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				PRAISE FOR A WADE ACROSS FREEDOM
			

			
				Refreshing—in twelve chapters, Sasi Miet Jaja explores, with deep insight, the African situation from an entirely novel standpoint. From within a plot intricately woven around corruption, superstition, betrayal, and the lush Oil Rivers States of the Niger Delta emerges a reverberating voice that reminds us that we are the architects of our misfortunes. Set in the dark age of the slave trade, A Wade Across Freedom speaks powerfully to the present. — Nicholas Kalu, Niger Delta Standard
			

			
				A Wade Across Freedom makes for a very interesting and captivating read. Without being patronising, I could hardly put it down until I finished. That says a lot about this prose, and I sincerely mean it. The novel is interesting, educative, and a definite page-turner. — Sinmisola Ogunyinka, Talk Show Hostess and Authoress
			

			
				The writer deserves to be commended for a laudable work of art. The work typifies a carefully thought-out and well-researched piece, which must have required the efforts of a writer of Sasi’s calibre to produce. Without much ado, the work is a good one. — Shoneye B. M., Editorial Manager, Lantern Books
			

			
				Sasi Miet Jaja delivers a history of intrigue—suspenseful, with compelling characters and unexpected plot twists. A Wade Across Freedom opens up new vistas of understanding into the age-old transatlantic slave trade. — Felix E. Akombi, Author and Winner of the 2006 Nigeria Leadership Initiative (NLI) Annual Values-Based Leadership Essay Competition.
			

			
				This is a rare literary work, the product of a superb mind. With a selection of apt poetic preludes, graphic descriptions of an ungodly era, and strong character sketches, Sasi Miet Jaja is a wordsmith worth reading. — Prof. Augustine O. Angba, Consultant, Publisher, and CEO of Peniel Integrated Resources Ltd.
			

			
				Sasi Miet Jaja’s suspenseful novel, A Wade Across Freedom: A Historical Thriller, is a compelling narrative of superstition, power, greed, slavery, piracy, treachery, and man’s inhumanity to his fellow man. Through vividly portrayed and realistic characters, the narrative shows that Africans are imbued with talent and leadership qualities, yet are often unable to manage these God-given resources, which tragically collapse under the weight of ignorance, egotism, mutual suspicion, and historical amnesia. Thus, the road to freedom remains dark and elusive. Although set in the era of the slave trade, the novel serves as a powerful metaphor for the socio-political and economic realities of modern Nigeria and the African continent at large. — Prof. (Mrs.) Grace Eche Okereke, Professor of African Literature and Literary Studies, University of Calabar
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				This book is not intended as a work of formal history, nor as an authoritative account of the peoples and events described within it. Rather, it is a work of historical fiction inspired by real places, institutions, and traditions, and shaped by the imaginative freedom of storytelling. 
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				CHAPTER ONE
			

			
				The Sacrifice
			

			
				 
			

			
				Who shall console the lonely woman
Who sits in a kraal, on this lonely mound,
Who sits and sobs,
Each sob a knife thrust in her heavy heart,
Each tear a drop of blood from her bleeding heart,
Each sigh a bubble of life bursting from her lungs?
			

			
				— Richard Ntiru, The Prophecy
			

			
				 
			

			
				The fog over Duke Town peeled back slowly at dawn, like a mourner’s veil lifting from a face that had wept through the night. The first pale streaks of sunlight pierced the eastern sky and spread across the undulating hills that marked the eastern edge of the Oil Rivers, a landscape that seemed to breathe in the damp hush of morning.
			

			
				In the growing light, twenty hip-swathed royal guards and palace courtiers waited in patient silence outside a small wattle-and-daub hut of deep spiritual significance. Their voices were barely above whispers. Their elongated shadows sprawled across the damp earth and appeared to converse with the cicadas buried beneath it. Everything about their bearing suggested urgency, yet their stillness was ritual, measured and ominous.
			

			
				To an onlooker they might have been mistaken for the retiring night sentries who prowled Duke Town’s streets, were it not for the sudden appearance among them of a revered octogenarian. He was bald and toothless save for a single stubborn upper incisor that glinted faintly in the early light. A loose dressing gown hung from his frail frame. Around his neck were bands of bamboo rope whose tassels dangled like dried tendrils of fate. Similar cords encircled his wrists and ankles. A faded red headcloth rested upon his skull.
			

			
				He was the chief priest of Kalabar, servant of Ndem Efik, a deity believed to preside over the affairs of Old Kalabar. Three loosely robed junior priests followed reverently behind him. At his arrival the palace chiefs brought their index fingers together and bowed deeply.
			

			
				“Etia ke isong!”
			

			
				“His Majesty presents to you this morning the child for the sacrifice,” one of the palace chiefs said. 
			

			
				The old priest’s lips curled slightly.
			

			
				“Let me see the child,” he croaked.
			

			
				A courtier stepped forward carrying a carefully wrapped bundle. He knelt and slowly unveiled the infant’s face.
			

			
				The baby stirred, yawned, and then awoke as the warmth of the cloth fell away. Its soft cry spiralled into the still morning air like smoke rising from a chimney.
			

