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Chapter Four
The events of the last New Moon had definitely left a bitter taste in the General’s mouth. So bitter that he had considered killing the High Priest on many
a nights. Now that the disgraced priest roamed the streets in tattered robes,
nobody would have missed him. On making his report to the King, the General
was all but short of insulting the throne. After all, it was the King’s fault that
they were all in this mess to start with. If not for his actions so many rains
ago as a prince, the Little Girl would still be alive and the village would have
been safe. Surely this man was not fit to be any kind of king. But there he
was, sat on the throne, being revered by a people frightened into cooperative
silence.
“I have fought many battles, but none like this,” he looked at the other men
who had buried their heads in shame. “I am not a coward my King, but this
ghost, this beast, this thing, it isn’t like anything we have ever encountered.”
The King sighed as he tried to hide his fears.
“So what are you suggesting we do? That we wait behind closed doors every
New Moon praying death won’t knock seeking to take our lives?” The King
asked.
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“I think we need to find out what she wants and give it to her. It will be in line
with the old adage of a bad spirit being more pleasant than a bad person
because spirits are only after what they are owed but men are insatiable.”
This was the closest the General could get to suggesting to the King that
maybe the village should hand him over to girl as a peace offering.
“And what do you think she wants?” the King asked, knowing fully well what
the General meant.
The General said nothing.
“Whose side are you on General?” The King asked.
“By your side my King.” The General said, the words tasting like bitter medicine as they left his lips.
“Good, you are dismissed. I will summon the council later to think of a solution. We shall not live in fear for the rest of our days.”
The General bowed to the King and the other soldiers followed.
“We already live in fear of you.” The General muttered under his breath.
When the General and his men left, the King found himself shaking.
‘Slave! Fetch me some wine.’ The King commanded. The nearest porter ran off
to see to the King’s thirst and returned with a clay jar full of palm wine.
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Of course no one dared to speak it, but he knew everyone believed it was him
the Little Girl was after. It was only a matter of time before a rebellion manifested. And this new General—a thorn in his side if he ever had one. The man
was disciplined beyond reason. He did not drink, and was notoriously faithful to his wife. The integrity he carried himself with was one that couldn’t be
bought with silver or gold, cowries was out of the question. And to top it all
off, he was widely loved by the people. He wasn’t the kind of man you could
just make disappear and expect life in Eyanka to carry on as normal, not
when people already harboured feelings of resentment waiting to be ignited.
Initially the King had not wanted to make him the General. In fact, he had denied him the position on previous occasions. But with all that was happening,
he felt like it would please the people to see him in charge. They would feel
somewhat safer with him leading the army. Now he was wondering if that decision was worth the gamble. The new General was not submissive, and with
the love the army had for him, he only needed to say the word and they would
march; maybe even against their King. Something had to be done about this
mess, and it had to be done fast.
“You didn’t bring a drinking horn?” He asked as he slapped the boy across
the face causing him to fall to the ground with the bag spilling its content all
over the sheepskin carpet.
“I should have you killed for this.”
And that is when it hit him. “Now go my fetch my drinking horn. You have been
most useful.”
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***
The King sat on his throne in baffling nonchalance considering the nature and
seriousness of the circumstance at hand. The councilmen weren’t sure what to
make of it but they figured he had probably thought up some type of solution
to the problem. The General in particular was sceptical about this. From his
deductions, the King was not one to be relied on for wisdom. He hoped to be
proved wrong on this occasion. After they all bowed to him and took their respective seats, the King decided to kick off the meeting with his agenda.
“Following the brave raid undertaken by our able General and some men during
the last New Moon, I have been thinking of how best to ward off this evil from
our land.”
Now, the council was listening with perked ears, almost holding their breath in
suspense. Not the General. Images of the failed raid had barely left his mind.
Even with his eyes open, the picture had not faded a day. He wanted to trust
that the King was on to something, but trust was a currency he was all but out
of.
“At first I thought we needed a bigger army, maybe stronger priests and shamans. But then that would be just another gamble exposing our people to unnecessary bloodshed. I stayed up many a nights thinking of how we could make
sure this beast never left the forest and then it came to me.”
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“Do you think so little of me to imagine I would even consider serving our elders to this Oji?” The room fell silent.
“We have criminals and slaves. Their lives are worth nothing or at best, a
few cowries. For the criminals, they get the opportunity to be of service to
the village in their death. As for the slaves, their owners will be compensated handsomely. All in favour of this proposition, show your hands.” The King
raised his hand.
The General was taken aback by the King’s decision to pass a vote. It was
not unheard of that Kings sought the council’s votes on some issues, but not
this King. He had never been in any way democratic. It was at this point that
the General realized the King was afraid. The smell of rebellion must have
reached his nostrils. He was trying to involve the council in his decision only
to make them feel like they played some sort of role in running the village. It
was also a test of loyalty to know who was on his side.
As soon as the King’s hand was in the air, the rest of the council followed;
everyone but the General. He couldn’t understand the kind of fear that motivated these men to be so obedient. Was it the fear of the King? Or perhaps,
the fear of the Oji? Maybe it had nothing at all to do with fear and everything
to do with greed. After all, these men had no real vocation besides bowing to
the King, it only seemed right that they licked the hands that fed them.
“General, do you have a problem?” The King asked, waking the General from
his musing.

