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“A thrilling adventure story that reveals a family’s forbidden secrets. I couldn’t put it down!”

—Barbara Weisberg, author of Strong Passions

“Serpent Boy is a remarkable story—intensely felt and beautifully written.”

—David Black, award-winning novelist, journalist, and screenwriter

“Serpent Boy is a tremendous and eye-opening journey into a world of family secrets, heartbreak, and ancient traditions. If you want to be taken to lands magical and unknown, this is the book for you.”

—Alex Johnson, freelance writer

“Powerful! Serpent Boy will provide an education for new generations to recognize that the ancestral beliefs described in this novel must be abandoned.”

—Mamadu Lamarana Bari, PhD, associate professor at the Federal University of Mato Grosso, Mato Grosso, Brazil

“Serpent Boy reveals the unsettling realities of cultural ignorance that still thrive in our world, shedding light on the sad truths that persist today.”

—Don Privett, chairman at Boys Hope Girls Hope of New York
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About the Author

Throughout this book, you’ll encounter terms in Fulani, Mandinka, and Guinea-Bissau Creole. 

To enhance your reading experience, a glossary has been included at the back of the book, providing expanded definitions in addition to cultural and regional information.
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The strong smell of fresh cow dung, used to smear the floors, filled the room. It was a smell Maladho knew well, but that night, it kept him from falling asleep quickly. As he finally neared sleep, in that groggy, half-awake phase, a faint sound reached his ears. It was the muffled sobs of his mother, then her frantic whispering. “Shouldn’t we do something? They might kill the boy!”

“No need to panic,” came his father’s reply, his tone cool and calm. “They’re just taking him back home. Hush, let’s not disturb Maladho.” 

When he woke the next morning, he found his cousin Kamboda missing.



Chapter One
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The Whisper
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Maladho N’Gayou’s footsteps crunched through the dry foliage and grass, a crisp, rustling soundtrack on his journey toward the compound where his life’s story began. Now in his thirties, each step seemed to echo with the weight of years, drawing him deeper into the remnants of Kopiro, his childhood village, now just a shadow of its former self. He paused, eyes wide with a blend of disbelief and nostalgia, taking in the landmark of his once-vibrant home. With care, he pulled out his camera, the soft clicks of the shutter capturing the poignant scenes of a time that once was.

Nestled by the Koff Label River in the savanna of eastern Guinea-Bissau, Kopiro was the vibrant heart of the Mana province, known far and wide, connected to the brave Kopironkos tribe, and named after the legendary Queen Kopirondin Kumo. The stories and glory of Kopiro hung in the air, a quiet testament to a rich but fading past.

But as Maladho’s camera clicked, capturing the stillness, it was apparent time had taken its toll, leaving only memories behind. Nature had claimed the town, with plants and trees standing where laughter and life once filled the air. Even the animals seemed to stay away, leaving the village in peaceful solitude.

This was the first time he returned to the land of his early years, the land he and his mom ran away from to stay alive. He hoped to see many differences but never expected the reality he faced. If he could bring back the past, undoubtedly, he would have done so.

Maladho walked around the landmarks, seeing signs of mud huts. Maladho approached the old water well, a place full of memories from his childhood, and as he leaned in closer, a mix of earthy scents filled the air. The water seemed to ripple, as if it recognized him after so many years. His shadow reflected and danced. He remembered when he and his friends used to stand there and yell so they could hear their voices echoing. They used to have so much fun, until one scary day, a little girl tried to imitate them and fell into the well. The whole village rushed to rescue her. Thankfully, she was okay, just a few scrapes on her head. After that, Maladho wasn’t allowed to play near the well anymore. Some of the older folks in the village whispered that a restless spirit lived in the well who got upset and pushed the little girl just to scare the other children away.

Maladho turned to the stone where the women used to wash their clothes and scrub their heels. He used to sit naked on that stone to take a bath, where he spent most of the time singing and whistling. Grandmother N’naa-Sona used to tease him. “Shameless boy sitting here naked in broad daylight! No girl will want you, naughty boy!” she would say, joking.

Maladho left the well and went to the mango tree. The tree was still standing intact and in the same shape. The mango tree was a silent sentinel in the heart of the compound. He stood motionless as if he were talking to the tree about a serious business. It had some secrets he needed to know. If the mango tree could speak, Maladho would have asked it about the whereabouts of his cousin or what had happened the night they took him, the night when Kamboda mysteriously vanished when they were both eight years old. Standing in the exact spot where Kamboda used to sit brought forth the memories of that night.

Suddenly, a breeze rustled the tree’s leaves, and small branches snapped and fell, bringing Maladho out of his reverie. It felt as if the tree was trying to speak to him, to share the secret of what happened the night Kamboda was taken. It was a mystery nobody talked about. Even his parents, whom he trusted, hadn’t given him answers. They told him, “Kamboda was taken home,” and nothing more. Those words left him wondering, trying to picture the place that was meant to be called “home.” The more Maladho dug, the more afraid he became about Kamboda’s tragic destiny. He wanted to tell his mind that everything was a lie, a fabrication like the one he used to hear as a child.

Maladho turned and walked back to the truck where the driver was waiting, cool and patient. He didn’t look back at the town of his past. “Let’s go,” he said as he climbed into the truck. “I am sorry for taking so long.”

The driver shrugged and started the vehicle. “Never mind, I like this place. I was enjoying nature. Isn’t as bad as people describe it out there.” 