			
				The chief priest studied the child in silence, licking his dry lips intermittently and nodding with measured satisfaction. When he was done, he gestured for the baby to be swaddled again and placed into the arms of a junior priest.
			

			
				“It is good that the sacrifice is ready,” he murmured. “The white man’s gods thirst for the blood that runs through his veins. Let us proceed at once.”
			

			
				The procession moved toward Eyamba Beach with a gravity heavier than mourning. No one smiled. No one wept. Their faces were carved from resolve, their eyes dark and unwavering.
			

			
				As they turned down a narrow side street toward the shore, the chief priest began to chant. His first song was meant to appease the foreign gods, bidding them be silent, for they would soon be fed. His second gave thanks to the gods of the land for providing a suitable sacrifice when hope had nearly failed.
			

			
				Somewhere uphill, from a prosperous trader’s house perched on a distant rise, a woman’s shriek tore through the morning and seemed to entwine with the fading cry of the infant.
			

			
				At last, the party reached the fortified beach.
			

			
				Mounted cannons loomed like iron sentinels. A war canoe rocked gently in the shallow water, tethered by its painter to the shore. The air was thick with the smell of the river; mud, wet timber, salt, and the sour reek of fresh and rotting fish. A row of casks stood like silent witnesses; reminders of the European trading ships whose disappearance had compelled this sacrifice.
			

			
				The men waded into the water.
			

			
				The chief priest and his juniors, still cradling the baby, climbed into the canoe first. They were followed by the chiefs and palace guards, armed with flintlock rifles, cutlasses and machetes.
			

			
				The oarsmen pushed the vessel into deeper water, clambered aboard, and propelled it downstream, leaving Duke Town behind in a thinning veil of mist.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The inhabitants of Duke Town, roused at the second cockcrow on this Akwa Eyibio morning, watched the canoe sail out of sight with conflicted hearts.
			

			
				Four days earlier the king had informed all chiefs, gentlemen and citizens of the necessity of offering a sacrifice to the white gods if trade with Europeans was to continue. In former times an offering of bright copper manillas to Ndem Efik had been enough to summon the distant masts of foreign ships. Lately, however, the manillas had failed, and the horizon remained empty. Consequently, the chief priest had declared a new remedy. The gods of the white men must be appeased at Parrot Island by the sacrifice of an albino child.
			

			
				The logic, though cruel, was accepted. Albinos were seen as the nearest African resemblance to white men. A dark complexioned child, it was believed, would not suffice. Thus, the sacrifice of albino children became ritual law, feared yet observed with grim determination whenever European ships failed to appear.
			

			
				On this occasion there was not only a dearth of ships but also a dearth of albino children across the entire Kalabar kingdom. In desperation the king declared every albino child the property of the crown. To conceal such a child was now a grave offence, punishable by enslavement for a freeman and death for a slave. Soldiers and spies were dispatched to comb every corner of the land. The soldiers were ordered to seize any albino minor. The spies were to report sightings. The search ended unexpectedly on the previous Akwa Ederi evening when a wealthy trader, Edem Cobham, presented his own albino infant to the king. It was already known that Cobham had paid a sudden visit to his mimbo wife, Eme, in Akpabuyo, a visit that ended in betrayal. He had taken their child and vanished back to Duke Town.
			

			
				It was not uncommon for slave women to bear children for their masters. Such infants were known as liberator babies, for their birth obliged the master to free the mother and elevate her among his wives. Eme had been Cobham’s slave until ten lunar months earlier, when she gave birth to Idem and regained her freedom. Cobham had always favoured her. She was beautiful, obedient and gentle. He might have freed her even without a child. Yet when Idem arrived pale and without pigment, Cobham’s pride curdled.
			

			
				Albinos were regarded as biological taboos, children whose difference unsettled the balance between the living and the spirit world. Still, Cobham married Eme and placed her in charge of his palm-wine estate in rural Kalabar. Eme loved Idem with all her soul. Whatever society whispered about her child meant nothing to her. He was her world.
			

			
				When Cobham arrived suddenly and left with the baby, her heart began to tremble.
			

			
				At first, she refused to believe that her husband could harm his own son. But when her handmaid Asari revealed that the chiefs of Atakpa sought an albino child for sacrifice, terror seeped into her bones like cold water. She rushed from Akpabuyo to Duke Town with Asari and several plantation slaves, arriving at twilight. The charged air of the town confirmed her worst fears.
			

			
				Bursting into Cobham’s grand courtyard, she screamed,
			

			
				“My baby is missing! He has been stolen! Please, someone tell me he is here!”
			

			
				The silence that followed was suffocating. The other wives stared at her with pity and something darker beneath it.
			

			
				No one spoke.
			

			
				She stood transfixed, hoping that Cobham would suddenly appear with Idem alive in his arms.
			

			
				“He used to tell me he loved me,” she whispered. “Even when I was a slave, he told me he loved me. If he loves me, he must love my baby.”
			

			
				When Edem Cobham returned that night, Eme knew instantly that her son was lost. He stood before her like a stranger, his face hardened into a mask she had never seen.
			

