examine a gate. 
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RIDER
The Mali have spies out, to see 
which way we go, Gao or Timbuktu.

SECOND RIDER
They dare to spy on us in our own 
desert?

RIDER
We take Gao, then the big one.

He points. The Riders swoop down and take Gao.

EXT. OUTSIDE A LARGER CITY - DAY

The Riders swoop down and take Timbuktu.

RIDER
Taking Timbuktu is harder than Gao.

SECOND RIDER
Tell the Riders we are not thieves. 
We do not ransack the market, the 
university. Everyone can do their 
trading as long as they behave and 
give us a bit of sack money.

RIDER
Not the market?

SECOND RIDER
They think we’re all savages. And 
Dassin told me, don’t touch the 
school. I don’t argue with Dassin.

RIDER
Wherever she is.

EXT. FOREST – DAY

Dassin walks along a river. She stops and listens.

DASSIN
Stupid! I can’t believe I fell into 
this hole!

She throws down her sword and cries. Behind her are twelve 
Portuguese soldiers.
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EXT. VILLAGE SQUARE IN A COASTAL TOWN - DAY

Village under construction. A ship is in the distance.

A Portuguese boat is met by Mali canoes. Primitive pistols 
are no match for ARCHERS. The invaders retreat to the ship. 

ARCHER
They won’t make that mistake again. 

SECOND ARCHER
Next time, archers and swords.

ARCHER
Portuguese fools. Why don’t they 
wait for us to finish building the 
town before they rob us?

SECOND ARCHER
They’re all over the coast like 
fleas. They took hundreds of 
slaves. And they won’t go away.

ARCHER
Tell everyone, be ready to run to 
the forest if they come again. I 
want more archers here. 

EXT. FOREST - DAY

Portuguese soldiers. Dassin and other prisoners are marched 
through savannah, forests, and finally a coastal village. A 
prisoner is killed every day.

INT. LONG BARN-LIKE BUILDING – NIGHT

The prisoners are held in a long house, a slave factory. 
European SLAVERS and local MERCHANTS look over the new stock.

SLAVER
This girl looks me in the eye.

SECOND SLAVER
Rider, you eyeball this man he puts 
your eyes out.

SLAVER
She doesn't speak any civilized 
language. 
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MERCHANT
We have no use for gold here, we’ll 
take swords and that red wine.

SLAVER
The slaves for the swords, four 
casks of wine. We give you weapons, 
you fight battles, bring more 
slaves, I bring you presents from 
the seven seas.

SECOND SLAVER
Tell them, they take a journey, 
over the sea, to make sugar.

EXT. CITY SQUARE – DAY

Two Mali SOLDIERS stop a MAN with a sword.

SOLDIER 
Where did you get that sword?

MAN
Bought it in the market, in port.

SOLDIER
Where did they get it from?

MAN
Have no idea.

SOLDIER
The Mansa said we don’t trade with 
the Lisbons. You get caught, I put 
you in the same slave pen.

MAN
It might have come from Carthage.

SOLDIER
You deal with criminals, you need 
better lies than that.

EXT. CITY WALLS - DAY

Songhai WARRIORS scale the walls of the city of Gao and take 
it from the Riders.

WARRIOR
I can’t believe we’re home again.
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SECOND WARRIOR
I can’t believe we had to take it 
twice. First from the Mali and then 
from the Riders.

They enter a bustling marketplace, recognize older merchants. 

WARRIOR
Back home in Gao.

SECOND WARRIOR
Now we have a market for Tripolis.

WARRIOR
But not Carthage and Spain. We need 
Timbuktu.

SECOND WARRIOR
So we fight the Riders again.

WARRIOR
At least they don’t have Dassin on 
their side.

Samsou approaches. 

SAMSOU
You heard something about Dassin?

WARRIOR
Had to be slavers. She's gone. 

A cry. Men run. A ferocious hippopotamus raids crops. A 
circle of spears and arrows forms. The animal charges and 
tramples one screaming farmer. The archers fire.

SAMSOU
Don’t fire at each other! Jackass! 

WARRIOR
Get in there with the spear!

SECOND WARRIOR
Help yourself.

The animal is subdued.

SAMSOU
Never seen anything like it.

WARRIOR
You think this is bad? I’ve seen 
them attack boats in the river.
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EXT. DECK OF A SHIP - DAY

Terrified slaves including Dassin are crammed into a hold.

Down below, slaves are vomiting.

One climbs up to the deck and jumps overboard.

Below, looking out of the hatch, Dassin crafts a shiv out of 
wood. Slaves carry a dead one up to the deck. On deck, seven 
bodies are thrown into the sea.

SLAVER
Captain, the sailors are going down 
too. Two got the shits, one got 
stabbed down below.

CAPTAIN
Where’s the beast who stabbed him?

SLAVER
They don’t speak the language.

CAPTAIN
They understand us fine. Kill a 
couple, so they get the point.

SLAVER
With Tomas down, we’re shorthanded.

CAPTAIN
So? Fewer sailors to pay, more for 
us. Keep cargo alive, keep em 
quiet.

He looks at another slave ship in the distance. 

CAPTAIN (CONT'D)
Keep close to the George, we have 
more slaves than they do. If we 
have a revolt, they help us out. 

INT. HOLD OF A SHIP - NIGHT

Dassin leads a riot at midnight. Slaves and sailors die.

EXT. DECK OF A SHIP – NIGHT

Dassin throws her shiv overboard, slides back into the hold.
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EXT. DECK OF A SHIP – DAY

SAILOR teaches Dassin and other slaves. He points to himself.

SAILOR
Mestra.

He points to the women.

SAILOR (CONT'D)
Escrava.

He crooks his finger.

SAILOR (CONT'D)
Vamos.

They cross to a table with a machete and a length of sugar 
cane. He picks up the blade.

SAILOR (CONT'D)
Faca.

And the cane.

SAILOR (CONT'D)
Acucar.

He chops the cane with the blade.

SAILOR (CONT'D)
Pica acucar.

He waves his arm and points to the hatch.

SAILOR (CONT'D)
Vai embora.

The women go back into the hold. He grabs Dassin’s arm and 
pulls her into a cabin.

INT. CABIN – DAY

He strokes her cheek. Taps his lips with a finger.

SAILOR
Me beija.

She shoves him away and runs.
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EXT. DECK OF A SHIP – DAY

He follows her out. He points to his eyes with two fingers.

SAILOR
Eu te vejo.

A female SLAVE steps forward.

SLAVE
You better give him what he wants.

DASSIN
You speak Mandinka.

SAILOR
Seu nome.

He thinks.

SAILOR (CONT'D)
Simone. Obediente.

SLAVE
He says your new name is Simone. It 
means you obey.

DASSIN
My name is Dassin.

INT. HOLD OF A SHIP - DAY

The sailor who tried to kiss Dassin comes down with food. He 
clubs an over-eager slave. Slaves eat. Dassin watches from a 
corner. He locates her, smiles, points to his eyes again.

SAILOR
You scrub decks tonight. 

EXT. DECK OF DASSIN'S SHIP - NIGHT

Dassin is scrubbing the deck beneath a lantern. The sailor 
has nodded off. She watches the other slave ship close by. 

INT. SHIP HOLD IN SECOND SLAVE SHIP - NIGHT

Slaves watch a sailor leave the hold, and stand up. A few get 
out of their chains and free others; others decide to proceed 
even though their wrists are still shackled. 
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The slaves smash through a wall, find a gun room. A slave 
shows others how to load guns. Others grab swords and knives. 

EXT. DECK OF DASSIN'S SHIP - NIGHT

Dassin stands when she sees slaves emerging on the deck of 
the other ship. 

EXT. SHIP DECK, SECOND SLAVER - NIGHT

Slaves climb to the deck. Sailors see them and scramble to 
the ships bell; slaves strangle one with their chains, club 
one unconscious, shoot the third. The slaves panic. 