Maladho looked at him without saying a word. Kopiro had become bitter in people’s mouths and memories over the years. What he heard in Koyang when he was a kid during the days before he ran away was surreal and scary. Most talk about it, but they don’t know what really happened.

The car bounced and jolted on the rough road, swerving around large holes and fallen branches. After a bumpy ride, they finally arrived at Koff Label, the most beautiful river in Mana, and got out to take in the scenery. It stretched out to other provinces and had continuously fed the villages around it by providing tasty fish and watering their crops. After what happened, most of the water was gone, leaving just a small stream trickling eastward. The rest was mud, except for the Woudou area, a spot even the bravest villagers avoided. Under huge trees and thick vines, it was always shadowy and eerie. Even now, Woudou was still full of water, looking darker and more frightening than ever. It was said that whatever ended up in Woudou rarely made it out. 

People believed the river’s spirit guardian lived there. In Kopiro, every person, locals and visitors, had at some point seen the giant snake, known as the master of the river, slithering through the waters. The creature would slither from its hiding place on Fridays at noon to sunbathe. It was possible to see the colossal turtle in that place as well, which the elders said was the worker that dug the river. Kids weren’t sure what to believe, except that Woudou had something mystical in it.

After walking around the banks of the river, reliving the memories of his childhood, Maladho and the driver finally left. They drove off on the unpaved, bumpy road once again. Maladho put his sunglasses on and acted as if he were sleeping. After nearly two hours, he took them off and peeked in the rearview mirror. There was a cloud of thick, red dust billowing behind them as if chasing after the car, angry as though they’d taken something. The quicker they drove, the bigger and more dramatic the cloud of dust grew, swirling and dancing in the air like it had a mind of its own.

Maladho broke his long silence. “I spent my childhood in that abandoned village. I used to swim and play in that river.”

The driver glanced at Maladho with a look on his face that said he could sense Maladho’s special bond with the village and the river. But he couldn’t realize how much this connection had shaped Maladho’s life, the way he saw the world and other people. The driver couldn’t possibly know about the terrible thing that happened to Maladho’s cousin, something so terrible it almost cost Maladho his own life. What really happened there? he thought to himself as he watched the dust storm behind them.

The driver pulled him from his thoughts by asking, “Sir, what happened to the village?”

Maladho thought for a minute before replying. “Only my grandpa knows the answer to that.”

“Is he still alive?” the driver questioned, curiosity filling his voice.

Maladho chuckled. “I don’t know.” 

The driver may have thought Maladho faked the answer, but he was honest. Karamoko’s death was a mystery. He vanished and never came back. A hunter returned his clothes to the compound, which were found near the river. Maybe he drowned, or he killed himself. One thing was for sure, his body had not been recovered. People gossiped, saying different things depending on which side they supported. His followers would say that his forefathers took him to become the supreme sage like Kopirondin, the matriarch of Kopironkos, and he would return to conquer the world. His opposers believed the river took him as vengeance for the evil things he had committed.

After the journey, the truck rolled into the city as the evening began to settle in. Bissau was semi-dark, softly illuminated by the headlights of cars and the soft flicker of kerosene lanterns from street vendors. The streets were alive and bustling. Old Mercedes-Benz taxis filled the roads, moving like a swarm of ants, each one honking and rushing to grab passengers in a hurry. The air was heavy with the scent of diesel and the lingering heat from the day. In between all this hustle, there were the old vans, called toka-tokas, picking up folks who needed a cheaper ride. It was a busy mix of lights, sounds, and movement, everyone pushing forward in the dim glow of the city.

Street vendors zigzagged between cars and lined up along the sidewalks, each one eagerly showing off their goods. They called out their wares—homemade juice, cool water in squishy plastic bags, SIM cards, clothes, radios, and more—trying to get people to buy. Close to the curb, makeshift stalls of food and various goods added to the lively mix. The aroma of local dishes filled the air, mingling with the buzz of voices and laughter. It was a vibrant scene, each vendor adding their own color to the tapestry of Bissau at night.

When Maladho arrived at his home, his gatekeeper, M’bemba, went to turn on the generator since there wasn’t any light. The city lights weren’t reliable. If residents were lucky, they might have two hours of light after dusk. Most people had a generator, making the city noise nearly unbearable. With all those generators rumbling, the neighborhoods sounded like a construction site with heavy machines working all over the place.

After a shower, Maladho grabbed a quick snack and then dialed his mom’s number. “Hey Mom, good evening. I wasn’t sure if you’d be asleep already,” he said when she picked up.

“Hello, my boy,” Fenda answered, her voice groggy. “I was dozing off, but your call woke me. I was just thinking about you, wondering if you’d swing by for dinner.”

Rather than answering, he said, “Mom, you won’t believe it. Guess where I went today?” Too excited to wait for her guess, he said, “I visited Kopiro!” There was a pause on the other end. “Mom? Mom, you still there?” he asked, a bit worried.

Fenda was quiet, as if her mind was somewhere else.

“Hello, Mom? Can you hear me?” Maladho asked again.

“Yes, I’m here,” she replied, her voice now a bit stern and wide awake.

“Oh, I thought the call dropped,” he said, trying to lighten the mood.

“Maladho, I told you many times to avoid going to that place. You are so stubborn! This is the problem with you young folks who are educated in the white people’s land. You think you can just ignore our ways. You defy everything! You underestimate our reality,” his mom said, her tone full of concern, her frustration evident.

