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AFRICA UNBOUND


By Charles R. Saunders
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Changa Diop is an inimitable personage in the annals of sword-and-soul fiction: a fierce warrior, a shrewd merchant, and an intrepid sea-captain.  And Changa’s creator, Milton Davis, has envisioned a singular setting for his hero’s magical and mercantile adventures: the Africa and Asia of the fourteenth century, an Old World milieu that combines legend and history in a way in which the line between the two blurs into invisibility, and the surroundings become mystical and intriguing.

In the previous two Changa volumes, the warrior-merchant – who is originally from the Kongo region but came of age in the cities of the East Coast of Africa – has journeyed not only through the rest of East Africa, but also across the Indian Ocean to such fabled places as India, China, Indonesia, and locations that cannot be found on medieval – or modern, for that matter – maps. He gains and loses fortunes and friends, and is haunted and hunted by a past that continually threatens to undo him.

Although Changa shares the same vulnerabilities as all humans, his indomitable strength of character always gives him a fighting change against the most formidable and insuperable of odds. Of course, it doesn’t hurt that he is a master at the use of the unique throwing-knives that are the deadliest weapon of his native region.

In this third volume, Changa’s business – and his fate – doesn’t take him across the sea. He treks within Africa itself, a continent referred to as “dark” only by the ignorant. In fourteenth-century reality, however, Africa was festooned with cities and cultures that glittered like jewels. The names of the places to which Changa and his companions – especially his partner, a sorceress and healer named Panya – are drawn echo through a history that was long-lost, but is now being rediscovered:

Mombasa ...

Sofala ...

Kanem ...

Bornu ... 

Oyo ...

Songhai ...

Nupe ...

These are places that were as noteworthy during Changa’s time as any location in Europe, Asia, or the Americas, and spoken of with a sense of awe and wonder. 

Not only is Changa a compelling character; so is his setting. Between character and setting, Milton has crafted an amalgam of power and peril that defines the man – Changa – and the continent – Africa. This is Elder Africa, a land that shone brightly before the descent of the dark curtain of colonization and demoralization from which it continues to recover. 

Now turn the page, and join Changa on his latest safari.
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Kitabu Cha Saba

(Book Seven)

Master of the Lake
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The screams haunted him. It did not matter they came from the throats of thieves attempting to steal goats and grain. Their desperate cries would soon join the melancholic cacophony of lamentations that echoed in his head every night. They would join those that had gone before them.

The cries subsided as the toxin took effect. The acrid smell of human waste cut through the humid air, forcing him to turn away and cover his nose. As the thieves fell still four stout women clothed in white cloth and beaded head wraps cut them free of their restraints then bound their naked bodies with long strips of cotton cloth, encasing them like a spider’s feast. After wrapping them, the women poured a sweet smelling liquid over them from black calabashes. When the gourds were empty the women bowed to him, a look of relief on their faces. It was good fortune the thieves had come, otherwise one of the women or one of their family members would lie at his feet, wrapped and soaked in preparation for what was to come. 

The porters entered moments later, four heavily muscled men wearing white loincloths, their faces hidden by wooden masks. They lifted the thieves from the floor then onto their broad shoulders like bags of sorghum. The thieves were still, their moving chests the only indication they were still alive. The porters carried them outside and he followed. The full moon shone like a mock sun, illuminating the grasses and lake with its pale light. The porters tied the thieves to donkeys then took them to as close to the lake shore as they dared. They untied their cargo, laid them on their backs, and then hurried away.

He did not leave. Each time he said he would not watch; each time he remained. Was it morbid fascination, or did he hope that it would not appear, that this would finally be done? He struggled for an answer as the lake water began to rise and fall like an inland tide. The surface roiled as fish fled to the surface, some so desperate as to seek refuge on the rocky shore. Mambas emerged, the huge reptiles fleeing into the nearby bush. He stood and then backed away as the lake calmed. It would not end. It would never end. 

