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Dedication

For every child who ever looked up at a cloud

and saw a story waiting to be told.
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​​The King's Longing
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A long, long time ago, in a peaceful village surrounded by mountains and rivers, there lived a mighty king. This king had three wives, but not a single child. Every day, he looked out from his palace and sighed, wishing he had a son to become king after him.
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The mighty king surveys his kingdom, longing for an heir to carry on his name.

"I must have a child," the king said one day. "I need someone to carry my name and rule after me."

He sent for Jegbedu, the wise Babalawo who could speak to the spirits. Jegbedu came with his staff, his charms, and his talking drum.

"O great king," said Jegbedu, "the spirits say you shall have a son. But... I cannot tell you which wife will give birth to him."

The king nodded. "What must I do?"
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​​The Magic Stew
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Jegbedu the Babalawo presents the enchanted stew to the king, its steam rising like whispered prayers.

Jegbedu brought a special pot of stew made with secret herbs and whispered magic words over it. "Each wife must eat this stew. It will help them get pregnant," he said.

But two of the king's wives—his oldest ones—were jealous of the youngest wife. "If she doesn't eat this stew," one of them whispered, "then the king's child will surely come from one of us."
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Laughing secretly, the two jealous wives devour the entire pot of magic stew, licking it clean.

So while the youngest wife was away, the two older wives ate the whole pot of stew, giggling as they licked the pot clean.

Later, when the youngest wife found the empty pot, she cried and cried. "What have I done to deserve this?" she wept. But she refused to give up. She scraped the very bottom of the pot with her fingers and licked whatever was left.
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In grief and determination, the youngest wife scrapes what remains from the bottom of the pot.
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​​The Stolen Heir
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Months passed, and all three wives became pregnant. The two older wives each gave birth to baby girls. The youngest wife also went into labor—but something strange happened.

When it was time to give birth, the two older wives insisted on helping her alone. No one else was allowed in the room.
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In the shadows of candlelight, the two jealous wives carry out their cruel and secret plan.

Late that night, they stole her newborn baby boy and replaced him with a large stone. Then they took the baby deep into the forest and left him under a tree.

When morning came, the king was told that his youngest wife had given birth to a stone.

"A stone?" the king asked in disbelief. "That is unnatural!"

"She must be cursed," said the two jealous wives.

And so, the youngest wife was banished from the palace and became an outcast. She was sent to live in a tiny hut at the edge of the village, and everyone was told to stay away from her.
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​​A Child Found in the Forest
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But far away in the forest, something wonderful happened.

Ikumejakako, a kind old Babalawo who gathered herbs in the forest, found the baby wrapped in cloth and crying under a tree. "Who would abandon such a beautiful baby?" he asked. He picked the child up and took him home.
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Ikumejakako, a kind and wise healer, gently uncovers the abandoned infant beneath the ancient trees of the forest.
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