			
				Her eyes searched the courtyard in vain.
			

			
				“Where is my baby?” she whispered hoarsely.
			

			
				Cobham gestured to his page slaves, who melted away into the darkness.
			

			
				“I hate to tell you this, Eme … but there was no other way. I had to do it.”
			

			
				“Do what?” she asked, clinging to false calm.
			

			
				“Our baby is now in the hands of the crown. He will be sacrificed at Parrot Island tomorrow.”
			

			
				Eme collapsed at his feet.
			

			
				“Etenyin! How could you? Waii! How could you do this to me?”
			

			
				“What is done is done,” Cobham replied coldly. “His skin betrayed him more than I did. The king’s decree left me no choice. If the palace had found him first, my entire household, including you and me, would have been enslaved.”
			

			
				She wept until her voice broke.
			

			
				“Why did you not let me remain a slave and die in chains rather than betray me like this?”
			

			
				Cobham knelt beside her.
			

			
				“Take heart, my wife. I will plant another seed in your womb. You will bear me normal children.”
			

			
				“My Idem is irreplaceable!” she cried, clutching her chest.
			

			
				No comfort could reach her.
			

			
				She lay sprawled in the courtyard, sobbing until her body trembled. For the first time since Idem’s birth, she fleetingly wished he had never been born into a world that devoured innocence.
			

			
				A desperate hope flickered within her. Could she find her child and flee?
			

			
				But she knew such a rescue was impossible.
			

			
				A child chosen for sacrifice passed immediately into the custody of the king and the Ekpe society, whose authority guarded the decrees of the land. To approach the palace or the Efe Asabo to plead for the child would mean certain death.
			

			
				By nightfall the other wives retreated to their rooms, exhausted by her grief. Eme remained alone in the courtyard, wailing into the darkness. Cobham did not return that night. And by sunrise, when the mist lifted and Idem was already gone, Eme lay lifeless upon the ground.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				CHAPTER TWO
			

			
				The Suspicion
			

			
				I am the prey;
I am the quarry to be run down
By the marauding beast.
			

			
				— Oswald Mtshali, Nightfall in Soweto
			

			
				 
			

			
				Parrot Island did not announce itself.
			

			
				 
			

			
				It revealed itself slowly, as the canoe nosed through the narrowing throat of the estuary and the river began to taste of salt. The trees thickened. The air grew heavier. Even the paddles seemed to move more cautiously, as though unwilling to disturb what lay ahead.
			

			
				 
			

			
				The chief priest was the first to step into the shallow water when they arrived.
			

			
				 
			

			
				He did not hurry.
			

			
				 
			

			
				His feet found the mud with the ease of one long acquainted with the island’s temper. Mangrove roots twisted upward like knotted fingers, and he moved among them with measured precision, lifting his wrapper slightly as he advanced.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Behind him, the others followed in subdued silence.
			

			
				 
			

			
				A skull lay half buried near the waterline. Goat, perhaps. Or fowl. It was difficult to tell now. The priest stepped over it without looking down. Further in, the ground darkened beneath the trees. The air thickened with rot and old offerings. A cluster of bones lay scattered beneath a leaning trunk, small, fragile, unmistakable. One skull, no larger than a calabash, rested on its side, its hollow sockets turned toward the path.
			

			
				 
			

			
				The chief priest paused briefly, then continued.
			

			
				 
			

			
				The grove opened before them; a clearing held in the grip of ancient ritual. Here, the earth had known too much blood to remain innocent.
			

			
				 
			

			
				The child stirred.
			

			
				 
			

			
				The priest turned, received the infant from his junior, and raised him slowly toward the pale sky. The baby’s cry, thin and searching, seemed to vanish before it could take hold in the air.
			

			
				 
			

			
				The priest began to chant.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Great gods of the white men in the far country beyond the waters, hear us. Bring your people to us. Let the great ships return. We desire trade, not war.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				The men responded in low, rhythmic unison.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“See what we bring you,” the priest continued, his voice tightening with fervour. “A child of your likeness. A fitting sacrifice.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				The wind shifted.
			

			
				 
			

			
				For a moment, the leaves whispered.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Then the knife flashed.
			

			
				 
			

			
				The child’s cry broke, then ended.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Blood flowed quickly, startling in its brightness, caught carefully in the waiting calabash. The priest held it aloft, speaking again, not to the men around him, but to the unseen.
			

			
				 
			

			
				“We have done what is required. Now you must answer.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				The grove fell silent.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Only the insects remained faithful to their song.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				News of Eme’s death spread across Kalabar with the speed of dry season fire. By midday, as the chief priest and his party returned from Parrot Island, Duke Town was already alive with the story.
			

			
				Only a few months earlier, Eme had been admired by slaves and free women alike. Now she was spoken of in hushed tones, as a woman marked by fate and abandoned by the gods.
			

			
				Edem Cobham sat beside her body, his appearance undone. His hair was dishevelled, his composure fractured. The powerful trader, once certain in bearing and command, now seemed diminished, like a man stripped of something essential.
			