Thick, pale tentacles broke the lake’s surface, illuminated by a sick green glow. They collapsed onto the shore then slithered around the encased bodies. The thieves barely responded as the tentacles contracted, still in the throes of the toxin. Then the tentacles slid away, dragging their offering with them. He prayed as they sank into the waters with the offering, hoping that this would be the last time, but knowing that it would not be. The master of the lake must be fed. He waited until the bodies disappeared under the black waters, and then trudged back to the village.
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Familiar Shores
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The wind from the approaching storm piled the ocean into towering waves that crashed against the hulls of the fleeing dhows. Baharia clambered bare-footed across the decks and up the masts hoping to outrun the menacing maelstrom. Moving among them was a grim shirtless man whose broad shoulders and wide chest seemed as tense as his brown bearded face. He watched his crew hurry about then studied the encroaching dark clouds and black rain. They would make it to safe harbor, but not the harbor he wished.

Changa Diop wondered what he had done to deserve such circumstances. In a matter of months he’d witnessed the death of a dear friend, the disappearance of another he considered a brother and the departure of a man who was like an uncle to him. Though the crew around him was the best these angry seas knew, the losses cut deep. His only comfort was that amongst it all he’d come to love a woman whose beauty was second only to her strength. That woman approached him through the smattering rain, a look of concern on her face.

“There is nothing I can do,” Panya said, her tone apologetic. “Sometimes Oya must have her way.”

Changa placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “So be it. It’s not like we’ve haven’t weathered storms before.”

“So why are you so concerned?” Panya asked.

“The dhows will definitely suffer damage,” he replied. “This means we’ll have to seek port sooner than I wished.”

“Mombasa,” Panya said.

Changa nodded.

“Maybe it won’t be so bad,” she said. “It’s been years since we left.”

Changa answered her with a skeptical gaze. He shrugged then headed to the helm. Nafasi, Mikaili’s former apprentice now the new navigator, struggled with the wheel as he shouted orders over the howling wind. Mikaili trained the young Swahili well, but Changa still couldn’t help thinking they would have been far beyond the storm’s grasp if his old friend learned hands gripped the wheel.

Nafasi’s expression mirrored Changa’s thoughts.

“I’m sorry, bwana,” he said. “It seems we will not beat the storm.”

“Have the men secure the decks,” Changa said. “We’ll take our blows then heal in Mombasa.”

Nafasi relayed Changa’s orders to the crew then drummed them to the other dhows. Moment later the storm overtook them with unexpected fury. Changa struggled on deck with the strongest of his crew, fighting to keep his dhow intact and his men on board. The wind’s rage increased, tearing at the sails and rocking the Kazuri like a twig in a swift stream.

“Get those sails down!” Changa shouted. The baharia were clambering across the slick deck to obey his command when the dhow lurched, throwing everyone off their feet. Changa slid across the deck then slammed hard against the bulwark.

“Bwana Diop!” Nafasi’s yell cut through the howling wind. Changa looked to see his young navigator gesturing frantically to the opposite bulwark. Changa’s eyes followed Nafasi’s finger; the sight that incited fear in the man sparked resignation in Changa.

A pair of massive gnarled hands gripped the opposite side. Changa grasped the bulwark rim against his back then pulled up to his feet.  He took a hard look at the men forming around him. There was fear in their eyes but their hands sought the swords at their sides. They were Kazuri baharia; they would face whatever heaved  onto the ship. But Changa knew their efforts would be fruitless. 

“Get everyone below,” he said. “Now!”

Nafasi rounded up the baharia then led them away. Changa unfastened the throwing knives attached to his waist belt, weapons forged from the iron of his homeland. They were the only arms that could kill the creature rising over the rail. 

The beast collapsed onto the deck with a thud that shook the wood beneath Changa’s feet. It stood twice Changa’s height on thick legs punctuated by wide webbed feet. Slick grey skin stretched over its bulging muscles, its cold eyes wide and unblinking. Its face resembled that of a great fish, the wide mouth opening and closing in time with the gill slits on its thick neck. Long muscled arms hung where fins should be, its clawed hands almost scraping the deck. Despite its frightening visage Changa did not hesitate in his attack; this was an old foe he would never be rid of until the day he returned to his homeland of Kongo.