10

The General looked around the room where all eyes now rested on him. He
stood up to address them.
“I’m sorry Your Highness, but something about this arrangement doesn’t sit
well with my conscience.”
“Perhaps you would like to share your concerns with the council.” The King
said.
“These criminals, these slaves, are still men, women; human.”
It was the first time anyone had ever pronounced slaves and criminals equal
to the free in Eyanka. To everyone else, they were sub-humans, animals—chattel.
“You dare compare the life of a slave to that of a freeborn?” The King asked.
“Eventually, as slaves die, so do Kings. That is enough for me. But I understand.
This council has to do what it must do. I just wanted to be on the record as
disagreeing with this line of action.” He sat down.
The King was growing tired of his General’s insolence, but he couldn’t have
him killed for sharing his opinion. Disagreements like these were a risk that
came with attempting to be democratic.
“Well, unless one man claims to be wiser that the entire council, I am afraid
we will have to carry on with this plan.”
The General wanted to point out that this wouldn’t be the first time one person was right about something everyone else was wrong about. He chose silence, deciding against speaking to hold his tongue. He could already sense
the King’s anger. The last thing he wanted was to stoke the flames that already raged.
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***
And so it was another New Moon and as had become customary in Eyanka,
the air was tense. The King confident in his new found strategy decided to
make some announcements on this occasion. He waited until the end of the
masquerade dance and some vague words from a new High Priest before he
took to the floor.
“I know some of you are worried, afraid.” He paused to gaze at the crowd. He
could sense their apprehension. “Tonight you can sleep with your doors open.
In fact, the palace gates will be left open for whoever seeks refuge.”
Sounds of excitement broke out in the crowd.
“Long live the King!’
“Our King is the greatest!”
“All hail the King!”
The King smiled. “Quiet now, quiet now. As we speak, our brave warriors are
readying sacrifices to please the Oji. I assure you, we have nothing to fear.”
“We love our King!” A voice boomed from the crowd.
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It didn’t matter that it was the King’s action that had led them down this path
in the first place. No one even cared how he planned to get them out of it. All
that mattered was that he had a plan to save them.
“To celebrate our victory in advance, I am opening barrels of wine like you
have never tasted before.”
As he spoke, men began rolling out barrels of what mildly smelled like fermented yams and potatoes.
“But I must confess; I have not been completely forthright with you this evening.”
The echoes of celebration died down as the crowd fell into silence.
“Some of you might have been wondering where my Queen has been for a few
moons now.”
The crowd began to talk amongst themselves in hushed tones as the Queen
made her way to her husband’s side.
“Wooooo…wooooo!” The crowd was ecstatic with excitement.
“We want a prince!”
“The gods have spoken, it is a prince.”
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It was no news that the King was nervous about producing an heir. Every
time one of his wives was pregnant he made all sorts of supplications to
the gods. Each time, they delivered only daughters. The declaration that
the child would be male made him uncomfortable. One too many times his
hopes of an heir had been dashed, but he wasn’t about to steal the crowd’s
excitement. This wasn’t just any pregnant wife. This was his first wife, his
Queen.
The night carried on with merriment and lifted spirits in the village square
while in the Ingiga Forest, soldiers escorted three criminals and a slave
born child under the General’s orders. He did not particularly like the idea.
Had the King learned nothing by participating in the murder of a slave
child? But what could he do? Disobeying the King and going against the
council was tantamount to treason. For a King he believed to already want
him gone, presenting such an opportunity would be beyond reckless.
While the rest of the village danced to the sound of drums, the General
watched the sacrificial lambs get tied to tree trunks against their will. Their
frantic thrashing and muffled cries pierced his heart, but he couldn’t let the
other soldiers sense his weakness. He looked around the forest and wondered if the Oji was already around. He imagined her hovering somewhere,
watching them intently. When the job was done, the General led his men
back into the village. Now, all they could do was wait, wait and hope.
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***
Morning came with the usual sluggish drag that followed nights of celebration. For assurances, the people awoke first took a head count to be sure the
Oji had not paid them a visit through the night. For the General it had been
near enough a sleepless night as he watched over his wife and their daughter. Even when morning came without incident, he kept waiting for the town
crier to bring the worst of news. He waited till the sun had broken the morning clouds without the sound of the town crier’s gong, and then he waited
some more. There was either nothing to report or the man was still deep in
a drunken slumber.

