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    To the ancestors—who endured the sea, the chains, the sorrow, and still chose to rise.May their names never fade.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Freedom is not a destination.It is the journey we choose again each dawn."
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​Chapter 1 – The Night of the Drums
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The drums began long before the moon fully rose, echoing through the valley with a rhythm that felt older than the soil itself. They throbbed through the trees, through the night air, through the very bones of the village as if calling every living soul to remember who they were.

Sengbe Pieh stood at the edge of the dancing circle, his chest rising with each beat, the firelight gleaming off his brow. Tonight was supposed to mark the end of the harvest—the season when the earth had given generously and the people of Mani Whi sang thanks to the ancestors. But for Sengbe, the celebration held a different meaning. His father had told him, with the quiet pride of a man passing a torch, that the time was nearing when Sengbe would have to step forward as a leader.

“You’ve hunted well this season,” his father had said that afternoon, gripping his shoulder with rough hands. “You’ve fed the village. You’ve proven yourself. Soon, they will look to you.”

The weight of that expectation pressed on Sengbe even now, heavier than the carved spear resting in the crook of his arm. He was only twenty-five rains old, but the elders spoke of him like he had already crossed into manhood. The truth felt more tangled. He could run down an antelope across half a ridge. He could track hoofprints through dry leaves without snapping a twig. But leading people—guiding them, protecting them—was a burden different from hunting, measured not in strength but in judgment.

Children darted past him, laughing, dust rising behind them like trails of gold in the firelight. Women with beaded sashes swayed near the center, their arms lifting gracefully as they spun through the dance. The men beat on the “kambaya” drums, their hands striking in steady, layered rhythms that mimicked thunder rolling over distant hills. Smoke curled upward into the darkening sky, carrying with it the smells of roasted yams, palm wine, and warm earth. Everything about the night felt alive.

Yet Sengbe’s gaze kept drifting to the forest line beyond the huts.

The shadows looked thicker tonight.

“Why so serious, brother?” Fala asked, coming up beside him with a grin as wide as the river. Fala, older by three seasons, had always been the reckless one—loud, joyous, and drawn to mischief. Tonight he wore a red cloth tied across his brow, signaling his intent to dance until his legs gave out.

Sengbe forced a smile. “I’m thinking.”

“That’s your problem,” Fala laughed. “Thinking when you should be celebrating.” He pointed to the women beginning the circle dance. “Especially when she is watching you.”

Sengbe followed his gaze and felt his stomach tighten. Kaia, with her long braids swinging and her face glowing with firelight, moved with effortless grace. She smiled at him—quick, teasing, warm. Sengbe looked away, pretending he hadn’t noticed.

Fala slapped his back. “You can face a leopard alone in the brush, but you fear one woman? What kind of leader is that?”

“A cautious one,” Sengbe muttered, though a smile tugged at his mouth.

Fala snorted. “No leader was ever born from caution.”

The drums intensified, and the circle widened, dancers stepping in and out with the confidence of people who believed their world intact and protected. Sengbe wanted to let the rhythm pull him in, to silence the thoughts twisting in his chest. But an uneasiness clung to him like a thorn at the edge of a garment—small, unseen, but impossible to ignore.

He scanned the treeline again.

Nothing moved.

Yet his instincts—the same instincts that had saved him many times in the forest—whispered that something was wrong.

A warm hand slid into his. Kaia. She had stepped from the circle, sweat glistening along her hairline, her eyes bright as the stars overhead.

“You’re standing here like a carved statue,” she teased. “Come dance.”

He hesitated. “I have too much on my mind tonight.”

“Then dance until your thoughts leave you,” she said simply, tugging him forward.

He let her pull him in.

The drums swallowed him whole. Their steps fell into the rhythm, the ground vibrating under their bare feet. The flickering fire painted them in strokes of amber and gold, shadows stretching and collapsing with every sway. For a brief moment, as Kaia’s laughter lifted above the music and the village swirled around him in motion and light, Sengbe let himself forget the weight pressing on his shoulders.

Forget the shadows at the forest’s edge.

Forget the distant rumors of coastal raids.

Forget the stories of white-skinned men with thundersticks and chains.

He let himself be here—home, alive, dancing.

But the wind shifted.

Sengbe froze mid-step.

The drums did not stop, but something beneath them shifted—another rhythm, faint, discordant, crawling through the distant trees. A rustle. A thud. A sharp cry cut short.

His heart slammed in his chest.