The tebo lumbered toward him, raising its massive arms over its thick head. Changa continued his headlong assault until the creature brought its arms down to strike. He darted to the left and the tebo’s fists slammed into the deck, sending wood splitters in every direction. The floorboards shuddered and Changa stumbled; the deep cut he hoped to deliver to the beast’s torso became only a minor scratch. The tebo twisted, swinging its right arm at Changa’s head. Changa ducked the clumsy swipe then stepped close to the beast, slashing upward with both knives. The tebo’s thick skin opened from its midsection to its neck. A putrid smell hit Changa almost like a blow; he stumbled away then was struck by the beast’s left claw. 

His knives flew from his hands as he flipped head over feet from the powerful blow. The bulwark prevented him from flying into the ocean, but such luck was short lived. The tebo wrapped its arms around him before he could recover then carried Changa over the bulwark and into the churning sea. They plunged into the water, sinking under the surface like a living anchor. Changa struggled to hold his breath as he pounded on the beast’s shoulder and head. The tebo’s grasp tightened as they descended deeper into the darkening ocean. Changa kept striking the beast though his blows seemed useless. Only the iron of Kongo could kill the beast and his knives were far from his weakening hands. With the last of his breath escaping him Changa swept his eyes over the beast and found what he searched for. The tebo’s gills fluttered on both sides of its thick neck, sifting life giving oxygen from the water. With the last his strength Changa plunged his hands into the organs. The tebo shuddered then tightened its grip, no longer content to let the waters claim Changa’s life.  Changa gripped the gills’ innards then ripped them away. The tebo flung Changa away, its small mouth forming a pain induced oval as it clawed at its damaged neck. Changa swam for the surface, fighting against the instinct to open his mouth and inhale. His head cleared the surface just as he lost his battle, the salt tinged air the sweetest he’d ever inhaled.

Instead of the swirling waves of a stormy sea he was surrounded by calm blackness. Above him dark clouds still held sway; unleashing bolts of lightning that lit the otherwise dim surroundings. No rain splattered his head and no wind pushed him about. It was if he was held in a dome of glass protected from the storm’s fury. A knowing smile came to his face.

“Oya’s daughter,” he said.

His hands burned. Deep cuts crisscrossed his palms and fingers where he held the tebo’s gills. The briny water caused them to sting, but Changa was used to dealing with such pain. Stranded in the ocean surrounded by churning seas, he had no choice but to suffer silently until help arrived. 

A familiar bow breached his bubble of solitude. The Kazuri sped toward him, chasing away the calm protecting him from the storm. Rain pattered against his head.

“There he is!” he heard Panya shout.

The Kazuri veered away from him. Baharia lined its bulwark, as rope flew from their hands. Changa grabbed the closest then gritted his teeth as he pulled himself up the side. The baharia grabbed him as soon as they could reach him and hauled him over the bulwark like a prized fish.

He tumbled onto his back. Panya was on him immediately, covering his face with kisses.

“From one drowning to another,” he managed to say.

Nafasi loomed over her shoulder, a satisfied grin on his face.

“Welcome back, nahoda. You chose a strange time to go for a swim.”

His words rang of Mikaili, which made Changa smile even broader.

“My friend insisted,” Changa said. “Unfortunately he was not a good swimmer.”

“Can you walk?” Panya asked.

“I think so,” he said.

Changa stood and his men cheered. The storm waned, but the winds still blew strong and the rain still fell.

“Everyone back to work!” Nafasi shouted. “This storm is not through with us!”

Panya gestured to Changa and he followed her below deck to her cabin. He sat on her bunk as she rummaged through her shelves and concoctions for the right combination of salves and herbs to heal his wounds. Changa grinned as she flittered about. She was still taking care of him, healing his body and spirit from the constant onslaught of Usenge. Despite the experience, wisdom and the talisman he’d gathered throughout his journeys Panya was the true reason for his endurance. It was good to have the uncertainty lifted between them and to enjoy her love full and uninhibited.

She turned suddenly, a green urn clutched in her right hand and a thin bottle of a clear liquid in the other.