EXT. DECK OF DASSIN'S SHIP - NIGHT

Dassin stifles a scream and looks at the slumbering sailor. 

EXT. SHIP DECK, SECOND SLAVER - NIGHT

A slave grabs a barrel of gunpowder and another a torch; they 
yell at approaching sailors who have pistols and knives. 

They brandish the torch and point at the guns. 

SLAVE
Drop the fire tubes or we blow the 
ship, we've seen gunpowder before!

The crew surrenders. The slaves make them sit along the rail. 

SLAVE (CONT'D)
Has anyone sailed a boat this big?

SECOND SLAVE
Which way is east?

SLAVE
There's Mintaka in the sky. 

SECOND SLAVE
Africa is that way. Push that 
wooden thing until the ship turns. 

A slave with a hammer is doing big business, breaking the 
chains of the other slaves. 

The ship turns away from Dassin's ship. A lantern marks the 
growing gap between the two ships. 
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EXT. DECK OF DASSIN'S SHIP - NIGHT

Dassin is crying and laughing. 

DASSIN
Run, you fools!

The sailor wakes, notices the other vessel is departing. 

SAILOR
Captain, something wrong, the 
George is turning back to Africa!

Sailors appear. At that moment, a torrential downpour. 

SAILOR (CONT'D)
We'll never catch them now. 

DASSIN
Thank all the gods in the sky! 
Please watch over them!

SAILOR
You bitch, get down below! Not 
washing the deck in a damn storm. 

CAPTAIN
Don't you give the bucks any ideas 
down there or I slit your throat. 
All hands, break out the guns! 

EXT. JUNGLE RIVER - DAY

The slaves from the second ship disembark from their ship, 
which is now grounded, on its side, up the Senegal river. A 
few slaves nod to each other, and flee into the trees. 

One slave stands over the white sailors, points to himself. 

SLAVE
Mestra. 

He walks off. The white sailors look at the ship, and at the 
jungle, before beginning to walk through the forest. 
Tribesmen watch them as they make their way to the coast. The 
sailors collapse on a beach. 

EXT. BATTLEFIELD - DAY

Ferocious battle between the Songhai under SONNI ALI, and 
RIDERS defending Timbuktu.
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RIDER
We take Gao from the Mali and you 
take it from us. We take Timbuktu 
from them and you take that too.

SONNI ALI
You’re bandits of the desert, why 
would you want to live in a city?

RIDER
We have the same enemy, the Mali. 
Why rob the poor when you can rob 
the rich? You think, Songhai. 

INT. HOLD OF A SHIP - NIGHT

Dassin awakens to find the sailor pawing at her clothes. She 
grabs for her shiv and holds it to his throat.

DASSIN
There are two blood vessels here, 
two over there. I cut two you die 
slow, I cut all four and you drop.

SAILOR
You listen, wench. There’s nowhere 
to run on this ship.

DASSIN
They say sailors die on these 
ships, just like the slaves do.

EXT. CANE FIELD - DAY

Dassin and other slaves cut sugar cane.

SLAVER
You stay to season until you learn. 
Do your work, you don’t run off, 
you don’t use your blades on us. 

DASSIN
Yes sir.

SLAVER
Your language is improving.

DASSIN
Improve –

SLAVER
Getting better. Savages.
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EXT. CANE FIELD - NIGHT

Dassin wakes. She sharpens a machete near a tree line and 
begins some combat exercises with it.

An OVERSEER steps into the light.

OVERSEER
You said you’re a farm girl.

DASSIN
I grow vegetables, I carry water.

OVERSEER
You lie. That look in your eye, 
I’ve only seen it in warriors, 
captains. Well, the savages would 
never let a woman be a captain.

She bristles, then controls herself. She drops the machete.

OVERSEER (CONT'D)
Good girl. We don’t need warriors 
here. Strong backs and weak minds. 
Livestock. Breeding stock.

EXT. CANE FIELD - DAY

Most of the slaves work in pairs, but Dassin is alone.

Dassin is assaulted in a field. She screams, flips over, and 
scratches her rapist across his left cheek.

EXT. CANE FIELD - SUNDOWN

Two slaves have had enough of the whip, turn on the overseer. 
He brings out the whip and another overseer comes to help.

In the distraction, Dassin sharpens her machete with a stone, 
and admires it. In the distance she sees an overseer with a 
hideous scratch on his cheek. She smiles and hides.

EXT. CANE FIELD - DAY

A slave slits his own throat.

SLAVER
You, grab a leg!

Dassin and another slave pick up the body and carry it to a 
tent where a “doctor” is chopping limbs.
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INT. TENT – DAY

Continuation. DOCTOR chopping. 

SLAVER
What good does that do?

The doctor holds up a leg bone.

DOCTOR
When they die, we use their bones 
to whiten the sugar. The fancy 
ladies in London like it white.

SLAVER
We need Brazilian natives, these 
Africans keep trying to kill us.

DOCTOR
Africans are the only ones who hold 
up in the heat, the disease.

Another slaver arrives. 

SECOND SLAVER
Runaways, heading for the woods!

EXT. CANE FIELD - DAY

Slaves head for the tree line and overseers bring out guns.

EXT. CANE FIELD – NIGHT

The slave WOMEN sleep in a field. They see overseers 
watching, so by silent agreement the women pair off, so no 
one is sleeping by herself. All except Dassin.

She hears women weeping.

WOMAN
You’re a Rider.

DASSIN
How can you tell?

WOMAN
The only way a woman gets bowlegged 
is riding a camel or working in a 
whorehouse. And, the hair. 

DASSIN
How do you know I’m not a whore?
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WOMAN
God didn’t put you here to please 
men. He put you here to kill them.

DASSIN
Clever girl.

A GIRL approaches with a rag.

DASSIN (CONT'D)
Want me to bandage the blisters?

GIRL
Abaraka.

DASSIN
Ah. From the desert! Take care of 
your hands or they’ll rape you and 
kill you.

A girl with a bandaged throat begins sobbing.

DASSIN (CONT'D)
You speak this Portuguese rubbish?

WOMAN
She’s new. Lost her children. First 
night, she tried to cut her throat 
with her machete.

DASSIN
Shh shh. You are Songhai. You know 
a soldier named Samsou?

GIRL
He’s the best captain we have, he 
beat the Mali on almost every 
battlefield until he got stabbed.

DASSIN
Stabbed!

GIRL
He survived, he was back at it in a 
month. He was going to fight a war 
with the Riders. Over Timbuktu. 

DASSIN
Bloody blazes! If any Rider is 
going to kill him, it's me. 

Dassin sharpens a length of cane. Cane in one hand, machete 
in another, Dassin creeps through the camp, finds her stripe-
faced rapist, stuns him with the cane, and slits his throat.
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INT. TENT - DAY

Dassin, serving water, listens to slavers arguing about 
splitting up their proceeds. Finally she loses patience. 

DASSIN
If you divide a hundred slaves 
among seven slavers, each man gets 
fourteen, with two left over. 

The slavers look at her. 

DASSIN (CONT'D)
I only know Arabic script. Teach me 
your letters and I fix your books. 

A slaver points at her. 

SLAVER
I take this one. You serve in my 
house. We figure out money tonight. 

INT. HOUSE - DAY 

The slaver leads Dassin into a small messy home. 

DASSIN
Take off your clothes.

SLAVER
You don't waste time, do you?

He's disrobing. 

DASSIN
You smell like a pig. I wash and 
shave you. I wash clothes. I make 
ointment, kill your lice and fleas. 

SLAVER
You are some sort of midwife?

DASSIN
I learn at university. If I serve 
you, I can't have you walk the 
street smelling like a barbarian. 

SLAVER
I'm a barbarian?

