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Chapter 1

The Road to Nyankpan
Nowadays, I look at my life in two halves: before and after I met Tondi Dan Fodio. That was before and after I left The Enclaves and believed in nothing without a rational scientific explanation.
Apparently, Tondi had been around for a while. No one knew for how long but the oldest person in the village remembered him as one of her first tutors when she commenced school at the age of six. 
I heard Tondi had a grey beard at the time of the last earthquake, which happened about thirty harvests from the last wars of Samori Toure. By that measure alone, I calculated his age to be over three hundred years. I found out later I was way off, but not in the direction you might think. 
It was around the time of my life when I was getting ready to take the world by storm with my newly acquired degree in Biochemistry. 
Well, what was left of the world, anyway. I only knew about the existence of four countries that had not been utterly devastated into oblivion since the Great Upheaval. No one in living memory had actually travelled to those countries. 
Back in those days, we had to do a year of national service after graduation from university. It was usually served with the army guarding the border. However, due to the unpopularity of science, I got posted to a teaching position instead. 
He would not confirm it, but I think my father pulled some strings to deny me the uniform. His clout, however, did not prevent my post in the farthest area of the country. 
I chose to travel on the locomotive train instead of a horse drawn coach. The few available automobiles were reserved mostly for army and government utilisation. Only the elites in society had personal use of automobiles, and the cost of the required fuel was prohibitive. 
My choice of conveyance, however, filled my mother with dread. Suffice it to say the only train that plied that route was known as the Northern Calamity. 
I chose to be optimistic. Once I discharged my duty to the country, I would take my rightful place in the higher echelons of my family business. The first and largest private medical diagnostics company in The Enclaves since the Great Upheaval: Tutu Medical Solutions. I might even get my father’s automobile when he retires. Exciting times ahead. 
But that was before the encounter with Tondi and the subsequent quest for the greater hidden truths of life itself. 
I met Tondi by chance on my first day in the village. Actually, on the way to the village when my life was about to end. 
The village of Nyankpan was about five miles away from the nearest train station in the remote north of New Atlantis, which is geographically located in the west of the continent formerly known as Africa. It was near the border to the buffer zone and the Great Unknown. 
It was nearly midnight when the train arrived at the station. I was the only passenger to alight at that stop. The small mud brick station was deserted except for a lone figure standing on the platform. He held a flag in one hand and what appeared to be a whistle dangling from a cord in the other. 
He was a thin man with a bony face dressed shabbily in a discoloured white shirt, dark tattered trousers, and scuffed shoes. But on his head, he wore an impressive and impeccable military style cap even the Enclave police would undoubtedly envy. 
It was black with a gold crown and sashes neatly interwoven with gold leaves and a short black polished visor that glistened in the moonlight. The black and gold cap looked like it belonged with the dress uniform of a thousand-star General and struck a complete contrast with the rest of his outfit. 
The train doors drew shut. Plumes of steam and smoke emanated from above and below. The man with the magnificent cap blew his whistle and waved his flag. The hulking form of the Northern Calamity began to move sluggishly in an agonising cacophony of grating and clunky metallic sounds. 
The man finally turned to me. 
“Good evening. I am John Tousey, the Station Master. How can I help you, sir?” he asked. 
I was a bit surprised by his language, accent, and manners. He spoke like the pretentious elites in the Admin Enclave back home. 
He noticed my surprise and smiled. 
“I get this sometimes, sir. It’s perfectly alright. How may I help?”
“Um… yes. Sorry about that. Good evening. My name is Samgbana Tutu. I don’t know what I expected, but it surely wasn’t someone speaking with an inner Admin Enclave refinement. I do beg your pardon, sir,” I said. 
Tousey laughed. 
“Now who’s talking posh?” he said.
I laughed. I liked him already. I told him where I was headed. He paused and slightly inclined his head. 
“May I offer some advice, Mr. Tutu?”
“Of course, please.”
“It may be dangerous to continue on your journey tonight,” he said. 
“And why is that?” I asked, looking at him warily. 
He sighed. It was as if he was about to say something embarrassing. 
“There are rumours of happenings. I don’t believe them, of course, but the moon is out, even though the sun was shy today. I could make a bed for you in my office if you want. None of the local inns would open their doors on a night like this.”
I thought about it for a second and was tempted but ultimately decided to continue with my journey.
 
***
The only transport option available was to rent a donkey. 
I rented a donkey, but not for myself. It was for my two small suitcases. They were small but heavy, due to the weight of my textbook collection. I was going to be a tutor at the district secondary school. A replacement for a retired science master. 