			
				He had not foreseen this. He had believed that surrendering Idem would preserve his household, not destroy it. In his mind, grief had been something that could be endured, perhaps even softened with time. He had thought another child might ease the loss.
			

			
				But beneath that reasoning lay a harder truth. His wealth and influence depended on the return of the European traders. Without them, his fortunes would wither. The sacrifice, though painful, had seemed necessary.
			

			
				There was also the king. Edem’s growing prosperity had begun to attract suspicion, and in such times, loyalty had to be demonstrated. By offering his own child, he had hoped to secure his standing and silence envy.
			

			
				Now, sitting beside Eme’s lifeless body, he realised what he had truly lost.
			

			
				He spoke to her as though she could still hear him, asking for forgiveness, promising that his love would follow her beyond death. Yet even as he spoke, something uneasy stirred within him.
			

			
				At one point, he thought he heard a faint chuckle from an adjoining room.
			

			
				Arit.
			

			
				She had been his youngest wife before Eme’s arrival, and she had never concealed her resentment. Could she truly laugh on a day like this? The thought lodged in his mind and refused to leave.
			

			
				The previous night returned to him in fragments. While Eme wept in the courtyard, he had remained in his shrine, kneeling before his fetish. Around him were arranged human skulls and the bones of powerful animals. He had poured libation and called upon his ancestors, asking if he had done right.
			

			
				He had believed he received an answer. A quiet assurance had settled into him, telling him that Eme would live.
			

			
				Yet she lay dead.
			

			
				Grief began to harden into suspicion. His thoughts turned toward the unseen world, where misfortune was seldom without intention. The signs had been too many to ignore. Dogs had barked through the night. An owl had perched upon his roof. One of his sons had claimed to see bats circling the veranda.
			

			
				These were not idle disturbances. The conclusion formed slowly, then settled with certainty.
			

			
				Witchcraft.
			

			
				Not from outside, but from within.
			

			
				Without delay, Edem sent for a witch doctor.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The arrival of the witch doctor that evening unsettled the household further. Anxiety thickened the air. Edem gathered his wives, relatives, and slaves, and addressed them plainly.
			

			
				“My wife did not die a natural death,” he said. “Someone in this house has done this thing.”
			

			
				No one responded.
			

			
				The witch doctor was led into the inner chamber where Eme’s body lay upon a low heath. He crouched beside the corpse and began his work, beads rattling softly in his hands. He muttered, paused, leaned close to her ear, then drew back as though listening for a reply.
			

			
				At intervals, he nodded, as if receiving answers that satisfied him. After a time, he rose abruptly, his expression sharpened by revelation.
			

			
				“The one who brought this death is here,” he declared.
			

			
				“I thought as much,” Edem replied.
			

			
				“Her spirit is restless. It calls for vengeance.”
			

			
				“What must be done?” Edem asked.
			

			
				The witch doctor did not hesitate.
			

			
				“Every member of this house must undergo the chop nut test.”
			

			
				A murmur passed through those gathered.
			

			
				Edem’s gaze moved across them, slow and deliberate.
			

			
				“All of them?” he asked.
			

			
				“All,” the witch doctor said. “Except you and your children.”
			

			
				Silence tightened its grip on the room.
			

			
				Everyone understood what this meant. To drink the chop nut was to place one’s life in the hands of forces beyond appeal. Some survived. Some did not.
			

			
				“The trial will begin tomorrow,” the witch doctor added, “immediately after the burial.”
			

			
				No one protested.
			

			
				Fear had already spoken for them.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				CHAPTER THREE
			

			
				The Plot
			

			
				I hear your call!
I hear it far away;
I hear it break the circle of these crouching hills.
			

			
				— Gabriel Okara, The Call of the River Nun
			

			
				 
			

			
				Okoh Cobham stood anxiously on one of the protruding sedimentary rocks that crowned the two-hundred-metre cliff overlooking the winding Kalabar River. The early night breeze moved across the upland with a chill softness, stirring his wrapper and grazing his skin. Below him, the river curved through the country like a patient serpent, darkening as evening gathered. The heights around him were still, spare, and strangely consoling. Here, away from the churn of Duke Town, silence was not empty. It listened.
			

			
				He had come, as he often did, to think.
			

			
				His thoughts had grown troubled in recent days, circling the same questions without rest. At thirty, his life had begun to feel less like a path he had chosen and more like one laid out for him by another man.
			

			
				His brother.
			

			
				Family lore had long preserved the story of his birth. Seventeen daughters had come before him, and by the time he arrived, Edem had nearly abandoned hope of ever having a brother. When Okoh was born, Edem, then already a man of twenty-five, had wept openly with joy. By then, he had already acquired trophies of six hippopotamus heads and a leopard skin from the forests of Ekoi to the north of Old Kalabar, proofs of a daring man already enlarging his shadow.
			

			
				Okoh’s own childhood had been bright and full. As the long-awaited second son, he had been cherished by the household. He roamed freely through Duke Town, catching grasshoppers, chasing butterflies, climbing trees, swimming in every stream he could find, setting traps for rodents, and taking part in moonlight games with the other children.
			

