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Ibuthu – age-group warrior unit

Ihawa – shield

Iklwa – stabbing spear

Ingwe – leopard

Jenebe – Baduland capital city

Nduna – ibuthu leader

Nkosi – ruler

Shumba – lion

Umuzi – village

Umkhuzi – general/commander
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The warriors circled each other, their eyes locked. Both wore quilted practice armor, but both knew it would do little to stop the sting of the blunt iklwas they held. The others surrounded them, clapping and singing with the rhythm of the djembes, their attention locked on the duo. This was the sparring session they anticipated the entire day.

Both men were of comparable size, tall, thick, and muscular. One bounced on his toes with the unbridled energy of youth, his smooth umber skin glistening with sweat. He feinted, hoping to draw a reaction from his opponent. However, his adversary did not flinch. His eyes reflected the wisdom of experience, orbs that had seen many battles and survived every one. His skin bore the scars, keloids and jagged marks of wounds suffered and survived. He smirked at his opponent, amused by his overconfidence yet envious of his vitality. He had once been that way, many seasons ago.

The youthful fighter yelled and attacked. The older man stood still and waited. He blocked the downward slash of his opponent’s spear then waited for the shield meant to smash into his gut. At the last second, he pivoted to his right. The shield grazed his armor and the young cub stumbled. The elder warrior helped him along, kicking his feet from under him. He expected the man to fall on his face, but speed saved him the humiliation. He gathered his feet under him as was turning to face the elder warrior, but the man kicked him hard in the back, sending him sprawling into the dirt. Before he could rise the elder warrior sat on his back then pulled back his braid to expose his neck. He touched the young warrior’s neck with the weapon.

“You are dead again, Kebba,” Nfasu kaFunani said.

The other warriors cheered as Nfasu helped Kebba to his feet.

“It would be the other way around if not for your tricks,” Kebba said.

Nfasu patted Kebba on his back. “My tricks have allowed me to see more seasons than most. One day I will share them with you.”

“Your children maybe, but not me,” Kebba said. “When you become an ancestor, I will pour libations to you and ask. You might be more generous then.”

Nfasu forced a laugh from his throat. “Maybe.”

The warriors scattered, returning to their homes. Nfasu strode away until he was out of sight of the others then slowed his pace. He grimaced as he rubbed his left shoulder while trying to ignore the throbbing pain in his right ankle. Every victory came with a price, but as the season passed, that cost became steeper.

He was almost limping as he neared his house. Sona, his wife, saw him as she weeded the yams. She wore a simple kanga with a headscarf of the same material. She put down the hoe then strolled toward him. He looked at her and frowned.

“I’m fine,” he said.

“You tell that same lie every time,” she replied. 

She turned toward the field.

“Buba! Go to the river and fetch some water. Your baba’s been fighting again.”

Nfasu spotted Buba in the distance, tending the cattle. He jumped to his feet then waved at Nfasu.

“Yes, mama!” He took off in a sprint to the river.

Nfasu entered the house then sat hard on their bed. Sona went to their medicine chest and took out the gourd containing the soothing ointment. She handed it to Nfasu, and he scoop out a handful and rubbed it onto his shoulders. Sona took it from him, applied it to his ankle, and began massaging it.

“I wish you would stop this foolishness,” she said. “We have plenty to do here. I could use help in the fields, and Buba is learning to tend the cattle on his own. You should be teaching him.”

“I still wear the braid,” Nfasu replied. “Thus, I am still a warrior.”

“You should have let the elders remove it long ago,” Sona said. “It’s time you took your place among them. You are long past the age.”

“Today I beat Kebba, the best of his age group, and you still say that to me?”

Sona dropped the ointment then slapped his ankle. Nfasu jerked his leg away, grimacing.

“You call this winning?” she said.

“Until the nkosi forces me to give up the braid and join the elders, I will continue to serve,” Nfasu said.

Buba entered the house with a water gourd.