Maladho knew his mom had always been against him going back to Kopiro and understood she wouldn’t be happy about him not listening to her advice. “Mom, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just really wanted to see, after all these years, where I was born. I’m sorry,” he said gently.

“Maladho, my boy, you know I love you. But please, I can’t go through that pain again. You were so little when we left. Maybe that’s why you don’t understand why I don’t want you back there. But you must feel that Kopiro is still not a safe place,” Fenda replied.

“Okay, Mom,” Maladho said, hearing the concern in her voice. They talked for a bit more, and he promised to visit for lunch the next day.

After they hung up, he thought about his mom’s words. Although it had been many years, he still remembered the day they fled from Kopiro. Why can’t she just leave the past behind? he wondered. He turned on his laptop and plugged in his USB to transfer the photos he had taken in Kopiro. While looking through them, he noticed a blurry area in one of the pictures near the mango tree. He squinted and tried to zoom in for a closer look, but it remained too blurry to make out. Unsure what to make of it, he shut off his laptop and went to bed.

The generator’s rumble kept Maladho awake most of the night. When he finally fell asleep around four in the morning, his dream was troubling. He was in Kopiro, near the compound. Standing underneath the mango tree was Kamboda with a gloomy look on his face. Maladho ran toward him, but Kamboda started walking away, so he called out, “Kamboda, don’t you want to talk to me? I missed you, cousin! Where have you been all this time?” His cousin remained silent and kept walking, heading toward the river. Maladho ran after him. “Wait for me, cousin! I want to talk to you.” Kamboda never looked back.

Just when Maladho caught up, reached out . . . the alarm on his phone blared. He jumped out of bed and almost fell to the ground as he reached for it, grabbing the phone as he had been about to grab his cousin’s arm in his dream. 

Maladho found himself breathing heavily. He wiped the sweat off his brow and headed to the bathroom. He wanted to go back to sleep and talk to Kamboda to understand why his best friend was avoiding him! Instead, he showered, ate breakfast, and got ready to visit his mother for lunch, as promised.

He hopped in his car and headed to the Bandim neighborhood where she lived. On weekdays, the Chapa di Bissau intersection was usually a wild scene with cars zipping and zooming as if each driver was trying to grab a trophy for the most daring stunt on the road. Maladho smiled, thinking of his mom whenever they drive through the busy spot. “Is this the way they drive in other countries too?” she’d ask, her eyes sparkling with amusement. Then she’d laugh and joke, “If these cars had a choice, they’d probably drive themselves away from all this craziness!” She’d burst into laughter, which would fill the car, followed by her plea, “Oh gods, help us dodge this traffic madness!” To stay out of the traffic chaos, Maladho usually drove only at night or on the weekends, and since it was a Sunday morning, the streets were calm. There were just a few people going about their business, enjoying the peaceful morning.

When he arrived, his mom was outside, sipping on kinkeliba, a favorite hot drink. Kinkeliba is a West African sacred plant used for tea and herbal medicine. It is also known as the health tree or the plant of long life. Older folks often call it the drink of the gods because it can heal many sicknesses. Steam twirled up from her shiny silver cup, swirling and dancing in the soft breeze. The sweet smell filled the air, drawing in bees that buzzed around, almost like they wanted to take that yummy scent back to their hives. 

As he walked up to the house, children ran toward him with greetings and asking if he had brought them presents. Maladho smiled as he greeted them with hugs, giving them candy and then joined his mom to take tea.

Fenda was in her fifties but still full of vibrant energy. Life hadn’t been easy for her, especially after losing her husband, Demba, and fleeing Kopiro with her young son. She had worked as a cleaner at a mental hospital. But strikes and tough working conditions led her to start selling fish instead. Every morning, she headed to the Bandim port to buy fresh fish from the fishermen, known locally as Nyominkas, to sell at Bandim Market. 

Through all this, she managed to support Maladho’s studies in medicine in São Paulo, Brazil. Even when Maladho returned with a job at a big hospital, Fenda didn’t stop selling fish. Mama Fenda, as everyone called her, was known for her hard work and honesty.

He sat next to her and took a sip of his tea. “Mom, I’m sorry about yesterday. I know you were upset. I promise I won’t let you down again,” he said. He always tried his best not to upset his mom, knowing all the sacrifices she’d made since his dad passed away.

Fenda gave Maladho a loving look and replied, “Yes, son, I forgive you. But you need to be careful and avoid risks. Remember the old saying, ‘The blind man you bump into once will step aside the next time.’ I just want to live peacefully and forget about Kopiro.”

“I’m really sorry. It won’t happen again,” Maladho assured her.

“Come, sit on my lap,” Fenda said with a smile.

“Mom, I’m a grown man now, and I weigh 209 pounds!”

They both burst into laughter, the mood lightening with their shared joy. Fenda’s eyes stayed on Maladho, with a look he recognized as one she got when she was thinking of her late husband. Maladho’s height and strength mirrored his father’s, and his skin was a stunning deep brown, like the velvet night sky. His nose was long, his eyes wide and full of life, telling silent stories. His smile, effortless and bright, seemed to light up the space, much like Demba’s used to.