DASSIN
The disease in your manly parts, no 
scientist in the world has a cure. 
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She takes the clothes to another room. The sky brightens. 

DASSIN (CONT'D)
Finally, the sun. East is that way. 

She washes her hands, kneels and prays. Finally she rises. 

SLAVER
Don't bring witchcraft to my house. 

DASSIN
Witchcraft? I must pray. I must 
profess my belief in God. 

SLAVER
You pray to God?

DASSIN
I give money to the poor, if I had 
any. I fast during the holy month. 
And someday I go to pray in Mecca. 

SLAVER
Mecca is a place?

DASSIN
It is east of Egypt. 

SLAVER
You will die in my field, or you 
anger me and I sell you to another 
field, you die there. You will 
never see Mecca. Does this anger 
you?

DASSIN
Zeno taught that you cannot achieve 
peace of mind if you are at war 
with the world. University. 

SLAVER
You must be freezing, try this. 

DASSIN
I do not drink that, it's a sin. 

SLAVER
A sin against your religion?

DASSIN
A sin to drink with a man like you. 

INT. BARN – DAY
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Slavers consider their prospects. Dassin listens.

SLAVER
So, who do we sell to this month?

SECOND SLAVER
Who’s been bad and who’s been good?

THIRD SLAVER
This is a wild bunch.

SECOND SLAVER
Please, get rid of the girl who 
keeps sharpening her machete.

THIRD SLAVER
We send the wild ones to Haiti. 
They got the toughest overseers, 
whip em into shape.

SLAVER
They told us to stay away from 
Haiti, Tortuga. They have pirates.

SECOND SLAVER
We slide in at night.

THIRD SLAVER
Pirates come to hunt the gold ships 
going to Spain and Morocco.

DASSIN
Morocco –

SLAVER
What you say, girl?

DASSIN
Wild ones go to Haiti? They got 
pirates of the salt sea?

She punches him and is dragged away.

SLAVER
Off to Haiti she goes!

EXT. CITY SQUARE - DAY

Samsou returns to Timbuktu as a conqueror. He meets a RIDER. 
They are wary. Other SOLDIERS mill about. 

SAMSOU
Any word of Dassin?
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RIDER
You take our city, you want to 
gossip about a girl? Slavers got 
her. If she’s lucky, she’s dead. If 
she's not, she slits your throat. 

SOLDIER
Sir –

SAMSOU
Sorry, I just got here.

SOLDIER
The first officer is causing 
trouble. He went to the university, 
he’s terrorizing the professors.

SAMSOU
We don’t bother the doctors.

RIDER
Sorry?

SAMSOU
I usually don’t worry about Gods, 
don’t want a fight with Allah. The 
school has more Islamic scholars 
than any city in the world. Give 
the old boys a pension so they can 
retire, we have gold now.

SOLDIER
Yes sir.

SAMSOU
Don’t bother the madrasas, the 
mosques, the poets, the Jews.

RIDER
You know what happens when you 
declare war on the Riders?

Later Samsou watches with a MERCHANT as workers dig canals.

SAMSOU
You came from Italy to Timbuktu?

MERCHANT
I trade in cloth, my son wants to 
be a doctor.

SAMSOU
You came from…?
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MERCHANT
Lisbon. I’m here to observe. They 
say you have gold mines. Where 
might they be?

INT. LIBRARY – DAY

Two robed, sunburned ENGLISH SCHOLARS look at anatomical 
drawings. They talk to Hasan; Samsou watches suspiciously. 

ENGLISH SCHOLAR
I can't believe these drawings of 
the blood vessels. 

SECOND ENGLISH SCHOLAR
In Paris they wouldn't let us study 
medicine until we study the arts, 
there's a bit of mathematics but 
almost no science. 

HASAN
So you went back home. 

ENGLISH SCHOLAR
We tried Oxford, townsfolk hate us, 
went to Cambridge. We have teachers 
come from around the world. 

SECOND ENGLISH SCHOLAR
We're starting to learn the Greeks 
again, following Socrates, arguing 
our way toward the truth.

HASAN
Socrates will teach you to think, 
the rest is up to you. 

ENGLISH SCHOLAR
One king said we can't build a 
school in England, another says we 
can't study in France, another 
wants to know what we think about 
God. 

SECOND ENGLISH SCHOLAR
We wanted the school in Bologna but 
there were wars with the Borgias. 

ENGLISH SCHOLAR
Veins link the heart to the lungs?

HASAN
In both directions. 
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SAMSOU
You are from Kem - 

ENGLISH SCHOLAR
Cambridge. England, near France. 

SAMSOU
You're sure you're not Portuguese?

ENGLISH SCHOLAR
England, mate. 

SAMSOU
Not looking for gold or slaves?

ENGLISH SCHOLAR
Looking to find out how the 
chambers of the heart work. 

SECOND ENGLISH SCHOLAR
We're English, we want to invade 
America and India, not the desert. 

HASAN
You boys visit the baths, we can 
look at books tomorrow. 

Samsou and Hasan squint at scrolls by candlelight. 

HASAN (CONT'D)
Now that you're a general, you see 
a spy behind every bush. 

SAMSOU
I study Greek historians about 
their wars with Persia, and now 
you're telling me they all lied?

HASAN
Every man who writes history has an 
axe to grind. That man Caesar, 
wrote his own history. Every army 
he beat had a million men. Every 
enemy he had was a criminal. He 
never did anything wrong. 

SAMSOU
So you're saying the Greeks lied 
about Salamis, Marathon?
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HASAN
Greeks insist they beat Persia. 
Persia went after the Greeks three 
times, to take Greek land, to burn 
down Athens as punishment for 
stirring up trouble in their 
colonies, and to get the Greeks to 
destroy each other in a civil war. 

SAMSOU
And they got all three. 

HASAN
Yes, they thrashed the Greeks and 
went home, they didn't care. And 
after. Greece was crushed by the 
Romans, every time the Romans 
fought a civil war they took the 
fight to Greece, wrecked the place. 

SAMSOU
And Persia?

HASAN
Persia, a kingdom bigger than the 
empires of Rome or Alexander, they 
humiliated six rulers of Rome, Mark 
Antony. Killed a couple, like that 
man Crassus. Finally Rome fell. 
Persia wins. 

SAMSOU
So why doesn't anybody know this?

HASAN
The Persians didn't bother to write 
their history. They know who won. 
You want to lead a nation, it goes 
down to figuring out the people, 
what people want, why they lie to 
you. Why nations win and lose wars.

SAMSOU
I just won a war.

HASAN
Did you? Do you know why? 

SAMSOU
My soldiers?
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HASAN
You didn't win. The Mali lost 
because they built their palaces on 
theft. So rotten the Riders toppled 
the city before you even got here. 
The Mali steal gold mines, sell the 
children of other nations into 
slavery. Even this city they stole. 
Too much bad blood. You cannot 
build a great nation on crimes. 

SAMSOU
But men keep trying. Please tell me 
that humility and folly are the 
first steps toward wisdom, because 
I have no idea what I'm doing. 

HASAN
Neither do the rest of them. What 
you think that Rider girl will say?

SAMSOU
I just want to see her alive. 
Thanks for the maps, you exhausted 
all my knowledge of mathematics. 

HASAN
Don't study numbers, study people, 
it's all you need. 

EXT. TOWN SQUARE - DAY

Dassin other slaves march from one slave pen to another.

As she walks, she eyes everything in the market, not to gawk 
at the goods, but to look for objects she can use as weapons.

In a butcher’s stall, a local uses cleavers to dismember a 
pig. Behind his stall is an alley filled with carcasses.

Dassin grabs two cleavers, leaps on the overseer, chops off a 
hand. She turns to the slaves.

DASSIN
All of you! Run!

She slides into the alley with her cleavers and the hand, and 
watches the chaos.