			
				By his teens, he had begun to accompany his father and Edem to the trading beach, where European ships anchored offshore and captives were exchanged like goods. He remembered his father vividly: waist wrapped in cloth, bare chest gleaming, bowler hat set firmly on his head, rifle slung across his shoulder, bargaining with foreign traders over the price of slaves and palm produce. 
			

			
				His father had been among the earliest men in Old Kalabar to acquire European goods through trade, and his wealth had grown accordingly. He was perhaps second only to the king in the extent of his acquisitions. 
			

			
				When the old man died, Okoh was twenty.
			

			
				The memory of the funeral remained sharp. The grave had been dug deep enough to hold not only the body, but the furniture and utensils considered necessary for the next world. An uncle had descended into the grave to arrange those items before the earth was returned. Then the women, led by the most senior wife, squatted and wailed in delirious grief, their lamentations swelling and breaking like surf against rock.
			

			
				Okoh had not cried. It was taboo for a young man of his standing to weep openly. Yet inwardly he had trembled, knowing that the man who had anchored the family’s fortunes was gone.
			

			
				Edem stepped into that void without hesitation. Not only did he preserve the family’s wealth, he expanded it. Within a decade, the business had grown beyond what their father had built. Okoh first served as apprentice, then assistant, and finally chief accountant in the Cobham trading enterprise. For a time, the partnership had seemed sound enough.
			

			
				But something in Okoh had begun to chafe.
			

			
				From his earliest encounters with the European ships, a restlessness had taken hold of him. Sailors spoke of distant lands, rolling oceans, and realms beyond the narrow certainties of Kalabar. Their stories settled in him and refused to fade. He did not merely want wealth. He wanted independence, a dominion of his own.
			

			
				Thirteen lunar months earlier, he had asked Edem to divide the family business so that he might take his portion and establish himself elsewhere. Edem had refused. When Okoh persisted, the matter was taken before the family elders. Edem spoke of unity, tradition, and the strength that lay in keeping the enterprise whole. But beneath it, Okoh sensed something less noble.
			

			
				Control.
			

			
				Since their father’s death, Edem had never properly opened the question of inheritance. He simply possessed. Wealth passed through his hands and remained there. Okoh had begun to suspect that his brother wished to keep him not as partner, but as a useful subordinate, tied to the family machinery forever.
			

			
				His thoughts turned also to his sisters, especially those still unmarried, but even the married ones remained part of the moral orbit of the family. Their welfare, their standing, their alliances, all were issues that a son could not ignore lightly. Yet remaining beneath Edem’s authority indefinitely meant surrendering his own future.
			

			
				The events of the last two days had sharpened everything. Idem had been sacrificed. Eme had died. And now the witch doctor had decreed that everyone in Edem’s household, save Edem and his children, must undergo the chop nut trial.
			

			
				That included him.
			

			
				When Edem had announced the decision, Okoh had confronted him privately.
			

			
				“Brother, do you really mean that I too must undergo the trial? Surely you do not believe that I am a wizard.”
			

			
				“Okoh, my brother, I know you are not a wizard,” Edem had replied with chilling calm. “That is why I am not troubled by your taking the test. You will survive it.”
			

			
				Then, tightening his jaw, he added, “Last year, when you were trying to rebel against me, I might have suspected you. But you are a better brother now. The culprit is likely one of my wives.”
			

			
				“Then must I still go through it?” Okoh had pleaded. “I am frightened to death.”
			

			
				“Do not let anyone hear you say that,” Edem had snapped. “And yes, you must. For the sake of fairness. If I exempt you, everyone will accuse me of partiality. It was not my decision. The witch doctor has spoken.”
			

			
				Standing now upon the cliff, Okoh felt that memory return like a stone in his stomach. Had he left Edem when he first wished to, no one would now be compelling him to drink the chop nut.
			

			
				He stared down at the river and exhaled slowly. Something had to give.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Effiom, alias Black Seawolf, was a hardy young man who moved constantly along the Kalabar waterfront, stevedoring for his master, Edem Cobham. He was probably the busiest of the dockside slaves outside the king’s court, for he was also an ingenious boat builder. Over the years, he had risen to head the maritime aspect of Cobham’s business through sheer diligence rather than affection. The name Black Seawolf had been coined by an English merchant fascinated by Effiom’s charcoal-black complexion, his jutting jaws, and the salt-hardened ferocity of his bearing.
			

			
				Tall, boisterous, and brawny from years of lifting cargo and handling timber, Seawolf could have passed for a petty tyrant and self-declared monarch but for the signs of bondage written plainly on his body and station. The name of his master had been branded into his flesh. His labour, his movement, his very skill all belonged to another man.
			

			
				Having become an accomplished sailor and boat builder, he contributed immensely to the fortunes of a master who did not particularly like him but found him indispensable. Okoh, the younger Cobham, did not like him either. The mulish slave carried the dangerous undercurrent of a rebel in his blood-red turban, the earring dangling from his left ear, and the arrogant swagger with which he met the hostile stares of freemen in Old Kalabar. Okoh usually snubbed him on the job and tolerated his excesses only because he produced more than almost any other male slave in the household.
			