She had told him once that she could see the essence of Demba living on in him, especially when Maladho smiled or stood with confidence. He wore his style casually but smartly, with his long sleeves neatly rolled up and his crisp white shirt tucked into a pair of stylish gray shorts. It was clear, even in the way he dressed, a part of Demba’s spirit was woven into Maladho.

She sighed. “My son, when will you get married? I want to see your child before I die.” 

“No worries, Mom. Next year, by this time, you will be happy. I will bring you a beautiful daughter-in-law,” Maladho replied, smiling.

“Hurry up! I can’t wait, my handsome doctor.”

They chatted for a while before Maladho decided to ask his mother about his dream. It was bothering him, and he wanted her advice. “Mom, I had a dream this last night,” he said.

“A dream about what?” Fenda asked.

“I saw Kamboda. He was upset and was avoiding me.”

Fenda sighed. She closed her eyes for a few minutes as though deep in thought. She then replied, “Poor soul. He must be distraught wherever he might be. But remember, it was just a dream.”

He wanted to ask more but decided not to pursue the topic any longer after seeing how talking about Kopiro upset her. He could tell that even though many years had passed, Fenda was still traumatized. Maladho, on the contrary, wanted to understand exactly what had happened to his cousin. 

As he sipped the hot kinkeliba, he looked up at the sky. He felt nostalgic about the years he spent in São Paulo. The sky was the same shade of blue as at Praça do Relógio when studying at the university. He used to stare at it, lost in many thoughts to distract himself from thinking about Kamboda’s disappearance. He was doing it again now. Although Fenda was talking to him, his eyes remained fixed on the sky as he watched birds fly in formation.

He was interrupted by the sound of girls passing by to fetch water at the nearby well. Two of them walked up and knelt as a sign of respect. They greeted Fenda and Maladho and shook their hands before walking away.

Fenda followed them with her eyes and asked, “Son, what do you think about Binta, the girl on the left? She is the older sister, and she is both beautiful and polite.”

“Mom, again? I told you, I am in love with someone. You will meet her soon.”

“Do you want to bring someone here from Brazil? Toubabou?” asked Fenda. “I heard white people don’t let others play with their kids. I wouldn’t get to play with my grandchild! She will never help me cook jamboo or braid my hair.”

“Who told you that? It’s not true!” Maladho chuckled.

“I like Binta,” Fenda continued, as if she hadn’t heard him. “She reminds me of your aunt Tombom when she was young. She is so pretty, and I am sure she will give us beautiful kids.”

“By the way, where is Auntie Tombom now?” Maladho asked, changing the subject.

“I don’t know her whereabouts.” She paused. “Poor Tombom, she went through a lot.”

Maladho didn’t ask more questions, wanting to keep the mood light. He stayed with his mom until dark, leaving after dinner. As he turned the last corner to his house, Maladho’s car lights shone on something strange in the darkness. Right in front of his home, there was a weird, shimmering shape. He hit the brakes hard, and his car screeched to a stop. He stared for a few seconds, but then the strange shape vanished into the shadows over his house. 

Breathing fast and heart pounding, Maladho quickly tried to reach his mom on the phone, but the call wouldn’t go through. “Ugh! Damn it! Why can’t these stupid phone companies fix their networks?” he grumbled, slamming the phone against the car dashboard in frustration.

M’bemba swung the gate open as Maladho drove up. Leaning his head out the window, he asked, “M’bemba, have you seen anything weird around here tonight?”

M’bemba shook his head. “No, sir, just the usual wind. Is everything okay, sir? You seem a bit shaken.”

Maladho tried to brush it off. “No, it’s nothing. Just wondering. You know, sometimes the dark makes your mind think of weird things.” He parked and quickly got out of his car before rushing into his apartment.

N’damesse, his girlfriend, was on the couch watching TV. Her petite frame was dressed casually in a snug gray skirt and crisp white blouse, always effortlessly stylish and captivating. Even lounging, her confident posture exuded youthfulness and determination. Her beauty was striking, with her chocolate-colored skin and sharp nose, yet it was her intelligent gaze that truly set her apart. She turned that gaze to him now, likely seeing the fear on his face. “Honey, why are you out of breath? What happened?”

“I am just tired, and I was running up the stairs,” he replied. He was bothered by the image he saw outside. But he sat on the couch next to N’damesse and tried to put it out of his mind. Maybe the wind raised the dust to form that weird shape.

In the middle of the night, as he lay awake thinking, he put two and two together: the blur in the picture the night before looked like the shimmering image he saw outside that evening. He quickly got out of bed and headed to the living room. He turned on his laptop and searched for the picture. It was still there! Something unexplainable. He still couldn’t tell what it was. However, the more he looked at it, the stranger the spot appeared. He zoomed in on the picture again.

This time, he put on his reading glasses and focused. “Strange,” he mumbled. An undefinable image was standing right there when he shot the picture. He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. He put his glasses on again and stared at the image. It was the same thing he saw while driving. He put his face in his hands and tried to figure out what it was. He studied medicine, had seen corpses and other horrible things. But what he saw tonight was nothing like he had ever seen. It was mysterious, creepy, and terrifying.

N’damesse moved gracefully into the living room, like a sleek cat. “Baby, what’s up? It’s almost three in the morning, why are you still up?” she asked, concerned. “What’s on your mind?”

“It’s just work stuff. One of my patients is very ill. I’m not sure he’ll make it through the night,” Maladho said, not wanting to worry her about the strange thing he’d seen.