Tousey handled the transaction himself. I don’t know why I expected him to have staff around. We led the donkey out of a little corral attached to the station. He helped me fasten my luggage on the animal. As he secured the bags, I asked about his cap. I found the incongruity fascinating. 
“Yes, Mr. Tutu, there’s a story behind it, and I used to be someone else. If we ever meet again, I shall tell you about it,” he said as he looked at me. Then he said goodbye abruptly and walked away. 
“I am sorry if I upset you, Mr. Tousey. I hope we meet again,” I said, watching him walk away.
He did not break his stride and soon disappeared into the semi darkness of his deserted station. I made a mental note to stay a bit longer and hear that story when I returned. However long it took. 
I began the last leg of my journey. I led the donkey across a main thoroughfare and past a few mud houses and rickety wooden stalls, to the Nyankpan road as directed. Now all I had to do was to keep walking until I reached the village. 
The road was unpaved as expected. Short, dry vegetation occasionally encroached from the sides and covered it entirely in some parts. The terrain was mostly flat with the occasional tree, low hills, and anthills. 
I was breathing hard already after a couple of miles. I considered myself physically fit. I thought of myself as Hercules every time I visited my local gym back in The Enclaves. You would not agree just by looking at my slim, medium height body, and you would probably be right. However delusional I was about my fitness, it was about to be tested in ways I could never have imagined. 
About a mile further down the deserted dirt road, my donkey stopped and refused to move another hoof. 
I tried but could not make the donkey move. Even though many families in my neighbourhood and throughout my city relied on such animals, I was from an automobile owning family and relatively sheltered. I was clueless about the temperament of such animals.
I did everything in my power, including talking to it, offering chocolate bars, and finally pushing it from behind, without any success. The stubborn ass just would not budge. 
My last effort resulted in a gentle kick to remind me who was boss. It grazed my knee, narrowly missing a direct impact. That was a warning I took seriously. It could have crippled me in one leg and worsened my situation. 
I removed my suitcases as gently as I could without upsetting the ‘boss.’ I carried them in each hand and continued on my way towards the village. Boss, the obstinate donkey, remained in the same position. 
As I walked a bit farther away, Boss brayed twice. Then it raised its head and lowered it a few times. I thought the donkey was laughing at me but would later change my mind about that. Given what happened next, and as absurd as this sounds, what if the cantankerous donkey was trying to warn me? 
What followed the sound of the braying donkey was complete silence. Everything seemed frozen in place. That got my attention. There was something not quite right with that kind of complete stillness, even though I did not have the practiced ears of a local. 
The myriad sounds of the denizens of the semi savannah of the far north, which hitherto had been the soundtrack for my little trek, just stopped. It was as if someone turned off a switch. 
The incessant chirping of crickets and cicadas, the croaking of frogs from roadside puddles, the near and far laughter of hyenas, and the sounds from wandering herds of sheep and cattle were completely gone. Silence. 
In its place, the internal sound of my tinnitus and a sudden chilly sensation. If I was committing the offence of watching an old bootleg horror movie, this would have been the time to scream at the character to run.
 
***
I did not take my own advice. Firstly, because I did not know in which direction to run. But also, because I was too tired to succeed in any kind of meaningful flight under my own steam. 
Travelling on the Northern Calamity lived up to expectations. All male passengers had to help practically build new tracks every few miles. We should have arrived hours earlier in broad daylight. 
I turned around and looked at the donkey. Maybe I could persuade it to go back the way we had come if it was still hellbent on not going any further. But at that moment, Boss turned around rapidly and broke into a full gallop, running away in the direction we had come.
That did it for me. I was terrified now. I felt the hair on the nape of my neck rise. Then I heard a low growl that vibrated throughout my body. I dropped my bags and turned around, slowly. What I saw walking majestically into view from the side of the road froze my blood and sent shivers rippling through me. 
I was face to face with the real boss of the jungle. A sizeable black maned lion. It just stood there under the rare moonlight in the open road watching me, its tail gently swishing from side to side. 
This mythical creature was supposed to be extinct decades ago. Just my luck to rediscover it and not get to tell anyone. I figured it was not just going to pose for pictures and bid me adieu. 
I had to do something. I only had my suitcases, which contained a few items of clothing, toiletries, and books. 
Even if the lion would oblige me with the time to open and search my suitcases, there would not be anything I could use as a weapon to defend myself. I could throw the suitcases at it, but that would only make it angrier and slightly delay the inevitable. 
From anywhere I looked at it, I was dinner. I could not possibly outrun it. So, I grabbed one of my suitcases. The lion started to move from side to side with its tail swishing a bit quicker. Its eyes glinted in the moonlight and remained fixed on me. 
