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CHAPTER 1
The New Moon was always a time for hope and celebration in the village.
If the New Moon brought only few rains, the year would go on to be one of
famine and misery. But if it came with rain in abundance, harvests would be
bountiful, bringing joy and happiness. To call for favour from the gods, the
villagers organized an annual New Moon festival where they would usher in
the first full moon of the year with sacrifices to the goddess of the skies.
Huts were empty, streets deserted, but the sound of celebration filled the air.
Drums and screams of excitement pierced the silence of the night as a large
bonfire blazed away in the village square where calabashes and goat skin
pouches were getting emptied of palm wine as fast as they were being filled
up. Young maidens danced around the fire and the men cheered them on in
between swigs of their drinking horns.
Children gathered in circles to hear great stories from the village elders.
Tales of war and history, horrors and mysteries. On this particular night, a
tension like none they had known before hung in the air even if the villagers
for the most part refused to recognize it. No one wanted to talk about it, but
like a foul stench polluting the fresh evening air, it lingered.
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“Oh this is the night. I pray you all are ready for her vengeance!” The village
Mad Man shouted so loud his voice echoed around the square.
“What is he talking about Papa?” a boy no more than nine rains asked.
“Pay no mind to the words of a drunkard”, the elder said, as he dismissed the
warning with a wave of his hand, regarding the words to have ensued from
a deluded mind. But there was something firm and ominous in the speaker’s
tone that caused even the greatest of doubters to pause for thought. The
events surrounding the Little Girl’s death was still a topic of debate within
the village. Over the rains it had been told, retold, and garnished with a new
spin at every turn; a bitter twist of irony leaving the only storyteller claiming
to have an eyewitness account labelled mad.
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“I know what I saw and believe it or not, you are all going to pay for the blood
of the innocent.”
As outlandish as his claims were, the Mad Man had been peddling the same
story since the incident, thirteen rains ago. To the rest of the village, the Little
Girl’s headless corpse had simply disappeared from the village square, vanished into thin air. After she was decapitated, in line with the village customs,
her head was taken to be buried in the Ingiga Forest. It was believed that evil
spirits dwelled and collected souls for the underworld in this forest. A head
buried there will never know peace, the spirit never returning to the land in
rebirth. It was in the same forest sun haired babies were left to die so they
could never return to earth or haunt their parents. Before the undertakers
could return to dispose of the Little Girl’s body, a rain like none the village
had ever seen before broke out with a storm so powerful it left so many huts
in ruins. When the calm returned, the village square was as it was, but the
Little Girl’s body was nowhere to be found.
Since then, all sorts of stories and myths floated around as to how the body
came to leave the square when she was clearly dead. Some said so great was
the evil in her that as it rained crows, wild dogs, and vultures feasted on her
corpse down to the very bones. Some said her body was carried by the great
storm straight to the gates of the underworld. There was even a version that
claimed she grew out another head with the power of her black magic and
escaped to another village.
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“You all think I am crazy, perhaps it is this village that is crazy. I am telling
you what I saw. I saw the ghost of a woman emerge to collect the Little Girl’s
corpse. She appeared burned like she too had been killed in an execution.
On her wrist I saw marks left by the ropes she had been bound with.” He motioned to his own wrists.
“You weren’t even born when this village had its last execution by fire!” An old
man shouted.
“I know what I saw old man. And tonight I shall be vindicated. Children, just
pray to the gods it isn’t one of you she comes for. Oh yes, she is coming. The
burnt woman said she would.”
His eyes widened to inspire fear in the heart of the young.
“Thirteen rains of peace is what she gave us. A fair exchange for the life of
the innocent we took.”
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“Pay him no mind. Only the foolish challenge the words of elders. Now be
gone! Let me teach these children something worth learning about.”
With that last dismissal, he was gone to where he came from, muttering indistinguishable words under his breath.
“Mad Man!”
“Dread head!” The children called out, mocking him as he left.
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It wasn’t till the flames of the bonfire reduced to embers that the High Priest
made his entrance with the village masquerade. It started with the sound of
a powerful drum.
At the sound of the first stroke, children broke into a sprint to get off the walk
path and village square. The adults hurried in their steps pretending to chase
the children to safety while evading the square themselves. The masquerade
runner appeared in the midst of the celebration in a frenzied dance, lashing
out his koboko whip in the air. Anyone on his path or within the whip’s reach
was asking for a good lashing. The drum grew louder as the masquerade got
closer, and soon, other instruments followed.
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The crowd watched the masquerade dance in a practiced mixture of fear
and excitement. Children were led to believe a masquerade was a creature
in its own right possessing all sorts of powers; the most frightening being
the ability to capture the spirit of whoever looked into their eyes. To avoid
this, most of the children refused to look at the masquerades directly, often
bowing their heads in their presence to avert a gaze. For the adults who knew
better, the masked figures weren’t more than costumed dancers. They waited
in anticipation for the High Priest’s prophecies for the coming rain. On this
occasion, he spoke of abundant rain, but he also warned of an approaching darkness in the vaguest of terms. It didn’t matter that he gave the same
reading almost every New Moon, and that he had been wrong more than a
few times. It was believed that he held the keys to the spirit world where he
journeyed to see what remained unseen to mortal eyes. His words were received with the same level of faith and anticipation every year. It wasn’t till
he had left with the masquerade band that the King and his Queen graced
the square for the annual royal parade.