“Hey, it’s okay, you can’t fix everything. You need your rest too,” N’damesse reassured him, giving him a comforting kiss on the forehead. She gently led him back to bed.

But Maladho barely slept that night, his mind stuck on the strange shadow. The wind kept howling, and a loose metal sheet clanged outside, making it even harder to rest.

In the morning, N’damesse gently shook him awake. “Maladho. Maladho, it’s time to get up, baby.”

“Ah, let me sleep a bit more. That noise outside kept me up. Can you ask M’bemba to fix that metal sheet later?” he groaned, still tired. He had planned to have the day off, knowing he’d be tired from his trip. He rolled over and got a little more sleep. Eventually, he got up for a shower. 

When he came into the kitchen, he found N’damesse had made breakfast.  As he sat down to eat, he came to a decision. “N’damesse, I know we planned to go out today, but something’s come up. I need to see my mom.”

“But you just got back from there yesterday! You promised today would be our day,” N’damesse said, clearly upset.

“I’m really sorry I can’t keep my promise. We’ll go out later, okay?”

She sighed in defeat. “I guess you’ve already made up your mind.” But her tone made it clear she was suspicious.

“Please, don’t think I’m lying. I just need to talk to my mom about something serious,” Maladho tried to explain.

“Why can’t you tell me what it is? I’m your girlfriend. Shouldn’t you trust me?” N’damesse asked, half-joking, half-serious.

“It’s just a mother-son thing, nothing to worry about,” he said, hesitating to tell her the real reason. He still didn’t want to worry her with what he saw last night. “I’ll be back soon.”

When he got to his mother’s house, Fenda wasn’t home. He tried calling her a bunch of times, but there was no signal. One of the neighborhood girls said Fenda might be at the market, so Maladho drove off, his car kicking up dust and gravel.

When he got to the market, his nose was greeted by a cacophony of smells. There was the strong smell of fresh fish, the clean scent of vegetables, and the many aromas and spices of other foods all mixing together in the busy, noisy market. He found Fenda, busy with her fish, getting ready for the day. “Mom, good morning.” he said as he approached.

Fenda looked up, surprised. “Oh! What brings you here, Maladho?”

“I needed to see you.” 

“You look troubled. What’s the matter?” she pressed.

“Mom, I really need to figure something out. You’re the only one who can help,” Maladho pleaded.

“Let’s talk in your car then.” She took his hand as they walked over.

Once seated in the car, Maladho shared the details about the weird image he saw. 

Fenda held his hand, trying to make him feel better. “Relax, son. I’m here for you. Don’t let fear get the best of you,” she soothed him.

He opened his laptop and showed her the photo. “Look at this, Mom. Tell me I’m just seeing things. This can’t be a mere coincidence. This image from Kopiro is the same as the shimmering figure I saw last night,” Maladho insisted, zooming in on the picture.

Fenda studied the photo. “Maladho,” she said gently, “what you’re showing me is probably just a blur from moving the camera or a leaf drifting past just as you were about to snap the picture. It’s nothing. As for the shimmering image, perhaps you were drunk last night, and you saw the dust raised by the wind and associated it with the figure in the picture. By the way, you should stop drinking,” she added.

“Mom, I don’t drink anymore.” Maladho grew frustrated. “It feels like something’s after me,” he insisted.

“Maladho, please. I’ve told you so many times not to go to Kopiro. You went anyway, thinking you’re all grown up. And now you are bothering me with this conversation,” she scolded.

“Mom, I just need some information—” Maladho started, but before he could finish, Fenda opened the car door and went back to her fish stall, leaving him alone with his thoughts.

Maladho sped off, his car tires screeching on the tarred road. He drove so fast that he ran over some trash on the street and almost hit a person walking. “Why won’t she trust me?” he muttered, hitting the dashboard and steering wheel in frustration. His car swerved a bit, almost hitting the curb. Other drivers saw him driving carelessly and honked at him.

Suddenly, his phone rang. It was N’damesse, but he didn’t answer. The phone rang again, and he was now very annoyed. He grabbed it to turn it off but saw it was his mom this time. He hesitated, not sure if he wanted to listen to more of her warnings. Finally, he answered.

She spoke first. “Hello! Maladho, are you there?”

“Yes, Mom,” he said after a pause.

“I’m sorry you’re upset. Please come back. We need to go somewhere.”

Maladho made a quick U-turn and headed back to the market. His mom was waiting with a black plastic bag. “Let’s go to Antula. We’re going to see Uncle Ossanti,” she told him.

“Mom, I don’t think we need a sorcerer. I just need one little piece of information to solve this puzzle.”

“Just drive, Maladho. You get into trouble because you don’t listen,” she said firmly.

They drove off the main road into Antula, bumping along a rough path toward big kapok trees. They parked under their shade. Beneath the trees, it was nice and cool, with little bits of sunlight coming through the leaves. The air smelled clean and a little like wet dirt and foliage. The soft whispering of the trees made it feel calm and mysterious, as though it were a secret place.

There, under the trees, sat an old man smoking his pipe, the smoke curling up into the air. He wore a red cloth wrapped around his head and another one covering his body. As they walked toward him, he spat out black tobacco.

“N’yu Ossanti, good morning,” Fenda greeted, waving.

“Morning. Is that my daughter, Fenda?” the old man asked.

“Yes, it’s me, Uncle,” she replied.

“What brings you here so early?”