For some reason, biblical stories of beasts from my childhood ran through my mind. Daniel in the lion's den. Samson slays a lion with, ironically, the jawbone of a donkey. If only my absconded donkey had the presence of mind and the generosity to leave behind a jawbone. 
The so-called king of the jungle edged closer. There were about ten paces between us now. I took small steps backwards, whilst holding the suitcase in front of me as a protective shield. 
I held the gaze of the lion but intermittently stole glances to the sides for an avenue of escape. There were bushes on both sides of the road, but not a tall enough tree within sprinting distance. 
Now the lion faced me and dug in, crouching. I took quicker steps backward. Then it sprang from the crouching position, covering almost half the distance in a single bound. 
I dropped my suitcase and ran. I heard the growls quickly gain on me, turned to look, and froze. The last thing I saw was the beast, mid-air, on a giant leap, falling towards me. 
I was rooted to the ground in my half-turned position. It was almost as if I welcomed an end to the paralysing terror that held me in waiting for my own demise. The thought of the last prayers did not even occur to me. I closed my eyes for the inevitable and waited for the sweet oblivion of nothingness.
Then I heard a loud crushing sound.
 
 
 

Chapter 2

Don’t Let Go
The sound was loud, but I felt nothing. Was death that quick and without any pain? Dying was probably not as bad as it was made out to be. 
What about consciousness? I was still conscious. I could still hear loud, gravelly growling and sounds of furious scratching. But I could not see. Why could I not see? Oh, I was dead, of course; that was why I could not see.
While I was going insane, paralysed by terror, someone spoke. I did not understand the language. It must be the language of heaven. Or hell, I did not know. 
The voice spoke again loudly, in English this time.
“Open your eyes and come here, quickly!” 
I opened my eyes to an astonishing vision. A tall, slender man wearing a blue kaftan and a black turban held a long spear that was embedded in the king of the jungle, pinning it to the ground. 
The lion scratched and pawed the air and ground furiously while twisting in vain towards the dark shaft of the spear. It dug through its side, just behind the right shoulder.
The man struggled to maintain that position. He was thrown from side to side by the struggles of the impaled beast but maintained an iron grip on the shaft. I was still immobile. Frozen. 
“Come quickly!” he shouted. 
The spell broke. I ran to him and grabbed the back end of the wooden shaft. My dormant ‘herculean’ muscles finally came into use. I must have had a rush of adrenaline because I no longer felt the weariness or fear. 
We were jostled from side to side for what seemed like an eternity, but we held on for dear life. 
Eventually, the struggles abated, and the growls became long intakes of what I presumed to be the final breaths of the animal. I started to stand straight to relinquish my hold on the spear. 
“Don’t let go!” my Good Samaritan shouted again. 
I resumed my position and tightened my grip. We remained in that position for a little longer after all movement from the lion had ceased. Finally, the tall man in the turban twisted the spear a few times to check for a reaction. There was none. He straightened his knees and stood to his full height.
“It should be safe now,” he said. 
I stood straight and let go of the spear. I had survived my first night on the way to Nyankpan. If I had known what was waiting for me in the village itself, I would have turned around right there and ran back home to The Enclaves. 
The man was about six feet two or three inches in height but looked to be ten feet tall to me. I got close enough to shake his hand and express my gratitude. 
He looked to be of advanced years, judging from what I could see of the parts of his face not covered by the turban. His athletic form and agile movement could have fooled anyone from a distance into thinking he was a much younger man.
“Thank you for saving my life, sir. My name is Samgbana Tutu. If there’s anything I could ever do to repay you, I am your man, sir.”
After shaking my hand quickly and briefly nodding to my effusive statements of gratitude, he removed the long spear from the carcass and stuck it into the ground. 
Then he took out a twine from a pocket in his kaftan and tied the four limbs of the dead lion together, leaving a little slack between the fore and hind limbs. 
He stood and looked at me. Then he pulled down the lower part of his dark turban as he came closer. 
He was a good looking elderly man with a longish, deeply lined face and a short, white, neatly trimmed beard. His dark eyes looked a bit rheumy in the moonlight. He had a look of mild amusement. 
“Son,” he said, “You should be more careful and better prepared when travelling around these parts. Especially at night. Looking at your outfit, I can tell you are not from around here; The Enclaves?” 
“Yes. It’s my first time outside of the city.”
“You sound well educated, but you have much to learn. You’re not surrounded by thick walls and thousands of soldiers anymore. There are dangers everywhere.”
“Well, yes. I see that. But I thought there weren’t any more lions left in the world. I thought crocodiles were the problem in this area.”