INT. TAVERN - DAY

She enters a tavern through the back door and listens.
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She sees an obviously affluent pirate CAPTAIN grab a girl by 
the wrist and take her into a back room.

CAPTAIN
A shame. Can’t hire hands for love 
or money, and I’ve got the money.

INT. BACK ROOM – DAY

She follows the captain.

CAPTAIN
Sorry, love, you’re late. Pity.

DASSIN
I’m here to hire on.

CAPTAIN
To sail? You’re soft in the head. 
Not taking a woman. Especially you, 
the boys would lose their minds.

DASSIN
So who keeps your sailors in line?

CAPTAIN
Me.

DASSIN
What if they all turn on you?

CAPTAIN
Word on the street is some mad 
slave lost his mind and chopped off 
a slaver’s hand. Or, lost her mind. 

She tosses the hand on the bed. The prostitute screams.

CAPTAIN (CONT'D)
Your Portuguese is terrible. And 
the locals are going to hang you.

DASSIN
Who’s your worst enemy in port?

CAPTAIN
My first mate, thinks he’s going to 
slit my throat on our next trip. 
Across the alley, big bloke with a 
black beard. Name’s Hogg.
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EXT. STREET - DAY

Continuation. 

DASSIN
Where’s that man Hogg? You come out 
here! Hogg!

Big scary guy, HOGG, appears with a tankard in his hand. He 
sees her with her cleavers. He sets down the tankard.

HOGG
What’s the business? Can't remember 
every whore I've had in the western 
sea, who the hell are you?

DASSIN
Say your prayers.

He smiles and pulls a long knife. Her attack is swift and 
brutal. She steps over the body and finds the captain.

DASSIN (CONT'D)
So, you need a first mate?

CAPTAIN
Not bloody likely. How many times 
you been to sea?

DASSIN
Just the once.

CAPTAIN
You’re master at arms. Stick to me 
like a mosquito, do what I tell 
you. Rough life. The food is crap, 
you don’t make a penny til we take 
a ship.

DASSIN
My last ship was a slaver. This 
will be fine.

CAPTAIN
And there’s the mutinies.

DASSIN
Not with me on board. You say stick 
to you. Night time too?

CAPTAIN
Not sure about that one. You’re 
liable to chop my bits right off.
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DASSIN
My name is Dassin. I go to Morocco.

CAPTAIN
I go to Spain. How you get to 
Morocco is your problem. You work 
for me, not the other way around. 

EXT. SHIP DECK - NIGHT

PIRATES sit, stuck in a calm wind.

PIRATE
Can't find a ship to rob.

SECOND PIRATE
Bringing a woman is bad luck.

THIRD PIRATE
She’s costing us money. 

SECOND PIRATE
Three days, we throw her overboard.

DASSIN
The first three come near me will 
die. Starting with the big mouth.

PIRATE
Be forever before we make Spain.

DASSIN
Take longer if we don’t turn left.

PIRATE
What would an African know about – 
meaning you no offense.

DASSIN
See the three stars in a row?

PIRATE
We call it Orion.

DASSIN
Riders call it Amanar the warrior. 
Arabs call it Mintaka. In summer 
those stars come just before the 
sun. In the fall they come late at 
night. They shine bright in winter. 
In Carthage they are southwest. In 
Mali they are almost due west.  
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SECOND PIRATE
Bloody hell.

DASSIN
Spain is there. Feel the current in 
your bones, trying to pull us left. 
I bet that’s where the Spanish 
ships are, too. The easy kill.

THIRD PIRATE
Don’t let the captain hear you say 
that. Guards his map like gold. 

DASSIN
You tell him, he won't listen to 
me. Finding the stars at sea is 
easy. In the desert we have 
mirages, the stars can move on you. 

SECOND PIRATE
What’s your name again?

DASSIN
My name is Dassin.

PIRATE
In Tortuga they called you Simone.

DASSIN
Slaver named me Simone. Obedient 
and peaceful. I killed him.

SECOND PIRATE
So, Dassin, then.

DASSIN
Back home I was a warrior.

SECOND PIRATE
Archer?

DASSIN
No, sword, get right in your face, 
slice your guts.

SECOND PIRATE
Think of the sons we could make.

DASSIN
Think of the lucky pendant I could 
make out of your peepee. Tiny 
little charm.
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THIRD PIRATE
Leave her, more trouble than she’s 
worth. Think of something else.

PIRATE
Where do you find the best women in 
the world? You can’t pick the women 
back home, they made you lot.

SECOND PIRATE
French girls.

THIRD PIRATE
Irish girls smell better.

SECOND PIRATE
Now you got me thinking about it.
You, girl? Who’s the man for you?

DASSIN
I had him. I let him slip through 
my fingers.

PIRATE
Leave her alone, spoil the mood.

THIRD PIRATE
Sorry, girl.

EXT. SHIP DECK - DAY

Sailors run fishing nets off the rail. Shouting and running. 
Men approach with spears. The net comes over the rail. They 
have a whopper.

DASSIN
What the hell is that? Kill it 
before it kills us!

It's a huge tuna or something like it. They wait for the fish 
to die, and begin slicing it into quarters, and then steaks. 

SAILOR
You, girl, heave the guts over. 

She tosses the guts overboard. A sandpit lined with brick 
turns into a barbecue, the fish becomes lunch. The captain 
hands her a steak. 

CAPTAIN
Not a lot of fish in the Sahara?
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DASSIN
Bloody blazes, it's wonderful. 

CAPTAIN
Your luck isn't so bad after all. 

DASSIN
I'm alive. 

EXT. SHIP DECK – DAY

The captain, Dassin and the PIRATES watch another ship in the 
distance. Some load pistols clumsily. 

DASSIN
You boys like these thunder pipes?

CAPTAIN
You kill a man from 40 yards out.

DASSIN
You get one ball and it’s empty. 
This cutlass here, nice and heavy, 
but you only sharpen one side?

She begins sharpening the other side.

CAPTAIN
What flag are they flying, Spanish?

PIRATE
Yep. I smell the silver.

CAPTAIN
Run the Spanish flag, get closer.

PIRATE
Wind is on our side for a change.

CAPTAIN
Right, close enough. Run up the 
black flag. Lets them know they can 
live if they surrender now.

DASSIN
And if not…

CAPTAIN
Grab that blade of yours.

DASSIN
Both of them.
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CAPTAIN
Come back, let em see you. They’re 
terrified of escaped slaves.

She returns with a cutlass and a machete.

CAPTAIN (CONT'D)
They want to fight.

PIRATE
They must have a nice cargo.

CAPTAIN
Fire a round at their sail, let em 
know we mean business.

A cannon fires.

CAPTAIN (CONT'D)
Get the boat out. You too, girl.

INT. SMALL BOAT - DAY

The pirate ship drops a boat into the sea, loaded with armed 
pirates. As they approach the other ship, they fire a number 
of one-shot pistols and hear shouts from the other ship.

CAPTAIN
Girl, you stay here, mind the boat. 
That’s my order.

DASSIN
But wait –

CAPTAIN
Not now.

EXT. DECK OF SECOND SHIP - DAY

Pirates grapple the bow and fight their way aboard. She’s 
furious. She hears several minutes of shouting and screams.

Finally she can’t stand it. She climbs up to the other ship 
and finds her captain in distress. She leaps in and wreaks 
chaos and death on the other crew. The fighting stops.

CAPTAIN
Check the holds, see what the 
fighting was all about.

In a minute, pirates drag two European women up to the deck.
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PIRATE
Nice cargo indeed.

THIRD PIRATE
Take em to Cadiz, sell em to the 
locals, they collect the ransom.

One sailor grabs the arm of one of the women.

DASSIN
Pare! Stop! Don’t touch the women.

CAPTAIN
Who’s giving the orders here?

DASSIN
Sorry.