“Are you okay, baba?” he asked.

“Yes, son. Just a little tired, that’s all.”

Sona sucked her teeth.

“Go back to the heard, Buba,” she said. “I’ll return soon.”

Buba shared a smile with his parents then left the house. Sona put down the ointment as she glared at Nfasu.

“This is the last time I help you,” she said. “You do this foolishness on your own. It’s time you grew up, Nfasu.”

She reached for the water gourd and Nfasu grasped her wrist them pulled her onto his lap. He grimaced with her full weight then attempted to smile. Sona stood and laughed.

“See?”

She took a pouch from the chest, opened it, then poured a white power into the gourd.

“This is the last of it,” she said. “It used to last months. It’s only been a week.”

Nfasu took the gourd from Sona, then shook it before drinking. The effect was immediate; he yawned as the pain in his joints subsided.

“We can buy more,” he said.

“With what?” Sona replied. “I have little to trade at the market. If I had two extra hands we would have more.”

“These hands are for weapons, not tools,” Nfasu said.

“Go to sleep, warrior,” Sona said. “And hope when you awake it’s only your pain that is gone.”

Nfasu’s eyes went wide. “You wouldn’t dare!”

Sona chuckled then left the house. Nfasu fell back on his cot, his mind filled with worry. He wanted to argue further, but he needed Sona’s soothing ointments and skilled hands to recover. He would stay away from the sparring just long enough for him to heal, then he would return. Sona words carried wisdom, but as long as he was a warrior, he would fight with the others. No one, not even Sona, could stop him. As long as he wore the braid, it was his right.
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Nfasu lounged under the canopy of a large acacia, thankful for the respite from the dry season sun. He chewed a kola nut and hummed a tune as he watched his modest herd graze. It was the most boring thing he’d ever done, but he promised Sona he would not spar with the young warriors until he was completely healed. It hurt his pride admitting she was right, but as much as he tried, he couldn’t deny the stiffness in his joints. He looked to the fields where Sona and Buba labored and he smiled. He’d married late in life. He was lucky that Sona gave her baba permission to accept his loloba. She had her choice of younger warriors, but she chose him despite his age. Buba was a blessing and they both treated him as such. As much as he took pride in being a warrior, they refused to let Buba follow his path. He was their only child, and it was more important for him to marry and have children. On that they both agreed. 

The ringing of bells interrupted his musing. Nfasu stood, looking in the direction from where the sound came. A runner appeared over the horizon, a messenger from the nkosi. The lean runner sprinted down the road, his half-shaven head and painted face a message and a warning. Nfasu and the other herders guided their bovine to their pens as quickly as possible. A message from the nkosi to their small village was rare, and they were determined to be amongst the crowd when it was shared. 

By the time they reached the village tree a crowd had gathered. The chief stood under the heavy branches, the nkosi’s messenger beside him. The chief’s expression was solemn. Whatever news the messenger brought was not good, Nfasu thought. 

“My mamas and babas, aunts and uncles, cousins and friends!” Chief Bosu began. “Word had come from Nkosi Foday. Let us all listen and abide by them.”

Chief Bosu stepped aside, giving the ground to the messenger.

“Here this!” the messenger began with a booming voice. “War had been declared against the Tama. Nkosi Foday had consulted the spirits and the ancestors and received their favor. All those who claim to be warriors must return with me to Jenebe to receive your weapons and your assignments. We leave today.”

A roar rose from the throng, a mix of cries, moans, and celebration. Nfasu was silent with joy. At last, another opportunity for honor had come! He hurried from the crowd to his hut. No one was inside when he arrived; Sona and Buba were probably at the tree with the others. He collected his weapons and shield and started for the door.

“No!”

Sona blocked the door, a determined look on her face, tears in her eyes. Nfasu frowned.

“Get out of my way,” he said. 

“No,” Sona replied. “You can’t go. You are too old.”

Nfasu threw down his spear
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