He shook his head slightly. 
“Things are changing. This one came from across the border, and I would bet from beyond the buffer zone. Many animals are crossing over. I found a dead python just the other day.”
“It must have travelled a long way. Are the animals running from the war? Is it getting closer to the buffer zone?”
“The war has been going on for decades. Something else spooked these animals.”
“What could be worse than the war?” I asked innocently. 
He looked at me intensely for a moment, as if judging whether to answer my question or not. Then he smiled. 
“Thank goodness you are okay,” he said and clapped me on the shoulder like an old friend.
“Thank you so much,” I said as he turned around and went back to the carcass. He flipped the lion and tugged on the twine. Then he stood and looked at me. 
“The war is finally coming. But those you need to fear are not the ones fighting or even the animals. There are other things.” 
He paused again, a bit hesitant. 
“What other things?” I prodded. He hesitated again before speaking. 
“There are slavers for one. They sell people to both sides and even take them across the Wastelands and the Living Sea to the far north. Even to Winter’s Fold. Don’t stray too far from other people. Trust your instincts.”
It felt like that was not what he hesitated to talk about, but I did not push any further. 
“Thank you again, sir,” I said. 
 “You can be on your way now. Salam,” he said. 
Then he hoisted the heavy carcass onto his shoulder like it was nothing and grabbed his spear. With a final nod to me, he made his way through the roadside bushes. He walked almost upright with that burden on one shoulder, and the long spear in one hand. 
I was enthralled. I stood there watching his fluid movement in complete wonderment. 
“Salaam!” I shouted belatedly at what was now a shadow drifting away under the moonlight into the open wilderness of the savannah, and legend in my mind. 
I did not tarry after my saviour disappeared into the night. I still had leftover adrenaline. I grabbed my suitcases and walked as fast as I could. 
I walked like my life depended on it. The image of an airborne beast about to sink its fangs into my Hercules body was more than enough incentive to carry on. 
Despite the situation, I laughed a little at the thought of Hercules running away unsuccessfully from a lion. I should probably think of myself as Samson from now on. He never ran away from a lion. 
I kept up my pace and did not stop until I was safely within the bounds of the village of Nyankpan. 
My first impression of the village was that of stepping back in time. There were a few colonial style bungalows at the farther ends of the village. 
But most houses were large compounds made up of several rectangular mud buildings with flat rooftops, and circular ones with thatched sloping roofs. They were surrounded by large perimeter fences that also held livestock. 
There were broad unpaved streets and narrow alleyways between compounds. Most of the streets ended at a large square in the middle of the village. 
On one side of the square stood a small, white painted church with a bell tower and a high steeple that ended in a dark metallic crucifix. On the other side was a large mud brick mosque with two high minarets.
Next to the mosque was the largest structure. A single storey house with arched doors and windows, surrounded by smaller structures and a spacious forecourt. I later found out it was the palace of the village chieftain who was also the king of the region. 
Most of the houses and structures in the village were whitewashed. It was all a rather pleasant looking environment at first glance; such a contrast to the relatively modern, albeit haphazard collection of neighbourhoods that was my city, The Enclaves. 
My spirit felt revived at the prospect of experiencing the kind of lifestyle I had only heard about in stories. Little did I know how real those stories would turn out to be. My life was about to go simultaneously medieval and post-apocalyptic. And definitely not in a good way.
 

Chapter 3

You Are Lucky to Be Here
I followed a hand drawn map that came with my appointment letter to a colonial style house on the other side of the village square. It was the only building of its kind in the neighbourhood. 
It sat on wooden stilts on a slight incline, the visible space underneath partially covered by a wooden lattice. 
It was eerily quiet. I had not seen a single person, animal, or any evidence of electricity on my way. Come to think of it, I had not seen any lights at all beside the moonlight since I left the train station. 
I climbed the wooden stairs to the porch and knocked on the door. I waited. Nothing happened. I knocked again and waited, listening for sounds from within. Still nothing. I looked around me, a bit worried. Was it the right address? It had to be. I knocked again. 
Creaking sounds came from within the house. Then a crushing sound. Someone cursed. A light came on. A faint moving light. Keys turned in the door. A pause. The door opened. 
A medium height, stern looking elderly man with a bald crown stood before me holding a lantern. He looked a bit annoyed as he raised the lantern to shoulder height with one hand. Then he did a double take. A bunch of keys fell out of his other hand. His eyes bulged.
“Good evening, sir. I am…”
“Mr. Tutu?!” he blurted, sounding incredulous. 
“Yes, sir. I was told you’d be expecting me. I am sorry if…”
“Please, come in. Quickly!” 