CAPTAIN
Don’t touch the women. And you. 
What was my order?

He draws a blade. 

DASSIN
I can’t –

CAPTAIN
What was the order?

DASSIN
Stay with the boat.

CAPTAIN
There are orders, and storm orders, 
and then there are battle orders.

DASSIN
Yes, I know. At home I’m an 
infantry captain. The soldier who 
stands by while the battle is going 
on is executed. I’ve never watched 
a battle from afar in my life.

THIRD PIRATE
Battle order, she gets the whip.

CAPTAIN
No. She gets first blood.

DASSIN
Sorry, what?
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CAPTAIN
You fight until first blood.

DASSIN
What, you?

CAPTAIN
No, champion of my choice. Him.

He points to a massive pirate, who sets down his cutlass. She 
does the same.

They circle each other. She watches his feet and ignores 
everything else. He launches attacks which she dodges, 
watching his feet. A punch to the side of her head.

She steps back, looks at his feet, and smiles.

DASSIN
Left foot, then right foot. Got me 
a left-handed pirate. 

He steps forward; she punches him in the face three times. He 
steps back. She punches him in the solar plexus to double him 
over, and then blasts him in the back of the head. He 
staggers in a circle, while she leans on the rail and waits.

PIRATE
Finish him!

He straightens up. She points to her nose.

DASSIN
Big boys never know how to fight, 
no one challenges them. Pop me 
right here.

He does. Her nose bleeds. She touches it with her finger.

PIRATE
First blood.

Cheers. She crosses to the captain.

DASSIN
I apologize. You are my captain.

CAPTAIN
Go fix your nose.

DASSIN
Yes sir.

She goes.
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PIRATE
Next ship we take, I want her on 
the deck next to me. 

CAPTAIN
She’s all mine.

PIRATE
She knows the stars. She wants to 
be a captain on her own ship.

CAPTAIN
Or maybe on this one. The sooner 
she's gone the better. 

EXT. DOCKS OF SMALL COASTAL TOWN - DAY

Portuguese SAILORS enter a Mali port with construction men. 
In the town square, white carpenters and masons erect a 
church, consulting a Portuguese priest. Portuguese MERCHANTS, 
armed, cart goods into the market and cart slaves out.

A local CHIEF approaches. 

CHIEF
Portuguese soldiers are everywhere.
We need you to come north and fight 
our enemies! Not invade our cities! 
We are not the enemy.

MERCHANT
We come to sell our goods and buy 
slaves. The Songhai and the Riders, 
we have no quarrel with them.

Soldiers lead four rich Mali to the dock.

CHIEF
Where are you taking our governor?

SAILOR
Lisbon. We watch troublemakers. 
Your town will be quiet now.

Samsou is watching from a tavern with a local.

SAMSOU
Once you Mali made this deal with 
the slavers, Portuguese attack all 
across Africa. A dozen countries 
want to invade Mali just to stop 
it. Portuguese slavers against 
Mali, not sure who to cheer for. 
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LOCAL
You Songhai, all the slaves they 
sell are your people these days. 

SAMSOU
We need to destroy the Mali. 

INT. TAVERN – NIGHT

Loaded with pirates and Dassin. 

PIRATE
It's true, Samsou and his Songhai 
threw the Riders out of Timbuktu. 

SECOND PIRATE
No one beats the Riders. 

PIRATE
You came all the way to Spain.

DASSIN
I had a plan.

PIRATE
How could you possibly have a plan?

DASSIN
Brazil, then Tortuga, then Spain, 
Morocco, the desert.

PIRATE
You’ll get yourself killed.

DASSIN
I need passage over to Morocco.

The pirate stands.

PIRATE
I've landed at every port from here 
to Alexandria. There is no way they 
let you in the caravansary over 
there, they will send you back.

DASSIN
Just take me and we’ll see.

The pirate bangs a table. 
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PIRATE
The only people they let in the 
gate, are from the one tribe. The 
barbarians. The Riders.

She smiles. Holds her sword over her head and emits a 
terrifying war cry. The men all rise.

PIRATE (CONT'D)
We didn’t know you were a Rider. 

SECOND PIRATE
You’re a woman.

PIRATE
We meant no offense. 

A girl brings indigo cloth; Dassin wraps it round her head. 

SECOND PIRATE
Where will you go?

DASSIN
Timbuktu. 

SECOND PIRATE
Over the golden sea. Bloody hell. 

EXT. COURTYARD - DAY

Dassin rides through a large gate into a caravansary, a vast 
courtyard surrounded by walls. Animal stalls fill with 
camels. A KEEPER intercepts her. 

DASSIN
We need water, food and beds.

KEEPER
You pay tax.

DASSIN
Who are you?

KEEPER
The man who collects the tax. We 
protect your camels and your 
merchandise from bandits.

DASSIN
Bandits like you.

KEEPER
We are merchants.
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DASSIN
You remind me of the Riders. I am 
looking for a Songhai soldier. 

KEEPER
I have no quarrel with the Songhai 
and I don't want one. 

DASSIN
I need to find Samsou. 

KEEPER
The general. You look for trouble? 
What's your business with him?

DASSIN
That's between him and me. 

KEEPER
Every time I hear of the Songhai, 
they're closer to the Mali capital. 

INT. LARGE PUBLIC BATH – NIGHT

Later, she moans with delight, chin high in the public bath. 
The keeper enters. 

KEEPER
Yalla!

DASSIN
So what news?

KEEPER
If you’re riding south, you better 
know. Riders took Gao and Timbuktu.

DASSIN
Both of them.

KEEPER
Songhai took both of them away.

DASSIN
The story was right. I’ll kill him!

KEEPER
Better sharpen your sword, girl. 
The Songhai want to take the Mali 
capital next. All the African 
nations want to take the Mali down. 
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INT. THRONE ROOM – DAY

The new Mali Mansa greets AMBASSADORS from Dahomey, Kongo and 
Jolof. All three have women with them.

MANSA
What is that thing round your neck? 
We see a few here in Mali. 

FEMALE KONGO AMBASSADOR
The Christian God is Isa. He starts 
a riot somewhere east of Egypt, 
where the Carthaginians came from, 
Romans nail him to a wooden cross.

MANSA
With real nails? So their God died?

KONGO AMBASSADOR
God’s can’t die.

FEMALE KONGO AMBASSADOR
The god before him was Yahya the 
baptizer, he washed Isa in a river. 
Then a king cut off Yahya’s head 
and served it on a plate.

MANSA
Why?

FEMALE KONGO AMBASSADOR
Because his daughter took off all 
her clothes, or something.

MANSA
But the god is Isa, he died too?

FEMALE KONGO AMBASSADOR
Isa died and came back to life.

MANSA
They wear him around their necks?

FEMALE KONGO AMBASSADOR
If the Portuguese slavers see the 
cross they won’t kill you.

JOLOF AMBASSADOR
But they put you on a slave ship. 

MANSA
The god who had his head chopped 
off, you wear that round your neck, 
that would be impressive. 

(MORE)
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But this Isa is Carthaginian, a 
white man. You made him black, an 
African.

FEMALE KONGO AMBASSADOR
If he can rise from the dead, he 
can turn the right color.

MANSA
So all of you came together.

JOLOF AMBASSADOR
We need you to stop trading with 
the Portuguese, selling slaves.

KONGO AMBASSADOR
They make so much money trading 
slaves with you, they interfere 
with us. All of us, Kongo, Jolof, 
Dahomey.

MANSA
Be glad I haven’t invaded you.

JOLOF AMBASSADOR
The Portuguese will invade you!

MANSA
What?

JOLOF AMBASSADOR
Every time they come to our markets 
they ask the same thing. Where do 
Mali keep their gold and silver?

MANSA
What?