20

The best part of the morning passed to make way for midday and still there
was no reported incident. Perhaps the King was right about this one even if
it was at the cost of some innocent lives. The General decided to go into the
forest to inspect the trees. It was the only way to be sure. On his arrival he
was greeted to a set of bare trees without the slightest trace of blood or even
a violent struggle. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. He went ahead to gather
the loose ropes as evidence to return with. That was when things took a turn,
a turn for the worse.
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The ear-piercing shriek of an unmistakably female voice echoed through
the forest. From the direction it had travelled from, the General knew something had happened in the village. He dropped the ropes and began to
sprint back home to check on his family.
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“Ewooooh….!” The Queen’s maid screamed at the top of her voice with her
hands placed on her head, running around in circles in a state of shock.
On the soft feather bed, the Queen lay headless; her belly slit open exposing
what was unmistakably an infant boy, his head also missing. It was a sight
like nothing she had ever seen before. The guards stared with wide eyes and
slacked jaws. How could this have happened right under their watch? They
were certain nothing had entered or left the room the entire time. They had
all the entrances and exits covered through the night. The thought of this
news reaching the King’s ear placed a tremble in their bones. Surely, he
would have all their heads for this.

WORDS FROM THE CREATORS

Human; always
“We cannot trample upon the humanity of others without devaluing our
own. The Igbo, always practical, put it concretely in their proverb Onye ji
onye n’ani ji onwe ya: “He who will hold another down in the mud must stay
in the mud to keep him down.”
Chinua Achebe

Stripped of our humanity, we become no more than bags of meat, disposable and extendible – the perfect pawns in the hands of authority. As far
back as history can recall, in some form or shape, rulers have always tried
to create various “classes” of people to form hierarchies. The average man
still wants to feel better than somebody to satiate our feelings of powerlessness, and what better way to do that than to create a group of people
debased of their humanity. You have members of slave classes, victims of
caste systems, the criminal class, the race class…the list is endless. Debasing people’s humanity by boxing them into target groups that make it okay
for those in authority to take away their rights with the approval of the
population is always a slippery slope. In its own way, it is a form of mob
justice. You only have to think of slavery, the Second World War, and the Biafran War to understand the threat of establishing a dehumanized group.
When it is blatant to see, we can spot that it is an injustice from a mile
away. But when it is buried overtly, it can be easy to miss. In a lot of African societies, depending on the government and its objectives, you are
bound to find pockets of dehumanized citizens. This can be over sexual orientation, gender, social class, religion, tribe, and even worldviews. When we
are not in the dehumanized class, we find it so easy to shut out our conscience to the violation of our fellow citizen. This is often encouraged by
the fact that most likely, if you weren’t in the dehumanized group, you gain
a privilege from their marginalization.

Even in Judeo-Christian ethics, living a life of love and spreading it to the
neighbor regardless of who they are is foundational. Too often we live in
fear of our neighbor instead of love of our neighbor. Fear that there isn’t
already enough so some people need to be cut down and used for sacrifice
or scapegoating. Fear that we are inadequate leading us to require someone to feel better than. Fear that if our power was diluted, we would be even
weaker than we already feel. This mode of thinking drives us to build walls
where we should build bridges. It makes us condemn others, for just being
different.
All human life, regardless of the history carried by the body, is human life.
Can’t understand loving your neighbor as yourself because love is an ambiguous term? Try this: See in others, the humanity you want them to see, in
you.