“We’ve come to see you. You know we can’t face the world without your guidance,” Fenda said as she approached him for a hug.

“Oh, Fenda, you’re truly blessed by the gods, a real Kopironko.” They hugged, and then he hugged Maladho too. “Doctor, please don’t let me die before the festival,” Ossanti joked. They all laughed. “Is he still as stubborn as ever?” he asked Fenda, still chuckling.

“Yes, he’s as hardheaded as they come,” Fenda agreed. “Uncle Ossanti, I brought your favorite fish,” she said, handing him the bag.

“Ah, you read my mind, Fenda. I was just wondering what to eat with my rice today. Thank you.” Ossanti took the bag gratefully. They sat quietly for a bit. Uncle Ossanti didn’t need to ask why they were there. He chatted away, arranging his little figurines and masks. Inside the bag with the fish, Fenda had also packed some brandy. He spotted the bottle, grinned, and took a sip. “This is a good day!” he declared.

After more casual conversation, Uncle Ossanti finally got down to business. “You are not here just to visit me.” He nodded and turned to Maladho. “Come here, my hardheaded boy.” Maladho approached him, and he laid his hand on Maladho’s head, lifting his hand and placing it again, repeatedly, as he performed the ritual. Uncle Ossanti shook his head. “I smell fear and anxiety. Don’t let the fear consume you, son. In addition, Kopironkos never fear. We do not want the past to repeat itself.”

He must have seen the worry in Maladho’s eyes because his voice softened as he said, “Don’t worry, son. We occasionally face moments like this of fear and confusion, but it reminds us that we have battles to fight, gods to fear, and forefathers to honor. I will look it up carefully and diagnose it, then let you know.”

Ossanti’s words put Fenda and Maladho at ease and they relaxed. The conversation turned casual again and a few minutes later, they left. But on the drive back to the market, Maladho’s thoughts were still swirling.

As he dropped her off in front of the market, he tried to convince Fenda before she got out of the car. “Mom, regardless of what I saw last night or what happened back in Kopiro, we should talk about it because we all know what may have happened.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I mean about Kamboda.” He paused. “This can’t be a permanent taboo.”

“Son, please don’t be as stubborn as your grandpa, who started this for no reason.” She paused and wet her lips. “I told you to let it go, let it pass. We don’t want more trouble. I know how hard it was to be able to bring you up and survive till now.”

“Do you prefer to see other kids face the same thing? Let’s fight this and end everything. It is the best we can do to bring our pride back. To some extent, I know what happened, but I need more information!”

“So, you know what happened when you were just a little boy?”

“I overheard the conversation in the Koyang when Grandpa was arguing with Jaigol.”

“That means you do know what happened! Son, that was just the smoke. The fire had started years before you were born.”
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The Offering
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Years ago, Bakar Kumo was the boy everyone in town knew. He was popular not just because he was the son of the Kopironkos leader, Karamoko, but also because he was extremely good-looking. Bakar was fit and strong, with a bright smile, and amazing in every way.

Kaawu-Garanké’s daughter, Tombom, was considered the most beautiful girl in Mana, and everyone wanted her as their wife. Rich and powerful families asked him for her hand in marriage. Rumors flew that he had made a deal with the spirits or that he wanted her to marry someone from another world! Some even said spirits turned into princes to win her over. But Kaawu-Garanké had other plans, and everyone was buzzing with guesses until he finally said who he wanted Tombom to marry. 

Kaawu-Garanké was from Guyankos, the infamous tribe known for stealing. A true Guyanko must steal, and that makes them proud; they show their bravery when they steal, not just anything, but something precious. Despite Kaawu-Garanké’s origins in that tribe, he was a man of character, hardworking, and committed.

Tombom would tell her parents she was going to get water from the stream, but she was really meeting Bakar. They would sneak off to the edges of Kankelifa, a place not too far from Kopiro, and sit under a tambakoumba tree, chatting and enjoying their secret time away from everyone else.

Once, under the tree, Tombom was resting her head on Bakar’s lap and looking up at him with a smile. The sweet smell of tambakoumba fruit was in the air, insects buzzed around, checking out the yummy fruit, while the trees whispered and birds chirped as if they were gossiping about the couple. “My Bakar,” Tombom called him. She sat up and leaned against him. “My father had a family meeting last night.”

Bakar looked down at her, curious. “What was the meeting about?”

“My fate.”

“Hmm! Who’s the lucky guy?” He chuckled.

“Stop it, it’s serious,” she said. “My dad has gone crazy. I don’t know who’s filling his head with this stuff.” She got quiet and looked down at her hands in her lap.

Bakar gently lifted her chin. “Hey, look at me. Don’t worry, I love you, and I’ll do anything to stay with you, no matter what.”

Tombom smiled sweetly at him. “My dad said only the champ of the wrestling match can marry me. And you’ve never wrestled. How will you win that tough match?”

Bakar was stunned. “Are you serious? The Kopirondin Festival champ?” He paused then sat up a little straighter. “I’ve never wrestled, but I’ll try for you,” he said bravely.

Tombom leaned in closer. “I don’t want anyone else but you. I want us to be together forever. But it seems impossible. Should we run away and start fresh somewhere else?” she suggested.

“Never. I’m a true Kopironko. We don’t run. I’ll fight and win if that’s what your dad wants,” Bakar declared.