“Thank you.” I hurried inside, looking behind me. His obvious fear was contagious. 
“You travelled this late and alone? Wasn’t I clear in my letter? I warned that no one should travel at night under any circumstances.”
“I left on time, sir. It’s just that the train… Well, let’s just say I understand why they call it the Northern Calamity.”
“Thanks to the Lord, you made it. Come, let me show you around. We shall talk tomorrow.” 
He picked up his keys and locked the door.
Jones Thompson was the headmaster of the local secondary school, which also served many of the surrounding villages in the district. He looked to be in his sixties, of medium build, with a dark complexion and white tufts of hair on the sides of his bald head. 
It was evident my late arrival had not endeared me to him. But did that warrant the exaggerated display of surprise and fear? I wondered. 
He gave me a quick tour behind the lantern. An open kitchen and living area. A bathroom and a separate toilet down a corridor with rooms on either side. One of them was mine for the night. 
He stopped by the door as he left my room and put the lantern down on the floor. Then he looked at me. 
“You’re lucky to be here in one piece. Jesus Christ!” he said and shook his head before walking into the darkness of the corridor.
Again, with that act. Lucky to be alive? Did he have any idea about what I had gone through? Had word of my ordeal somehow reached the headmaster, or was he referring to some abstract kind of danger based on rumours, like the station master? I decided to worry about it another time. 
Once I sat on my new bed, the last of my adrenaline ebbed, and I started to feel tired again. I turned off the lantern and kicked off my shoes before crashing onto the bed. The last thought in my head before drifting away was of the tall, shadowy figure of a man bearing an impossible load on one shoulder and holding a long spear in the other hand, casually walking away. 
I woke up the next morning to the sound of banging on my door. It was headmaster Jones Thompson. 
He was dressed in a crisply starched and ironed khaki shirt and shorts. He wore highly polished brown leather wingtip shoes. That came with a thick pair of brown socks that extended all the way to his knees. He had on a brown hat that looked like a helmet. It was a cross between the hard hat of a construction worker and a cowboy hat. I mean, what a child of those two hats would look like. 
I chuckled at the thought. The headmaster frowned. From our first meeting the previous night, he struck me as the stern military type. The kind that took pleasure in unnecessary draconian discipline under the guise of running a tight ship. 
I knew the type and how to deal with them. Military rules will apply from now on. In my experience from school, such people loved it when you say ‘Yes, sir,’ as loudly as possible. 
“Do you find anything amusing, Mr Tutu? Would you like to share?” he asked irritably. 
“No, sir!” 
I tried to keep a straight face.
He studied me carefully, then nodded. I thought he was impressed by the military style response. He studied my straight mocking stance of attention but didn’t get the joke. He looked even more impressed. 
“You will do quite nicely, Mr. Tutu,” he said. 
Then he gave me my briefing. I would go to school this morning for induction. Then I shall return and collect my bags to my permanent place of residence. Another bungalow on the other side of the village.
My induction went well. I met a few of the other teachers. By nightfall, I had moved into my new house. Mine for a year at least. Well, with one other person who had not arrived yet. I hoped they got a warning not to travel at night. 
The house was identical to the headmaster’s. I had a pleasant surprise in the form of a small electric generator which was hidden in a cupboard. 
Apparently, all the bungalows had electric generators. The problem was the fuel to power them. The cost of gasoline was prohibitively high and could not be bought legally without a permit. Bootleg fuel from the army was even more expensive, especially in remote areas. 
There is nothing like surviving premature death when it comes to loosening one’s purse strings. It has a magical way of putting things into perspective; I was willing to splurge a bit on gasoline. 
The next day after school, I found an enterprising young man who travelled for two days to the border barracks on his donkey and delivered two jerrycans of gasoline. 
I could not believe it when he arrived. I mean, the obedient donkey carrying the jerrycans on both sides looked to be none other than Boss, my absconded travelling companion. 
The lad would not give any details about the donkey’s origin, which confirmed my suspicion. I wondered if I was on the hook to pay for the animal when I returned to the train station. 
The lad also wanted two gold coins instead of the five silver coins we agreed upon. I eventually parted with one gold coin. 
Then I told Boss how disappointed I was in its behaviour the last time we travelled together. It brayed twice before leaving. The donkey was probably still laughing at me. Maybe for being fleeced out of a gold coin this time. The gasoline better be good. 
It was. The lights in my house went on, my spirits went up, and everything was fine. 
Well, it was for a while. Using electricity turned out to be a big mistake. 
One that led me to my second encounter with my mysterious Good Samaritan and the beginning of a story that defied science, reason, and time itself.
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