			
				Seawolf was immensely popular among the waterfront slaves because he possessed an instinctive ability to tap into the mood of the trampled populace. He spoke impulsively against perceived injustices and was quick to voice what others swallowed in silence. Edem had purchased him as a child, when he was barely eleven. His original home lay on the mainland, south-west of Kalabar. The merchants who sold him had recounted, with a seller’s relish, that the boy had fought his captors like a trapped leopard when he was seized along a forest path near his village. The hunters, they said, had beaten him to a pulp before they could successfully drag him away.
			

			
				Such stories were not uncommon in the slave market. They increased the value of the “commodity,” for every buyer wanted a workhorse. Yet some kinds of slaves, especially those believed to be suicidal, such as certain captives from the north-western hinterlands, frightened off buyers for fear of loss.
			

			
				True to the legend of his capture, Seawolf had attempted to flee from Duke Town twenty lunar months after Edem purchased him. The punishment after his recapture had been savage. He was whipped, chained, and hung upside down at intervals for days. Edem had threatened him with an Ekpe ban, a form of ostracism, should he misbehave again. Over the years, the boy had grown into an industrious rather than submissive slave. As the hope of ever returning to his biological family dimmed, Kalabar, like a stern mother determined to feed the child she had stolen, slowly became his home.
			

			
				Yet he hated the thriving port city and kingdom for the social stratification that separated the rich nobility from the helpless slave population. He particularly despised the use of the Ekpe fraternity in intimidating slaves on Akwa Offiong. In the restless theatre of his imagination, he often pictured himself leading bands of rebellious slaves against every slave ship that ventured near the coast. To him, the presence of white men in Kalabar and in the other oil-river kingdoms was a violent intrusion into black life. The white man had nurtured, profited from, and enlarged slavery. Once he was expelled from the land, Seawolf dreamed that the monarchies of the delta would also be swept away and replaced by a single order in which slavery would be abolished.
			

			
				He believed that freemen and nobles alike acted from self-interest, using ideas and customs to dignify their own power while stripping slaves of moral standing. In his private visions, a new Kalabar would emerge from revolution, a place where no class stood upon the neck of another. Still, such revolutionary fervour was sometimes softened by practical realities. Edem had, in recent times, allowed him to trade in minor commodities, though never in palm oil or slaves. He had even been told that his freedom might come in a few years, provided his behaviour remained good.
			

			
				When Seawolf was not imagining the ruin of the slave trade, his thoughts often turned to Eme. To him, his master’s now deceased mimbo wife had been one of the most beautiful girls he had ever seen in Duke Town. The grace of her forehead and chin, he believed, surpassed even that of the kingdom’s princesses. He had loved her from the day he first saw her as a child, when she underwent the ritual throwing of water that marked a slave’s initiation into a master’s household. Gossip had it that her father, a poor freeman, had fallen into debt to Edem Cobham and paid part of it with his daughter rather than face the Ekpe court.
			

			
				Seawolf never had the opportunity to express his feelings. The strict separation imposed upon male and female slaves in the same household made informal intimacy nearly impossible. Yet he dreamed of her often. When he learnt that she was pregnant for Edem, his private love shrivelled like scorched petals. Later he heard that Edem had married her after she bore him a son and had elevated her to the management of his largest plantation, above older wives who had laboured for years. It was one of the bitter absurdities of that stratified world: yesterday’s slave had become today’s powerful freewoman.
			

			
				Or so everyone thought, until her child became a sacrifice for the white gods.
			

			
				As if that were not enough, the old witch doctor had now decreed that all slaves in Edem’s household would undergo the chop nut trial by the next morning.
			

			
				To Seawolf, it was madness.
			

			
				If Eme had truly been his wife, he would never have surrendered their child for sacrifice. No foreign god should be drinking African blood. Edem had broken Eme’s heart and then, when she died, sought a scapegoat among his wives, relatives, and slaves. What bitter irony.
			

			
				Burdened by those thoughts, and by the fresh ache of losing the woman he had secretly loved, Seawolf withdrew from human company and made for the cliff. He needed to think. He needed to imagine again the destruction of the system before it destroyed him. The chop nut trial was only a sunrise away, and fear had begun to creep through him like damp through a wall. Up on that cliff, looking down upon the country below, he always felt for a brief moment that the order of the world could be overturned.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The climb up the cliff was difficult on so dark a night, but Seawolf knew the terrain like the lines in his palms. He climbed with hands and feet, making careful contact with the rock as he ascended. Along the wind came the cry of an owl and the faint beat of drums from the Akata masquerade, another instrument, in his mind, of freemen’s control. He stifled a dry laugh.
			

			
				His mind wandered to the fate of slaves carried across the Atlantic. He imagined that world as a land of the dead, for none of those taken away had returned to tell their story. Rumours abounded those white men kept slaves and fed on them like goats and cattle. No one knew exactly why they crossed the seas to buy black people, only that black people were willing to sell their own for foreign goods. Seawolf counted himself fortunate not to have been exported after capture. He had seen coffles trudging down from the interior, their human cargo exhausted and half broken. Those brought from farther inland often died more quickly than those taken from the coasts, worn out by the journey before they even reached the barracoons. Seawolf still remembered their cries. Very soon, he knew, those enclosures would be full again.
			