JOLOF AMBASSADOR
The slaves are just the beginning. 
They will invade Mali and take your 
gold. And they are Christians. When 
they find out your school is loaded 
with Islamic scholars they kill 
them all and burn the books. That 
is what happens when you lay down 
with criminals. We saw them first, 
out west, the Jolof kingdom. 

MANSA
Jolof province. You belong to us.

MANSA (CONT'D)
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JOLOF AMBASSADOR
Not anymore. My brother moved our 
capital to the coast so the Lisbons 
could take more of our people, he 
even went to Lisbon so they could 
prepare to put him on the throne, 
like a puppet in a play.

MANSA
And then…

JOLOF AMBASSADOR
We kill him, move the capital back. 
Now other princes by the sea defy 
our order and sell more slaves. The 
Portuguese wouldn’t come here at 
all if not for your markets, you’re 
the biggest lion in the jungle.

FEMALE KONGO AMBASSADOR
In Kongo we have the same problem.

MANSA
Sorry, you are...

KONGO AMBASSADOR
From the Kongo down south. The king 
rules with a council of 12, 4 are 
always women. Where do you think 
all the trouble comes from?

FEMALE KONGO AMBASSADOR
Women are the best generals. You 
only got on the council because you 
had the sense to marry into my 
family.

MANSA
So you’re a Christian?

FEMALE KONGO AMBASSADOR
I am, he said no.

KONGO AMBASSADOR
They baptized me, I gave up Christ 
because I can only have one wife.

FEMALE KONGO AMBASSADOR
One wife and one husband, I like 
this plan. See the Cross? ...Your 
slave trade brings us trouble. 

MANSA
So you’re from Dahomey.
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DAHOMEY AMBASSADOR
It took us a while. The minister 
orders the king to commit suicide –

MANSA
They can do that?

DAHOMEY AMBASSADOR
Keeps them honest. Killed himself 
right in the middle of a festival. 
So I got orders from the new king.

MANSA
You are the captain and…

FEMALE DAHOMEY AMBASSADOR
Each official has a woman, partner, 
keep him out of trouble. You talk 
to me.

MANSA
Hold on –

FEMALE DAHOMEY AMBASSADOR
After the women start managing the 
officials, we build our own army, 
all women. But we ran into trouble.

DAHOMEY AMBASSADOR
No trouble. It’s an excellent idea.

FEMALE DAHOMEY AMBASSADOR
When a Dahomey man complains about 
his wife, he gives her to the army.

MANSA
That must be a pretty angry bunch.

FEMALE DAHOMEY AMBASSADOR
You don’t want to face us in war. 
It’s how I land in the army.

MANSA
And where is your husband?

FEMALE DAHOMEY AMBASSADOR
Funeral was lovely, I cried a bit.

DAHOMEY AMBASSADOR
You boys from Kongo have it wrong. 
Mali have the right idea. We give 
slaves to Portuguese, get new 
thunder pipes, wine, tobacco.
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FEMALE KONGO AMBASSADOR
This thing we do, sell people from 
the tribes to white people. Somehow 
we’re going to pay for this.

EXT. TINY OASIS - DAY

Dassin walks to a tiny hut and finds a man and a woman. 

DASSIN
You saw the Songhai army? Samsou?

MAN
You're a hundred miles off course.

DASSIN
He came from Gao. 

MAN
His army went to the big city, then 
the capital. They could be by the 
sea by now, the ocean. So I hear. 

DASSIN
This is impossible. 

EXT. INSIDE THE GATE OF A LARGE CITY - DAY

The SONGHAI breach a gate into Niani, the Mali capital, and 
fan out into the city. Outnumbered Riders trot away. 

SONGHAI SOLDIER
The Mali ruler, the Mansa, he ran 
to the mountains with his troops.

SECOND SOLDIER
He will come back for another try, 
put men on the gates and towers.

SONGHAI SOLDIER
Their whole government is here, 
someone knows where the gold is. 

SECOND SOLDIER
We came to stop the slavers. 

They enter the palace and are in awe.

EXT. INSIDE THE GATE OF A LARGE CITY - NIGHT

A Rider night attack is repulsed.
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SONGHAI SOLDIER
What if they try to take this back?

SECOND SOLDIER
So what? We have Gao and Timbuktu, 
the caravan markets, the money, 
university. Don't need the capital. 

SONGHAI SOLDIER
They why are we here?

SECOND SOLDIER
We threw their Mansa out of his 
palace. A lesson in humility.

SONGHAI SOLDIER
So we took it just to take it? How 
are we better than the Mali?

SECOND SOLDIER
Because we won.

SONGHAI SOLDIER
I heard that Dassin is alive. 

SECOND SOLDIER
Ah, pull the other one. 

SONGHAI SOLDIER
But what if it's true? Dassin and 
Samsou, their brilliant victory, 
overthrowing the Mali, has made 
them enemies. Rider and Songhai. 

SECOND SOLDIER
Let's pray they never meet. 

EXT. BATTLEFIELD  - DAY

War. Songhai beating the Riders. It's long and brutal. Dassin 
arrives. She is appalled. She draws her sword and machete and 
moves to the front. Riders rally around her, counterattack. 

Samsou is beating down a Rider while Dassin beats down a 
Songhai nearby. Samsou and Dassin see each other, approach 
warily, swords out. Captains hold up a hand for a halt; 
confused combatants. A Rider captain named BRAHIM approaches 
Dassin and a soldier joins Samsou. 

BRAHIM
Dassin! They said you were dead!
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DASSIN
Worse, I was a slave.

SAMSOU
You're a Rider, you could have gone 
anywhere in Africa.

DASSIN
You're hard to find. I went off the 
edge of the map. I use this to cut 
cane, kill people. I use this -

SAMSOU
To kill more. You came for rematch?

She glares. Grabs checks him for wounds, shoves him back.

DASSIN
And I find you stealing from our 
Riders in Timbuktu!

Samsou looks at Brahim. 

SAMSOU
It was a battle. I won.

DASSIN
You stole that city. 

SAMSOU
So did you!

DASSIN
I warned you! We are enemies! It's 
why the Riders attacked you here!  

SAMSOU
Riders got greedy, like the Mali!

DASSIN
Greedy -

Samsou flicks his sword into hers. Her sword flies off so 
swiftly it makes a ringing noise before it lands. She's 
stunned. The other Riders step forward. 

SAMSOU
You listen now? You Riders have the 
whole desert! 3000 miles across, 
your towns on the north coast, the 
merchants, the salt! You have the 
real empire, the golden sea! We 
keep the school in Timbuktu. 

(MORE)
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You come anytime, you make better 
maps of the desert.

BRAHIM
Songhai.

He spits.

SAMSOU
If you take cities just because you 
want them, you're same as the Mali.

DASSIN 
And Gao too?

SAMSOU
We built Gao! We built the salt 
market, we made you rich! Riders 
are like wild horses, you were not 
made to live in a big city.

DASSIN
I should have killed you. We could 
slaughter all of you.

SAMSOU
Perhaps.

DASSIN
Someday we meet in my desert again. 

SAMSOU
Perhaps.

She fetches her sword. 

SONGHAI SOLDIER
We had them beat!

SAMSOU
Until she showed up.

BRAHIM
You make desert maps? No city man 
charts the oases and lives. 

Brahim's sword point rises a few inches. Dassin freezes. 
Stands between Brahim and Samsou.

DASSIN
Brahim. 

SAMSOU (CONT'D)
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BRAHIM
Which side are you on? Are you even 
a Rider anymore? I fight you now? 

DASSIN
We stop. I don't know what to do. 

BRAHIM
Are you mad? He's a fool.

DASSIN
Yes he is. I conquered him. Twice. 

BRAHIM
You too, you're a fool.

DASSIN
I know. Battle's over when I say. 

BRAHIM 
You go with him?

DASSIN
No. He comes with me. 