He grabbed Kaia’s wrist. “Did you hear that?”

She frowned. “Hear what?”

Another snap of a branch. This one closer.

Sengbe’s hunting instincts sharpened instantly. He turned his head slowly toward the treeline. Nothing visible—yet the darkness felt wrong, like something crouched inside it, holding its breath.

He sensed danger the way animals sense storms.

“Fala!” he barked.

His friend stopped dancing, chest heaving, laughter dying on his lips. Sengbe motioned to the trees. Fala’s face sobered instantly.

Then—

A flame erupted from the forest.

Followed by another.

Then screaming.

The drums staggered to a halt.

“What is that? Who—?” Kaia began, but her voice choked as shadows burst from the trees—men armed with muskets, machetes, torches blazing in their hands. The raiders poured into the clearing like a flood, shouting in Portuguese and broken trade-tongue, faces hard and eyes hungry.

Gunshots shattered the night.

Huts ignited in sudden fire.

Villagers scattered, shrieking.

Sengbe grabbed Kaia and shoved her behind him just as a musket cracked again, the sound tearing the air like lightning splitting a tree.

“RUN!” he roared.

The Night of the Drums—the night meant for celebration—collapsed into chaos.

And before dawn broke, everything Sengbe knew of home, freedom, and the world itself would be torn away.

The world had become fire.

Sengbe shoved Kaia toward the far path leading to the river, but the smoke was already rolling across the ground, thick and choking. Women clutched screaming children. Men scrambled for spears that were no match for muskets. The crack of gunfire was deafening, echoing off the clay walls of the huts as flames leapt from thatched roofs.

“Go!” Sengbe shouted again, trying to push Kaia forward, but she froze, staring at the blaze swallowing her family’s hut.

“My mother—she’s inside—”

Before he could stop her, she broke free and sprinted toward the flames.

“Kaia!” Sengbe lunged after her, but Fala grabbed his arm.

“No! You’ll die!” Fala yelled, eyes wild. “The raiders are everywhere!”

A bullet tore through the air, splintering a wooden post inches from them. The two men ducked instinctively. Through the smoke, Sengbe saw Kaia disappear behind a curtain of fire, and his stomach twisted with helpless fury.

“Let me go!” he snarled, trying to pull away.

Fala yanked him closer. “If you go in, you won’t come out. We need to reach the others. There are still children unaccounted for!”

Another musket fired. Someone screamed. The terror was spreading like spilled oil.

Sengbe forced himself to move.

The two men sprinted toward the lower huts, weaving between burning debris and ducking behind overturned baskets and smashed clay jars. Shadows darted across the village as raiders grabbed anyone they could, binding wrists with rope, dragging captives toward the trees.

Sengbe spotted a group of children hiding behind a woven grain bin, eyes wide and tear-streaked. “Come!” he hissed. “Follow me. Stay low.”

They crawled out as embers drifted down like malicious fireflies. He herded them ahead while Fala guarded the rear, hurling a stone at a raider who ventured too close.

For a moment, Sengbe thought they might actually make it.

Then the sharp smell of burning sap filled his nose, and a torch came sailing through the air.

It struck the grain bin and exploded into flames.

The children shrieked. One stumbled, falling to the ground.

Sengbe scooped the boy up without slowing and ran harder, lungs burning, heart pounding like a war drum.

They reached the edge of the village—only to skid to a halt.

A line of raiders blocked the path.

Eight men, muskets slung over their shoulders, machetes glinting in firelight. Their leader—a tall man with a scar running across his cheek—stepped forward with a cruel grin.

“Parar,” he barked. “Stop.”

Sengbe shifted the child in his arms and stepped back instinctively. Fala raised his spear, though both men knew it was useless. The raiders had already reloaded their weapons.

The scarred leader nodded once.

Two muskets rose.

Sengbe braced for the blast—

But a sudden roar rose behind them.

From the smoke-choked village came the elders and remaining hunters, launching themselves into a desperate counterattack with spears and axes. Their war cries cut through the chaos as they descended on the raiders from behind.

Gunshots thundered. Spears flew. Men collided, shouting, fighting, falling.

Sengbe didn’t hesitate.

“Now!” he barked to Fala and the children. “Run!”

They broke into a sprint as the fighting behind them exploded into violence. The boy in Sengbe’s arms sobbed into his shoulder. Fala guided the rest of the children through the brush, shouting directions over the noise.

But escape was a short-lived illusion.