He went home that evening worn out, lying awake, his mind racing for a way to win Tombom’s hand. He was up against a huge challenge. Wrestling wasn’t his thing, and the competition was just three months away.

As the sun rose, Bakar eagerly got out of bed, ready to head to the farm. His adopted cousin, Demba, was also preparing to go. The two were around the same age and had a close relationship. Demba’s past was a secret; he had been taken in by Karamoko when he was sick and seeking refuge. He was brought in on a donkey-pulled cart and has been welcomed under Karamoko’s care ever since. 

They walked to the farm in silence, and Demba kept glancing at Bakar with concern. When they arrived, Demba turned to his cousin and asked, “Brother, are you ok?”

Bakar seemed distracted when he answered, “I am fine, just tired.”

“Hmm, you usually excitedly fill me in on your dates with Tombom as soon as you finish saying hello. Your date yesterday not as good as usual? Tell me,” Demba said.

Bakar didn’t respond.

“Don’t mind women. They drive you sometimes. They make sure you love them, and a woman like Tombom loves you, and she doesn’t want to share you. Beautiful women are greedy,” Demba said. He chuckled and tapped his cousin on the shoulder.

That speech didn’t move him at all, and Bakar barely reacted. Demba’s laughter died away and he took on a more serious tone. “Bakar, tell me. I am your brother. I will help you if I can.”

“I know, but you can’t help me with this.”

“What is that? Just tell me.”

Bakar sighed and relayed the conversation he had with Tombom and his plans to learn how to wrestle.

Demba grinned and clapped his cousin on the back. “Brother, we can try. It seems complicated, but it’s not impossible. Don’t worry! We will start training after work.”

Bakar gave him a skeptical look, but there was a hint of a smile on his lips.

After work, they entered the bush and went straight to the kapok tree. Demba clapped his hands and shuffled his feet on the soft brown sand. “Bakar, this is our lesson number one. Always be prepared. Let’s get to it.” His tall, muscular form dropped into a fighting stance.

“Wow, wow, calm down!” Bakar held up his hands to calm his cousin. “Do you think a little knowledge will function in that competition? I need a real trainer, not an amateur, because winning the competition is my only chance to marry Tombom.” 

Demba just laughed and tackled his cousin to the sand without warning. “Lesson number two: Never underestimate an opponent,” Demba said.

On the floor, Bakar groaned. “Hey, hey, hey, calm down; it hurts.” He laughed and decided to give it a try.

Over the next three months, Demba taught him how to wrestle, and Bakar soon realized that Demba knew a lot more than he originally claimed. No one in Kopiro had seen Demba exhibit this level of skill, and he wondered how his cousin had mastered the sport and yet had never competed in the festival. Bakar set a training goal to best Demba in combat, a difficult task considering how tough his cousin was. Every day, Demba put him through heavy and skillful training. He was amazed by his own progress, but by the end of the second month, Bakar still couldn’t pass the combat test. He was strong and fast but lacked the most important thing: concentration.

During one particular training session, Demba took Bakar down again. Demba held out a hand to help him up, but Bakar slammed his arms in the sand in frustration. “How am I supposed to do this? It has been two months, and I still haven’t achieved my training goals. I can’t pass!”

Demba replied calmly, “Brother, I know you can make it. Everything should be calculated, that’s why your head is on top of your body. Clear your mind and focus. Don’t think about anything else except winning.” He held out his hand again. 

This time Bakar took it. He brushed himself off and took a deep breath, centering his state of mind. Releasing the breath from his lungs, he squared off again with his cousin.

After an epic battle, Bakar took Demba down for the first time. After the fight, the two of them sat panting and sweating, but Demba had a bright grin on his face.

“You made it. Congratulations! You are a great pupil and a fast learner,” Demba said.

“Thanks, master,” Bakar said, still panting.

“Please, call me cousin, the way you always have.”

“Demba, my beloved cousin, why have you never competed in the festival knowing you have all these skills?” Bakar asked.

“For no particular reason. I just don’t want to do it,” Demba replied.

“Where did you learn wrestling?”

After a long silence, Demba responded, “My father.” Demba had never shared his past or talked about his father with anyone except Karamoko. Karamoko was the only one who knew it and kept it secret.

“May I know who your biological father is?” Bakar asked.

Demba looked at him, his face strained and eyes showing a glint of anger, and shook his head. “It is not that important. I am just glad Karamoko accepted me and loved me, and I am grateful for that.” 

“Well, alright, as you said so, cousin.”

Demba had been training Bakar nonstop for weeks, getting him ready for the big day. During the training, Demba taught him secret moves that only Demba’s dad knew. Yet, to ensure Bakar was ready, there was a final test: Bakar needed to wrestle a wild giant hog. They set out early, heading to the swamp in search of giant Kopiro forest hogs, strong animals that could weigh as much as six hundred pounds. Bakar’s task? To wrestle one to the ground using just his hands.

As they waited, hidden under leaves and grass, Demba warned him, “These hogs are like an unstoppable force, always ready to show off their power. It will be tough, but I believe you can prevail.” He gave his cousin an encouraging slap on the back.

The sun rose, and they heard the beasts coming. Those Kopiro hogs didn’t dodge anything; they always wanted to fight. A massive hog came close to where they lay, crashing through the bushes and sniffing around suspiciously.