			
				When he hauled himself at last onto the plateau, he stood upright and drank in the clean air. Wild flowers, shrubs, and upland trees perfumed the height. He stretched his arms and yawned. This cliff, he thought, was a rare level field. Any man who wished to stand upon it had to climb. It cared nothing for whether one was freeman or slave.
			

			
				As his eyes adjusted, the silhouette of another man emerged from the greyness. Seawolf stiffened instantly and reached for the dagger tucked in his swathe belt. In the bush it was often better to meet a beast than a man. A beast’s first instinct was usually to flee. A man might be a raider.
			

			
				“What do you seek up here, Effiom?”
			

			
				The baritone voice was familiar. Seawolf relaxed. It was Okoh Cobham.
			

			
				What could the younger master be doing here, and how had he found this place? Seawolf quickly arranged his face and his answer.
			

			
				“It is sticky and hot down in the country. I came to refresh myself in the evening breeze.”
			

			
				Okoh did not seem pleased to have company.
			

			
				“I thought you were trying to be funny, perhaps trying to escape,” he said suspiciously.
			

			
				“Master, where can I escape to from here? Show me the road, because below me lies the kingdom and behind me the forest patrolled by its soldiers.”
			

			
				“Well, forget my hasty suspicions,” Okoh said, and there was a trace of apology in his voice.
			

			
				“I live to serve you and my master,” Seawolf replied, though he was startled by this rare meekness. Okoh was not usually given to softness. His snobbery had always reminded Seawolf of the distance between them.
			

			
				They stood together in silence until Okoh broke it with an even more astonishing statement.
			

			
				“Up here we need not bother with formalities. Feel free with me. I am a friend.”
			

			
				Seawolf nearly laughed.
			

			
				“Master, I would need the moon to cross the heavens twice before I could learn such a privilege.”
			

			
				The cliff might be a level field, but he knew enough not to misstep on it.
			

			
				Okoh stole a glance at him. Years of lifting cargo, paddling canoes, and building boats had carved Seawolf’s body into solid usefulness. Okoh may have thought him crude, but he knew strength when he saw it. If he could win this man, that strength could help carry out the breakaway he now contemplated.
			

			
				Across the river, the faint lights of Creek Town shimmered like low stars. Okoh decided to gamble.
			

			
				“My dear brother, perhaps I should be heading home,” he said awkwardly. “That wicked elder brother of mine will punish me if I stay away too long.”
			

			
				He turned and began to walk slowly toward the descent.
			

			
				“Master,” Seawolf called after him, “stay a little longer. It is calm up here.”
			

			
				The bait had been taken. Okoh stopped, turned back, and returned with a feigned reluctance.
			

			
				“Yes. It is quiet here,” he said.
			

			
				A fragile camaraderie began to form. Still, Okoh remained wary. A slave might betray a secret for the promise of favour or freedom. Yet as the moments passed, he saw in Seawolf’s eyes the possibility of confidence. He chose to press further.
			

			
				“Seawolf,” he said deliberately, using the name he had never before honoured aloud. “What do you think of the chop nut trial the witch doctor has prescribed for all of us tomorrow?”
			

			
				The question immediately sharpened the slave’s suspicion. For the first time, Okoh had called him by a name usually avoided by masters because it hinted at power. Seawolf sensed bait, and perhaps a hook hidden beneath it.
			

			
				“We need to find out who killed the master’s young wife,” he replied cautiously.
			

			
				“Is it the best plan?” Okoh pressed.
			

			
				“Master, what do you want me to say? How will my opinion matter? I live to carry out my master’s wishes.”
			

			
				Okoh changed tack and reached for flattery.
			

			
				“Come now, Seawolf. You are more freeman than slave in wit. That is why you have risen to become chief of the dockside men. I trust your judgment. Speak freely. Do you truly think the chop nut trial is necessary after all that has happened?”
			

			
				The compliments warmed Seawolf in spite of himself, but he still held back.
			

			
				“Master, no comment.”
			

			
				“I swear by my patron god that whatever we speak here will remain in my belly forever. If I betray these words without your consent, may my testicles wither away.”
			

			
				That oath startled Seawolf. It did not sound like mockery. It sounded like desperation.
			

			
				“Master,” he said slowly, “even the gods you swear by uphold the chop nut trial. Are they not the originators of it?”
			

			
				“Damn the gods and their demands,” Okoh spat. “What do you believe, Seawolf?”
			

			
				The question hung between them. Though the night was cool, perspiration shone upon Okoh’s face. He too was to undergo the trial. Perhaps he truly feared it. Seawolf felt himself thawing.
			

			
				“My inconsequential opinion,” he said at last, “is that the chop nut test is not needed in this matter. Everyone knows your brother’s wife died of grief.”
			

			
				“You are as shrewd as I always thought,” Okoh muttered. “That young woman died of misery and now my foolish brother sees witches everywhere. It is madness.”
			

			
				“But, master, what can we do? Let us pray the gods see us through the trial.”
			