More raiders waited ahead—silent, disciplined, emerging from the darkness like shadows with iron grips. One seized Fala by the arm, clubbing him across the jaw. Another caught Sengbe around the waist, wrenching the child from his hold.

“NO!” Sengbe roared, twisting violently.

Two more raiders rushed him, forcing him to the ground. His cheek slammed into the dirt. A knee crushed into the back of his neck. Rope cut into his wrists as they bound him swiftly and efficiently.

Fala, dazed and bleeding, was dragged beside him.

Sengbe struggled, muscles burning, teeth clenched with rage.

“Let them go,” he growled through gritted teeth. “They are only children.”

A raider laughed and kicked him hard in the ribs. The scarred leader approached, breathing heavily, the torchlight flickering across his face.

“You fight well,” he said in rough Mende, his accent thick and foreign. “Good. Strong men sell for more.”

Sengbe glared up at him. “We are not for sale.”

The leader shrugged, amused. “Tonight, you are.”

Behind them, the fires consumed the village in a roaring inferno. Huts collapsed. Drums cracked and fell silent. The smell of smoke, blood, and burned wood filled the air.

The Night of the Drums was gone.

And as the raiders dragged Sengbe and the others toward the forest path, ropes biting into their skin, he understood that he was no longer a hunter or a protector.

He was prey.

Taken.

Claimed.

Stolen from the rising sun.

The raiders moved with terrifying efficiency, dragging their captives through the forest as if they had done this a hundred times before. The night swallowed their footsteps, but the echoes of destruction behind them—crackling fire, dying screams, collapsing huts—followed like ghosts.

Sengbe’s wrists burned against the rope. Every tug sent another sting spiraling up his arms, but he refused to cry out. His breath came hard and fast, chest tight from smoke inhalation, ribs aching where the raider had kicked him. Fala stumbled beside him, blood trickling from the cut on his forehead.

“Stay awake,” Sengbe whispered hoarsely.

Fala grunted. “I’m... awake.” He blinked sluggishly. “Just dizzy.”

The children they had tried to save had been separated into another line farther ahead, herded by raiders with machetes. Their quiet sobs drifted back through the trees, piercing the night more sharply than any gunshot.

Sengbe strained against his bonds again—testing them, not expecting freedom, just refusing to accept this new reality without resistance. The ropes cut deeper. The raider behind him yanked hard.

“Pare de lutar,” the man snarled in Portuguese. Stop fighting.

Sengbe didn’t understand the words, but the tone made the meaning clear.

The march continued for what felt like hours. The forest thinned gradually, the canopy opening to patches of faint starlight. Smoke from the destroyed village drifted overhead like a mourning shroud. Sengbe tried to mark their path—counting steps, remembering the direction of the moon—but the constant shoving and the chaos behind them jumbled his sense of distance.

At last, the group reached a clearing where several other groups of captives were already assembled—men, women, children, all tied, bruised, terrified. Some wore the markings of distant villages. Others had clearly been taken earlier in the night.

A campfire burned at the center, illuminating more raiders and a large wooden palisade towering behind them.

A holding point.

A temporary stockade.

The place where freedom ended.

The scarred leader barked orders, and the captives were forced into a line near the fire. Sengbe stumbled but kept his footing. The raiders began sorting people—men on one side, women and children on the other. Anyone who resisted was struck with the butt of a musket or the flat of a blade.

Kaia was nowhere in sight.

His chest tightened painfully at the thought. He had seen her vanish into the flames. He didn’t know if she had escaped, been captured, or... worse. The uncertainty cut deeper than the ropes.

A raider grabbed Sengbe by the chin, turning his face side to side as if inspecting livestock. He nodded, muttered something to the leader, and shoved him forward.

Fala was thrown beside him, coughing.

“We need a moment,” Fala whispered through clenched teeth.

“For what?” Sengbe murmured.

“To think. To plan. To escape.”

Sengbe’s jaw clenched. “There will be a moment. But not now.”

The raiders dragged the men toward a smaller pen within the clearing—a crude structure made of tall stakes lashed together. Inside, the ground was dirt, trampled by the many who had been imprisoned before them.

As the gate slammed shut behind them, the finality echoed deep in Sengbe’s gut.

Roped. Caged. Surrounded by armed men.

He had become everything he feared.

The remaining fires from the village glowed faintly in the distance. His home. His family. His life.

Gone in a single night.