SAMSOU
Since when am I your prisoner?

DASSIN
You come so I can say goodbye. 

BRAHIM
A real Rider kills any man who 
breaks a deal. Rider or Songhai.

He spits. He turns to his men.

BRAHIM (CONT'D)
Kel Tamasheq. Issim-in Brahim.

He salutes his troops.

BRAHIM (CONT'D)
Tanemmert. Komo.

[Tuaregs. I am Brahim. Thank you. 
Let's go.]

He points to their camp. The Riders sing a terrifying 
marching song as they withdraw. Dassin takes Samsou's hand 
and they follow. A Songhai tries to stop Samsou, but Samsou 
shrugs him off. Riders stare at Samsou. 
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INT. TENT - NIGHT

Dassin has raised her tent. She slides in and Samsou follows. 

DASSIN
He was going to slaughter you. I 
can't say goodbye on a battlefield. 

SAMSOU
So no Ovid then. 

DASSIN
You get your blasted cities, you 
want me too? I'm a chief, you're a 
general. We fight a war. ...Samsou. 
One of us would have to betray your 
nation. 

SAMSOU
Not if we can stop the war. 

DASSIN
We're enemies! The one idea I have. 
Come with us. When you're a Rider, 
nowhere in the world you can't go.

SAMSOU
I am Songhai. You live in Timbuktu, 
the whole world comes to you. You 
can study your books again. 

DASSIN
I'm a Rider, it's who I am. ...I 
told you, this is goodbye. 

SAMSOU
Better idea. Let's make a baby.

DASSIN
We're on a battlefield! Your idea 
is even more stupid than mine!

SAMSOU
If the baby's a girl, I come north 
with the Riders. If it's a boy, you 
come to me in Timbuktu. Either way, 
the child is captain.

DASSIN
Are you insane? We're enemies. I 
told you, this is goodbye. 

SAMSOU 
You came 5000 miles to say goodbye. 
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She begins to get upset.

SAMSOU (CONT'D)
I'm sorry.

DASSIN
It's not you. It's two years, I 
crossed the great sea once as a 
slave, once as a pirate.

SAMSOU
Wait - you were really a slave?

DASSIN
Not like the slaves here. I've 
never seen so many dead bodies 
except in battle.

SAMSOU
And the men?

DASSIN
I killed them.

SAMSOU
You had two years to cry it out.

DASSIN
Not until I'm home. With you. Two 
years I dream of the day when I 
find you again, and then this. 

SAMSOU
You have no home. A wild horse.

DASSIN
He's right, I'm a fool. Even a 
Rider girl wants to stop moving, 
raise a tent. I should have known 
you were the enemy. I did know. 

SAMSOU
You stop riding, you die. Our child 
will be the same.

DASSIN
Child? Only fools make children. We 
said terrible things to each other, 
do we just forget? 

SAMSOU
I'm not arguing with you, you're 
arguing with yourself. 
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She sighs, puts her arms around him. He holds her. 

SAMSOU (CONT'D)
It's just you and me. 

DASSIN
You're alive. ...What if there is 
no war? Antony and Cleopatra made 
peace. 

SAMSOU
Then they committed suicide, took 
the Roman republic down with them. 

DASSIN
Or that story from Dante, Capulet 
and Montague, they were enemies. 

SAMSOU
They died too. Another stupid idea. 
We're from different nations.

DASSIN
You are my nation.

SAMSOU
You are your own nation.

DASSIN 
We are fools. I told you, this is 
goodbye. 

SAMSOU
Tomorrow is goodbye. Now is Ovid. 
Semiramis in her gossamer gown. 

A long silence. 

DASSIN
Rub my back and fix my hair. 

EXT. BATTLEFIELD - DAY

Samsou leaves the tent. Two Riders have been waiting, and 
point swords at him. Dassin emerges also. 

DASSIN
Give him a few minutes to go back 
to his camp. 

Samsou moves quickly through the Riders who are waking up, 
crosses to the Songhai camp. Two Riders walk him over. 
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His own soldiers stare at him, then let him pass. Dassin 
watches him go. 

EXT. FOREST - DAY

Samsou enters a Rider camp, bows to Rider guards. Dassin 
comes with a goatskin. Guards draw swords, so does Samsou. 

SAMSOU
So are we enemies today or friends?

GUARD
Not worth breaking a sweat to kill 
a Songhai. When I lead a caravan, I 
never take city boys, they keel 
over and die in the sun. Too soft. 

SAMSOU
We were tough enough to take Gao 
from you goatherds, and Timbuktu. 

GUARD
You city boys, you shit on a gold 
toilet? Do you wear perfume?

SAMSOU
If I smelled like a Rider I would. 
How old were you the last time you 
took a bath?

GUARD
I don't need to smell like roses to 
win a woman. 

SAMSOU
I don't win a woman by climbing on 
her like a goat and finishing 
before she can say hello. 

DASSIN
This one is soft like a baby goat. 

SAMSOU
You call me a goat? Dassin, yallah - 
Where I was raised, a man doesn't 
say these things to a woman. 

DASSIN
You're going easy on me? Because 
I'm weak?

She charges him. The guards hold her back. 
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GUARD
You like to dance with death, city 
boy. 

SAMSOU
Timbuktu, the university. We've 
been invaded.

Dassin and the guards laugh. 

DASSIN
Invaded? Was it Riders?

SAMSOU
Arabs came up the river, not over 
the desert. They have mercenaries. 
Judar Pasha wants the gold mines.

DASSIN
You took Timbuktu from us, why is 
this our quarrel? I'm a Rider. The 
Gods laugh at you. We're enemies, 
remember?

SAMSOU
They will destroy the university. 
Where they taught you to measure 
the sky. Can we agree on that?

He lets that sink in. She loves the school. 

DASSIN
I go to the market in Gao, find all 
the Riders I can. They will say no.

GUARD
What?? The Songhai are your enemy. 

DASSIN
Arabs are my enemy too, they want 
women to wear the hijab, be slaves. 
I know them from the northern sea. 
This man is a buffoon, but he 
treats me with respect. 

GUARD
I think it's fear. 

DASSIN
These fools burn my maps, I hound 
them back to the sea! 

SAMSOU
A chief fetches water?
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DASSIN
A chief serves her people. 

INT. THRONE ROOM  - DAY

JUDAR PASHA sits on a throne. Before him are nine living 
SCHOLARS, including HASAN, and one dead one, beheaded.

JUDAR PASHA
The Sultan who sent me from the 
north, he loves scholars. But he 
doesn't have my problems. When I 
have scholars in this city, I have 
dangerous ideas, I have uprisings.

SCHOLAR
I heal children, he's a scientist.

JUDAR PASHA
These nine, kill them. Wait. You on 
the end, tell the doctors at the 
school, time to find a new home.

NINTH SCHOLAR
Sire, I'll go -

JUDAR PASHA
Your bad luck, he's the one who 
knelt on the end.

One scholar runs; Hasan and the other seven are slaughtered.

EXT. SAVANNAH - DAY

Dassin leads some Riders, including the captain, to Samsou. 
Arab armies begin screaming at them. 

SAMSOU
So you persuaded them.

DASSIN
Not really, they're in the mood to 
kill and steal. They're bored. 

SAMSOU
The city, those are my people.

DASSIN
We pillage a few days and leave. 
They're not here for books. 
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SAMSOU
Friends today and enemies tomorrow? 
Do I need to make a calendar? 

She points a knife at his throat. Smiles. 

DASSIN
My favorites are to fight you with 
a weapon and read you love poems. 
Would I give one up for the other?

SAMSOU
I dreamed of having a wife, this 
isn't what my dream looked like. 

DASSIN
With swords you stumble around like 
a buffalo, but with love poems I 
have to give you top marks. Today 
we're friends. Save the school. 