			
				“Will the weird spiritual assignments ever end?” Okoh hissed. “These bloodthirsty gods show no mercy. Oh yes, Seawolf, there is much we can do to save ourselves.”
			

			
				“We?” Seawolf echoed.
			

			
				“Yes, we. I need you. You are the man I need if my plan is to become reality.”
			

			
				“What plan?”
			

			
				“We must leave Kalabar this very night for a new world beyond the estuary.”
			

			
				Seawolf stared at him. “How is that possible?”
			

			
				“Free your mind. Do you want to remain a slave all your life?”
			

			
				“Your brother promised to free me in twenty-five lunar months.”
			

			
				“Judge a man by the way he treats his own family,” Okoh said sharply. “He has not settled me after all these years, and I am his brother. If he refuses me, do you think he will release a competent hand like you? Your skill is your doom. He will keep you bound to his wealth-making machine forever.”
			

			
				Seawolf shuddered. The point struck home. It confirmed a suspicion he had long carried in silence.
			

			
				“This night,” Okoh continued, voice low but fervent, “I share with you a vision of a new world of freemen, where might will no longer be right and every man will be lord of himself.”
			

			
				“I love your vision,” Seawolf said. “But how shall it be done? We cannot rise openly against the kingdom. Our throats would be cut at once. I attempted flight as a boy and failed. I do not wish to fail again.”
			

			
				“We shall not fail.”
			

			
				“What then are the plans?”
			

			
				“To escape, we need all the dockside and beach slaves. We must draw them into the plot, because we are going to found a new settlement. We need men.”
			

			
				Seawolf’s eyes brightened. “Then tell me more. If we escape, where do we go? How do we build this republic? Have you a place in mind?”
			

			
				“I do. Southward, to unoccupied lands facing the ocean west of the estuary.”
			

			
				“How do you know those lands are unoccupied? I sail the river to the estuary often, and I have seen nothing empty except Parrot Island and its groves.”
			

			
				“Do you remember the white pirate called Black Bart Roberts?”
			

			
				“Of course. The one who came into Kalabar waters years ago.”
			

			
				“Good. Though he was rebuffed and fought the kingdom nearly to a standstill, he had secret friends, including my father, who traded with him under cover of darkness. It was Black Bart who told my father of a number of fallow islands on the coast, west of Ibibio country and east of Grand Bonny.”
			

			
				“That was years ago. Some fierce people may have taken them by now.”
			

			
				“Or they may still lie untouched. We shall never know by remaining here. And tell me, could any tribe be fiercer than liberated slaves in search of a homeland?”
			

			
				Seawolf smiled in spite of himself. The argument had been made for him.
			

			
				“What of food?” he asked. “How do we live on an isolated land?”
			

			
				“The pirate anchored near one of the islands, according to my father. He went ashore and found abundant fruit trees and wild animals for food.”
			

			
				“Master, this is the finest conversation I have had in years,” Seawolf said, seizing Okoh’s arm in sudden excitement. “You can count on me. I am in.”
			

			
				“Listen well,” Okoh said, carried forward now by his own vision. “When we establish this colony, we shall intercept the merchant ships before they reach Kalabar. A new city-state will be born in the delta, and it will become the envy of Kalabar, Benin, Warri, Brass, and Bonny.”
			

			
				“Trade?” Seawolf grinned. “I would rather attack the white men’s ships and plunder them like Black Bart. I should like to be a pirate when I escape Kalabar.”
			

			
				Okoh laughed. “Very well. That is close enough. I will be the pirate king, and you shall be my deputy and prime minister. Agreed?”
			

			
				A shooting star flashed across the sky and vanished. Seawolf stared into Okoh’s face, searching for deceit, then nodded.
			

			
				“Agreed. You are the pirate king, and I am your prime minister.”
			

			
				“Then you have made the finest choice of your life. Better to die on the altar of dignity and freedom than remain a slave forever.”
			

			
				“But, master, all this comes with dangerous haste. Must we flee tonight? Can we plan it so quickly?”
			

			
				“That is our advantage. Short notice prevents betrayal. And though I might once have wished to escape alone, the truth is that we need men. The larger our party, the safer we shall be when we reach the new land. If we wait until after tomorrow’s chop nut trial, the urgency that would drive the others to join us will be lost.”
			

			
				“Wise words,” Seawolf said.
			

			
				The two men clasped one another’s lower arms in a warrior’s grip, sealing the pact.
			

			
				“The night is already growing,” Seawolf said. “Come to the huts as soon as you can and speak to the men. When they see and hear you, they will believe you as I do. Who does not want a better life?”
			

			
				“I will come. I will bring as many guns as I can steal from the family armoury. Listen carefully. When I arrive, I will knock twice, pause, and then knock once more very softly. If it is not safe for me to enter, cough loudly and I shall withdraw and return later.”
			

			
				“Very well, master,” Seawolf replied. “I shall be waiting, waiting to begin what I have long hungered to do.”
			

			
				He watched Okoh descend first. Only when he was sure the younger Cobham had vanished into the darkness below did Seawolf begin climbing down after him.
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