Without hesitation, Bakar leaped out and grabbed the giant beast. Just like Demba said, the hog didn’t back down. The others ran around, grunting and squealing. The fight was wild. Bakar and the hog, neither scared nor holding back, wrestled fiercely. The hog’s tusks sliced Bakar’s arms, but he didn’t notice. It was like a noisy tank battle, the ground shaking and plants flattening under them.

Then, swiftly, Bakar flipped the beast over and pinned it down. The hog grunted, defeated on the ground and still making an effort to fight back, but Bakar held it down tightly. Moments later, he let the hog go; it ran away, squealing.

Bakar had passed his final test! Thanks to the adrenaline rush, he didn’t even feel his wounds, but Demba quickly made a healing paste from herbs and applied it to his cuts. They left the swamp in high spirits. Demba felt Bakar was ready for the competition.

Bakar was all set to try to win Tombom’s heart in the upcoming wrestling match. He had the moves, the strength, and even some secret techniques, but he felt something was still missing. He needed one more thing—his dad’s blessing, so that the gods and ancestors could accompany him on his journey.

After his family finished their meal that evening, Bakar asked his dad to speak in private. They entered the hut, and Bakar sat on the floor while Karamoko settled on a goat-skin mat.

Karamoko looked at him, a look of worry on his face. “Tell me, son.”

Bakar cleared his throat. “I want to make you proud, Dad,” he started. His father’s eyes lit up, sensing something big was coming. “I am considering joining the Kopirondin Festival wrestling match this year.”

Karamoko was stunned, his eyes widened. “Bakar, you have never wrestled, yet you want to compete. Really? Is this what you want to tell me?” he asked.

“Yes. I’ve been practicing in secret. I’m ready, but I need your blessing,” Bakar explained.

A war of emotions crossed his dad’s face, a mix of confusion and excitement. He sighed. “If it is real that you want to join, that is fine.” He paused. “I remember how great it felt when I won the contest three times as a young man.” He paused again before continuing, “You may have been practicing, but you have no idea how tough it is! You know it’s a tough competition, right?”

Bakar nodded confidently.

Karamoko looked at his son and made his decision. “I grant you my blessings, may the soul of Kopirondin accompany you, may the ancestors stand by your side, and may the gods choose you over the crowd,” Karamoko prayed and blessed him. “Son, winning would make any family proud. But listen, if you won, there’s a rumor about a special prize—a cherry on top of the victory cake. It is tanaa, forbidden. Stay away from that cherry. Enjoy your victory and the honor but leave that fruit alone. It’s off-limits for us.”

Bakar quickly agreed. His spirit felt lighter, and he was one step closer to fulfilling his dream. “Thank you, Baaba.” He kneeled and kissed his father’s feet, and Karamoko grabbed him, lifting him.

The Kopirondin Festival was the most exciting time of the year, happening between November and December just after the rainy season, when all the crops are harvested and there is plenty of food to go around. It was a celebration to show gratitude to their ancestors and the gods, and to remember Queen Kopirondin’s bravery, for without her, their world wouldn’t be the same. The festival would have games, fashion, art, magic, music, and storytelling. But the highlight was the wrestling match, a showcase of prowess and power. The best wrestler got the popularity and the opportunity to marry beautiful women.

This year, there was only one woman everyone was buzzing about, a girl whose beauty was like no other. They said when Tombom smiled, it was like the stars twinkling at night, and her skin shimmered like the sun’s rays by day. Some even whispered she was a magical being, a jinni, because she was just too stunning. But with such beauty came danger. A long time ago, a wise sorcerer had warned her dad to keep her safe because her charm not only attracted admirers but also jealousy.

As the festival’s eve arrived, a cloud of dust rose in the distance. People from every village were heading to Kankelifa, the host of this year’s festival. Demba and Bakar were among the crowd, riding in on their horses. The village was like a rainbow that had touched the ground. Each hut was a splash of happy colors. Their walls—which were covered in clay and smoothed over with cow dung, making them strong and cool inside—were painted in blues and greens and reds and more, creating true pieces of art. The roofs were made of straw, snug and cozy. And everywhere you looked, fabrics of every color fluttered in the breeze. They hung from poles along the road and from the houses, waving as if saying “hello” to everyone who passed by. It felt like the whole village was throwing its arms wide open, ready to welcome the guests.

The festival was a celebration of colors and joy, a tribute to the gods. Drums beat tirelessly, creating a rhythm that pulsed through the crowd. The village overflowed with offerings of food and the finest palm wine, a generous display of gratitude to the gods of the land and rain. Women, looking like vibrant flowers in bloom, graced the streets. Their smiles, made unique by their bright teeth on dyed gums, were like rays of sunshine. Intricate braids, adorned with beads and shells, crowned their heads, and their skin, caressed by black soap and shea butter, glowed under the sun’s gaze.

But the real expectation was for Tombom’s appearance. When she finally arrived on the second day, the crowd was captivated, drawn to her like flowers to sunlight. She was so stunning that her beauty seemed almost unreal, like a masterpiece painted by the gods. Her elegance was the kind that made the sun pause in the sky and the breeze whisper more softly. Some men, completely mesmerized, forgot their manners and wrestled in the streets, hoping for a mere glance from her. If not for the vigilant guards, the admiration for her might have turned the festival into chaos. Indeed, even the sun seemed to bow in respect, hiding behind clouds to offer her a gentle shade, acknowledging that her beauty was the true highlight of the day.

Kaawu-Garanké may have been short and sturdy, but you could tell he was once a
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