Samsou turns to the Riders. 

SAMSOU
Thank you for coming, I think. You 
wanted to meet me in the desert.

BRAHIM
No woman loves a man, like the man 
who fights a battle with her.

DASSIN
But we're enemies!

She looks at Samsou.

DASSIN (CONT'D)
You shut up!

BRAHIM
You should join the Songhai, other 
Riders don't trust you now. 

(to Samsou)
Or you, I bet they don't let you in 
Songhai council. You play with 
fire. 

DASSIN
What, you're trying to help?

BRAHIM
Songhai. We get paid, take what we 
like, you do not interfere. For 
every man you fight, I fight two.
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SAMSOU
But you don't touch the school.

BRAHIM
We attack just past midnight.

SAMSOU
But -

BRAHIM
And, you're welcome. Songhai. 

He spits at Samsou's feet. 

SAMSOU
Yes, I love you too. 

A spear lands. Dassin grabs Samsou's hand. 

DASSIN
We go into battle, watch my back.

SAMSOU
So now you want my sword? Rider?

DASSIN
In winter, you will be a father. 
Your fault, the love poems. Go tell 
your friends, the Songhai thieves. 

SAMSOU
Get somewhere safe!

DASSIN
Safest place is with my sword on 
one hand, you on the other. Just 
once, we fight on the same side. 
...Say goodbye now. Riders leave in 
a week. After the battle we go 
north. 

SAMSOU
Where are you going? 

She shakes her head. 

DASSIN
Shh. In a week we're enemies. 

SAMSOU
How long - when does the baby come? 

DASSIN
Ask the child. 
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SAMSOU
This is our lives? Stab each other 
in April, make babies in November?

DASSIN
Friends and enemies. One thing 
never changes, I want to find you 
at the end of the battle.

SAMSOU
What if we meet as enemies?

DASSIN
I let you live. Again. 

SAMSOU
Well, if this is goodbye. 

They hug ferociously. She kisses him. Wipes a tear. 

DASSIN
No crying in battle. 

SAMSOU
Northerners never saw you fight.

DASSIN
Let's show them.

SAMSOU
A story for our son.

DASSIN
Our daughter! Don't you die!

BRAHIM
The two of you are ridiculous, like 
lovesick birds. 

Dassin pats her belly.

DASSIN
Come on girl, let's save Papa's 
stupid neck!

Soldiers gather and charge into battle.

EXT. SAVANNAH - NIGHT

Samsou, the new KING of the Songhai, and a DRUMMER stand in a 
field with a large talking drum. 
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KING
Why am I out in this field? I need 
to meet with the generals. 

SAMSOU
This isn't just science this time. 

The drummer stands up the drum and begins to beat out a 
rapid, complex, tonal song. The song stops. 

KING
A mating dance? Is sex all you can 
think about?

SAMSOU
Listen. 

KING
I don't hear anything. 

SAMSOU
Remember the Mali were confused 
when we hit Gao and Timbuktu one 
after the other?

KING
They had no idea we could cover 200 
miles that quickly. 

SAMSOU
We had to wait a few hours because 
we couldn't find our scouts?

KING
Not following.

SAMSOU
These drums. They began doing this 
in Ghana, and the Bono people too. 

In the distance they hear another complex song on another 
drum. The drummer with Samsou repeats it. 

KING
They have a festival in the bush?

SAMSOU
Tell him, boy. 

DRUMMER
We put drums across the savannah. 
That song means it's raining, and 
the harvest has begun. In Gao.
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KING
In Gao? How can you possibly know 
what's happening in Gao?

SAMSOU
The drummers just told us. 

KING
That's impossible. 

SAMSOU
Just imagine. You find out what is 
going on, all across your empire, 
as though you have a magic crystal. 

KING
They talk to us. Armies can talk to 
each other. They warn us when the 
Portuguese come to take slaves. 

SAMSOU
This time, instead of science, we 
use our favorite tool. Music. 

KING
I still keep you here. Come inside. 

INT. OFFICE - NIGHT

Samsou shows maps to the new king. 

The scene is intercut with shots of Dassin crossing Africa. 

KING
You leave your post to find a girl?

SAMSOU
Yes sir. 

KING
This Rider girl? They do business 
with us, next day they kill us?

SAMSOU
That's the Riders. 

Dassin, pregnant, riding a camel across the desert. 

KING
This girl tried to kill you?

SAMSOU
If she was serious I'd be dead. 
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KING
She's in Rider country, show me.

SAMSOU
Riders go anywhere in our empire. 
The Sahara, 3000 miles across, 2000 
deep. Mediterranean coast.

Dassin in a tent giving birth. 

KING
Even if there's a war with Arabs?

SAMSOU
If there's a war, Dassin is there. 

Dassin fighting a battle on a grassy plain.

KING
What did the Riders say?

SAMSOU
Nothing. They want to kill me. I 
slept with one of their chiefs. 

KING
She's gone. She could be anywhere 
in the world.

SAMSOU
She saw America, Spain, Morocco. 

Dassin feeding her child and managing the child's hair. 

KING
You have no clue where she is. 

SAMSOU
I know what she's doing. She's 
having my son. Or my daughter. 

Dassin teaching her child to fight with a stick. 

KING
Or both. I can't let you go. 

SAMSOU
I know.

KING
But I can let you try the drums. 
...Last time, Dassin crossed the 
world, to find you. She will come 
again. 
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SAMSOU
If she's alive. Got a poem for her. 

EXT. DESERT - DAY

Dassin looks up and sees an entire caravan team in a semi-
circle. She crosses to a tall Rider, still holding her baby. 

TALL RIDER
We make it to the Wadi today, fresh 
water. 

DASSIN
The Wadi is always a two-day jump, 
we rest at noon, get there tonight.

TALL RIDER
The camels are doing fine. 

DASSIN
Everybody, get to work. Except you. 

The other Riders look her over and slowly amble off. She 
pulls the tall one aside.  

DASSIN (CONT'D)
I don't embarrass you in front of 
the crew. 

TALL RIDER
Embarrass me?

DASSIN
Got no time to tell you what you 
already know. 

TALL RIDER
Listen - 

DASSIN
We go fast, we burn in the sun, 
camels go down. We go slow, camels 
dry out, go down. 

TALL RIDER
We're so close. 

DASSIN
I got no time to argue with my 
crew, I always have time to teach. 

TALL RIDER
Fahem. 
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DASSIN
You listen and learn. You lead a 
caravan someday. Not this time. 

TALL RIDER
Fahem. 

DASSIN
I help you bandage that arm. 

She does. 

TALL RIDER
And when we ride back north. 

DASSIN
I don't buy slaves or sell slaves.

TALL RIDER
You won't even take slaves north. 

DASSIN
You want the slave trade, find 
another caravan captain in Gao. 

TALL RIDER
Alright then. 

DASSIN
But you never ride with me again. 
Ever. 

TALL RIDER
Fahem. 

DASSIN
Okay, sunset, perfect time, get me 
two tent pegs. 

She and the Rider practice swordplay. Other Riders watch. 

DASSIN (CONT'D)
Don't be lazy, get your sword away 
from your body, defend yourself!

They spar again. She disarms him by flicking his peg away and 
shoves him to the sand. 

DASSIN (CONT'D)
A Songhai taught me that trick. 
Twice. Next time you have a go at 
mutiny, you die. 
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TALL RIDER
Fahem. 

Dassin's baby runs toward them, a real knife raised. 

BABY
Yallah!

DASSIN
It's alright, fight's over. Isn't 
that so?

Dassin sit by a camel with her child, teaching her child to 
read the top of a scroll. 

DASSIN (CONT'D)
Ovid. Aw-fid. Papa likes this one. 
He wants you to have a brother. 
Would you like that? Want to see 
Papa?

Child smiles. 

FADE OUT.

THE END.
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