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As custom demanded, the King was escorted by the entirety of his guards,
which also formed the largest faction of the village army. After they halted
from their march, he ushered the Queen to deliver the annual speech. She was
a people’s favourite, soft spoken, beautiful and elegant. She spoke of the village’s accomplishments in the past year, praised the High Priest and General,
and just before she left, she announced that a seer had foretold the coming
of a prince. The news was greeted with cheer and excitement. The King smiled
quietly behind the scene and with a slight nod, he dismissed the parade.
It was only after the King turned his back on the crowd that the drinking and
dancing could continue, even if poisoned by an underlying fear of an approaching darkness as predicted by the priest. By the end of the celebration,
the square was deserted save a few sleeping drunkards too weak to find their
way home. Silence befell the village and not long after, sleep followed.
The fisherman slept hugging his drinking horn inside his canoe on the shores
of the water by the edge of the village. He lived only a few paces away but
had formed a habit of sleeping in his anchored boat to enjoy the soothing
sensation the water brought with a light rocking. Somewhere between the
unconscious state of sleep and conscious state of wakefulness, he found
himself trapped in something like a dream but vividly different. There were
no words to speak of his demise. A demise so painful he wouldn’t wish it on
the worst of his enemies.
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***
“He was right, the Mad Man was right!” The Town Crier banged on his gong
as he shuffled and stumbled through every street in the village.
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“I guess gold even in the hands of a fool still glitters.” The Mad Man was sure
to have his last word. It might have taken thirteen rains, but he had been
vindicated. Perhaps next time they would heed the message even if they discarded the messenger.
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Red Moon Interlude: Part 1 of 6
For the slave-born and slave-made, the King’s farm was a place of torment
and torture. On several occasions there had been stories of beatings and
murders, but investigations always amounted to nothing. At their best, the
royal family offered compensation to the slave owners in form of cowries or
a share in the next harvest; at their worst, they bullied the owners into silence and submission. After all, of what worth was the life of a slave? To the
people of Eyanka, a slave life was worth even less than a prisoner of war,
or an outright criminal. They were lesser beings, no different from the pigs
and cattle they sometimes tended. Despite this vulgar treatment, most slave
owners jumped at the opportunity of renting out their slaves to work for the
King. It was far more profitable than having them in the hut all day performing domestic chores. When the slaves grew up to a certain age, their owners
could sell them to the royal family to either join the village army or to live on
the farm as labourers.
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Over the years, the slaves had come to be well aware and adjusted to their
place in the village. For the slave-born, it was the only life they had ever
known. They couldn’t even imagine what it meant to be free. For the slavemade, there was always an adjustment period, but eventually, they all broke.
The battle between how one saw their selves and how the rest of the world
saw them was hardly ever won by the self. In time, most yielded to accept the
place given to them by the society. It was no different in Eyanka, and for a
thirteen year old girl enslaved as early as when she was only five, she knew
of no other way to see herself than what she already was; a slave girl.
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WORDS FROM THE CREATORS

Fool’s Gold
A rose by any other name would still smell as sweet, gold in the hands of the mad
will still glitter all the same.
There is a strange phenomenon best described as the “messenger effect”. We
have a tendency to believe things not because we know them to be true, but
because someone we trust or have been told to trust says they are. It is understandable how we form this pattern of thinking. We emerge into the world reliant on others to explain everything to us. From our parents telling us left from
right, to our class teachers explaining one plus one. From our religious leaders
telling us what we must see as truth, to our politicians dictating how we must
relate to authority. We are almost never challenged to be leaders of our own
minds, instead we are constantly coaxed into believing that someone knows the
answers we seek. Someone we must look up to. Our job is not to interrogate our
self and the world for truth, it is to hear it from someone else that has done all
the thinking. Our criteria then for a good messenger is one everyone or at least
a lot of people trust to think for them.
Through out history, so many have been killed or ostracized, their crime; the
act of being an untrusted messengers, carrying gold in dirty hands. Socrates of
Greece was given hemlock to drink. Jesus of Nazareth was nailed to a cross, just
to name a few. Today, not much has changed. Around the world persecution is
still the burden of anyone speaking without accreditation of some sort. Who are
you to tell us ABC? What is your accreditation to speak on 123. We forget that
truth much like money doesn’t change in value regardless of who is holding it.
One of the jewels of pre-colonial African culture was that credit did not form a
cornerstone for trust. Do you ever wonder why African ancient art is only identified by date and location? Our artists did not sign their works! They understood
that the work’s value was intrinsic to the work, separate from the artist. The
same way truth has value in itself, separate from the messenger.
When thinking about truth, we need to be careful not to mistake popularity for

validity. We must be careful not to associate lone voices with madness. We must
weigh each offering in the balance of our mind, and then decide for ourselves
what to believe, disbelieve, or suspend judgment on till a later date. Always remember, gold even in the hands of a mad man, would glitter all the same.