“This should do it,” she said. Her smiled faded and her eyes went wide.

“Changa, your hands!”

Changa looked at his hands. They’d swollen to twice their normal size, the blood oozing from them the color of the tebo’s ichor. 

“What is this?” he managed to say before pain bolted up his arms then struck his head like a hammer. He blacked out.

“You continue to live. You are persistent, I must admit.”

Changa opened his eyes to blackness. He groped about, feeling his nude body but nothing else. He tried to stand but the shadows held him in place better than any chain. A faint light appeared before him, resembling the sun rising over a distant horizon. The light rose for a moment then meandered toward him, growing brighter as it approached. After what seemed like ages the light hovered before him. Changa’s senses were overwhelmed with a familiar stench.

“Usenge,” he spat.

The viscous laugh flowed around him like pus. “Yes, Changa.”

“So this is where I slay you?” Changa said.

There was no laughter this time, only a sensation of anger that made Changa smile.

“You dream, son of Mfumu,” Usenge replied. “Your blood is thin like an old man. You will die at my hands like your father if you continue this farce.”

Changa’s invisible smile grew wider. “You speak as if I have a choice, ndoki. Every step I’ve taken from the day I left Kongo was to bring me back home. I will return, and I will kill you.”

“Forget your promise. It is beyond your powers to fulfill. Stay in Sofala and marry your Yoruba woman. Do so, and my tebo will bother you no more.

Changa’s smile seemed to ease the darkness. “I sense fear in you, Usenge. Nothing you say can keep me from returning home.”

“The man speaks, but how does the boy who saw his father slain feel?”

Images coalesced about Changa, visions of that fateful day. Thandeka, his mother’s personal servant, held his face between her calloused hands, forcing him to view his father’s execution. Usenge gripped the execution sword in his bloody hands, his true face obscured by his hideous war mask. Behind the usurper Changa’s mother and sisters wept, flanked by Usenge’s warriors. Fear and anger rushed through Changa, but it was the fear that took root, a fear sparked by an eight year old boy who thought he might be discovered and killed as well. But that fear was replace by a deeper emotion, one placed in his breast by the eyes of his father the moment before the sword fell on his neck. Somehow the kabaka found his hidden son among the crowd of mourning subjects, instilling in him the words forming the foundation of Changa’s efforts.

“Avenge me.”

Changa felt the mood shift about him, the darkness giving way to growing luminance. 

“Your woman saves you again, boy,” Usenge spoke. “She cannot do so forever.”

Brightness doused Changa, blinding him. He shaded his eyes then saw Panya hovering over him, relief ruling her smiling face. He tried to sit up but she pushed him back down.

“You came back to me,” she said. Baharia crowded into the cabin; Nafasi grinned as he peered over Panya’s shoulder.

“Our nahoda tricks death again! Praise Allah!” he announced.

The men repeated his words, each of them reaching out to touch Changa before returning to the deck.

“What happened?” he asked Panya.

Panya placed a damp rag on his forehead. “The tebo’s blood contained venom. It was venom I had no cure for.”

“So you did not save me?” 

The relief in Panya’s eyes deepened. “Not with my medicines. I prayed to Oya and the men prayed to Allah.”


Changa sat up, ignoring Panya’s attempt to press him back down.


“Usenge grows stronger,” Changa said. “But so do I. I must finish this soon.”

Panya didn’t reply. She stared at him for a moment then looked away.

“What do you wish to say?” he asked.

“Must it be finished? Must you return?”

“I saw him, Panya. I felt his fear. He’s fighting me with his nyama and it is not working. I was stronger this time against the tebo. I have been the last few times, ever since I returned from the Middle Kingdom. He knows he cannot defeat me with his power, so now he tries to weaken me with fear.”

“Can you truly defeat him, Changa?”  Panya asked. 

Changa grasped Panya’s shoulders with his hands. “What is this? Do you not believe I can do this?”

“You almost died, Changa, and I could not help you. Nothing I did could stop the poison’s work. I prayed to Oya and still I felt helpless. It took me a long time to love you, Bakonga. I don’t wish to lose you so soon.”

Changa chuckled then pulled Panya into a gentle embrace.

“Don’t you see? His nyama wanes against me. Mine is stronger, and now I have what I need to raise an army to return home. Most of all, I have you.”

“Still,” she said as she pressed her cheek into his chest, “I worry for you.”

Changa gently grasped her chin, lifting her lips into a passionate kiss.

“I can’t believe you said that. As much as we’ve been through together?”

“Changa Diop, you are many things, but you are not immortal.”

Changa kissed her again. “Well, until I’m dead I’ll believe otherwise.”
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Changa’s fleet survived the storm but not without substantial damage. There was no choice; they would have to moor in Mombasa before continuing to Sofala. Changa was on deck when the white stone warehouses lining the Mombasa landing came into view. They entered the harbor with the rising sun, a gentle warm breeze pushing them to safe mooring. It was a bittersweet sight. Before him was the city where he learned the merchant trade and mastered the dhow, where a kind man took it upon himself to train him. Here also was the city where he almost lost his life to the machinations of that same man’s sons if not for the Tuareg’s alertness and Panya’s skill. He looked over his left shoulder, almost expecting to see his silent brother standing beside him. Instead he saw Nafasi approaching.

“Bwana, what you wish to do?” the young navigator asked.

“How is the mood of the men?” Changa asked.

Nafasi grinned. “Excited and anxious. Mombasa is home for many of them.”

“I have a few friends here myself. We’ll anchor as close as we need but not too close. Let them go ashore in shifts and caution them to be wary.”

“Will we trade here?”

Changa shook his head. “A little. The men can do what they wish, but the bulk of our cargo remains intact. Sofala is our destination.”

“Yes, bwana,” Nafasi turned to walk away.

“Nafasi!” Changa said.

The young navigator turned. “Yes, bwana?”

“Enough with this bwana stuff. You are a man of rank among us and most of all, you are my friend. Changa will do fine.”

Nafasi grinned like a satisfied simba. “Yes, bwana...I mean Changa!”

Panya joined him soon afterwards. 

“So what are our plans?”

“We’ll stay long enough to effect repairs then we’re off to Sofala.”

“You’re not going to call on Yusef?”

A broad smile came to his face. “That would be impolite, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes it would. Besides, it would be good for your spirits. The best friends are the old ones.”

“I can’t go ashore without doing a little trading,” Changa commented.

“Then do it. Don’t confine yourself because of recent grief.”

Moments later Changa rowed with a contingent of Kazuri baharia toward the Mombasa shore. Despite the threat of discovery by Belay’s sons Changa was in high spirits. Panya’s suggestion that he visit Yusef was an excellent idea. It had been a long time since he’d seen his old friend and it would be good to see him again.

But first there was a bit of trading to do. Changa and his men carried their goods directly to the warehouse district; their arms wrapped around urns filled treasures from the East. He hoped to do some discreet trading for items to repair the ships and foodstuffs, but the word of his rare objects swept the docks like a dry season fire. Soon he and his men were surrounded by haggling Swahili anxious for porcelain plates to mount in their walls and jade statues to decorate their pedestals. Changa reveled in the attention; the more buyers, the higher the price.

“Eighty dinars?!?” the buyer exclaimed, a small man with a surprisingly loud voice. The other traders stared at Changa with consternation and disbelief. The price for the porcelain plate in Changa’s hand was apparently much more than they were will to pay...for now.

“That is the price, my brother,” Changa said. “This is porcelain from the heart of the Middle Kingdom itself, not a cheap imitation that usually finds its way to our shores.”

Changa held up the plate, its surface decorated in blue images depicting life scenes of the far away land. He placed his hand behind it; the image of his hand appeared as a shadow through the plate.

“Thin enough to see through but tough like nails.” He slammed the plate against the selling table. Everyone reared back expecting to be showered with shards. Instead the plate remained intact in Changa’s hand.

“It’s worth every penny,” he said. “My brother, I would not cheat anyone. My father raised me to be an honest man.”

Naragisi ibn Belay stepped from the throng, flanked by his brothers Niko and Jengo. Changa’s good mood faded as his first instinct was to grab his throwing knives. But he promised himself and Panya he would do no harm while in Mombasa. Besides, he’d left his knives aboard the Kazuri.

“Greetings, brothers,” he said instead. “I see Allah has kept you well.”

“And you,” Naragisi replied. As the elder brother he always spoke for the three when they were together. 

The three of them perused the table with calculating eyes. Changa watched them, curious about what direction the conversation would turn.

“It seems you have done well on your safari to the East,” Naragisi said. “Our father would be proud.”

The statement almost made Changa curse. The trio was a constant disappointment to Belay, so much so that on his death bed the respected merchant astonished everyone by bequeathing the bulk of his worth to Changa. 

“Yes, I think he would have,” Changa said.

Jengo stepped forward, picking up a particularly fine porcelain plate.

“Yes, you have done well indeed. It is fortuitous that we loaned you the use of our dhows.”

“I use that which was given to me,” Changa said. “Though for my brothers I will give a special price for anything you see here.”

Jengo’s eyes narrowed. He pointed at Changa as he was known to do when angered.

“You play a dangerous game, mhadimu!”

“Be quiet, Jengo!” Naragisi said.

Changa grinned at them both. Such insults had long lost their sting. 

“We’re glad to see such prosperity touch our brother. If you were Swahili you would hold a high position among us. But things being as they are...” Naragisi flashed his infamous predatory smile.

“Thank you for your well wishes...brother,” Changa said. “If there is nothing else, I have work to do.”

The brothers ogled the table a moment more then nodded to Changa.

“Allah be with you,” Naragisi said.

“And with you,” Changa replied.

Changa frowned. A polite Naragisi was a dangerous thing. Retaliation was in process. In what form it would come he wasn’t certain. 

A group of boys played nearby, their raucous activity competing with the haggling at the table. Changa turned over the selling to his men. He sauntered to the boys, reached into his money pouch then took out a shiny gold piece.

“Who wants to earn a piece of gold?” he shouted.

The boys broke away from their game then crowded around Changa like a flock of hungry fowl, their hands reaching for his gold piece. Changa lifted the coin over his head, well out of reach of the eager boys.

“Who knows of Yusef the ivory trader?” he asked.

“I do! I do!” they all shouted.

Changa grinned, expecting the unanimous response.

“Where does he live?” Changa asked.

“In Stone Town!” they replied.

“No!” one boy shouted. “He lives in the country town. Yusef hates the Swahili!”

Changa found the speaker of those true words standing away from the throng of excited boys, his arms folded across his narrow chest.

“Come here, boy,” he gestured. He went into his pouch again, giving silver coins to the boys then chasing them away. The boy with the correct answer sauntered up to Changa, a suspecting look in his young eyes.

“What’s your name?” Changa asked.

“Taka,” the boy replied.

Changa gave Taka the gold piece. “Go to Yusef and tell him Changa Diop is here. I’ll give you another gold piece when you return and a third gold piece if you return today.”

“Bwana Yusef is a big slow man,” Taka said. “He trudges like the tembos he hunts.”

Changa laughed. Taka truly knew Yusef.

“A tembo can be swifter than the fastest man when there is a purpose. Now go. You’re wasting time.”

The boy grinned then ran off into the crowd.

Changa turned his attention back to trading. The transactions were swift and the business very encouraging. They quickly collected the supplies needed to repair the ships then hired porters on the spot to carry them to the shore. By the time they reached the beach darkness settled on Mombasa, the call for evening prayer echoing across the city.

“We’ll stay ashore overnight,” Changa told his men. “In the morning we’ll begin repairs then be on our way. If any of you wish to be with family go and do so, otherwise I’ll pay for lodging.”

He distributed a share of the profits to his men.

“We did well today my brothers. Imagine what waits for us in Sofala!”

*     *     *
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Despite the late hour the Belay compound was well lit. Lanterns hung on the walls surrounding veranda, providing light for Naragisi’s servants as
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