A murmur rose among the captives—prayers, whimpers, frantic calls for family members separated in the chaos. Sengbe leaned back against the rough wooden stake, closed his eyes, and forced his breathing to steady. Panic would get him killed. Despair would break him.

He needed a clear mind.

Needed to see past the present moment.

Needed to survive.

As he sat there, listening to the foreign voices of their captors, a realization cut through the smoke and pain:

These men weren’t acting alone.

This was not merely a raid.

It was a system—a machine fueled by money, orders, and markets far beyond the reach of the forest. These raiders fed captives into something much larger, something he did not yet understand.

But he would.

And when he did, he would fight.

The night deepened. The drums had fallen silent. The world had split in two—before and after.

Sengbe lifted his head, eyes burning but unbroken.

This was not the end of his story.

It was its violent beginning.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2 – Taken Under the Cotton Tree
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Dawn crept slowly across the forest, pale and indifferent, washing the world in a cold gray light. The sun rose as though nothing had happened—no screams, no fire, no shattered lives. Only the smoke drifting above the treetops betrayed the ruin left behind.

The raiders moved the captives before the first full rays broke the horizon. Hurried. Efficient. As if delivering goods rather than human beings.

Sengbe stumbled as the rope linking him to the others pulled tight. His wrists were raw. His ribs ached with every breath. Behind him, the line of captives stretched like a broken serpent—men, women, children, elders dragged from their homes while the ashes were still warm. Some limped. Some cried openly. Others stared blankly, hollow and defeated.

The forest trail sloped downward until it opened into a clearing dominated by a towering cotton tree—ancient, sprawling, its branches stretching like arms across the sky. To the Mende, the cotton tree was sacred. It was where elders prayed, where spirits were believed to listen, where stories of ancestors were spoken aloud.

To be brought here in chains felt like an insult carved into the soul.

Sengbe slowed, staring up at the massive trunk scarred by time and lightning. The raiders jabbed him forward with the butt of a musket.

“Move.”

He clenched his jaw but obeyed. The cotton tree’s roots twisted across the ground like the veins of the earth itself. Children stumbled over them, their small bodies shaking with exhaustion. A woman near the front of the line collapsed beside one of the roots, her legs giving out. A raider seized her arm, dragging her upright. She screamed—not in pain, but in despair. Her husband was somewhere behind Sengbe in the line, but the raiders refused to let them walk together.

Fala leaned close, keeping his voice low. “Under this tree... they’re counting us.”

Sengbe glanced around. More raiders stood near the trunk, marking lines in the dirt with sticks, muttering among themselves. One held a ledger. Another carried a branding iron, its metal tip dark and cold—for now.

Cargo.

They were being cataloged as cargo.

A sickness rolled through Sengbe’s stomach. He looked toward the cotton tree again. Its leaves rustled softly in the morning breeze, as though whispering warnings through the air.

This place had once been sacred.

Now it was a waypoint for stolen lives.

A raider with a scarred forehead walked down the line, occasionally prodding someone, sometimes striking those who lagged. When he reached Sengbe, he paused—studying him the same way a trader might appraise a strong ox.

“Bom,” the man muttered. Good.

He moved on.

Sengbe refused to lower his head. His gaze stayed fixed straight ahead, burning with a quiet defiance that he could not afford to speak aloud.

Around him, villagers whispered prayers. Some called the names of missing family members. Others stared at the cotton tree as if asking it to remember them—so they would not disappear into history without leaving a trace.

When the counting finished, the scarred leader raised his voice.

“Rápido! March!”

The line jerked forward again. Sengbe stumbled with the movement and turned just enough to see the cotton tree fade behind them—the last familiar landmark between freedom and the unknown.

They marched through dense forest paths as the sun climbed higher. The heat gathered under the canopy. Insects buzzed. Sweat and fear mingled in the air. The raiders set a punishing pace, forcing the captives to walk faster than their bodies could handle.

At one point, they crossed a stream, the water cool against their ankles. Sengbe’s thirst clawed at his throat, but he wasn’t allowed to stop or drink. A child slipped in the mud and fell face-first into the water, sputtering. The line halted briefly as a raider yanked him up by the back of his neck.

The boy’s terrified eyes met Sengbe’s, pleading.

“We will survive this,” Sengbe whispered, barely audible. “You must stay strong.”

The boy nodded, though tears streaked through the dirt on his cheeks.

When the march resumed, the trees thinned again, and the distant smell of salt rose on the wind.

The sea.

Sengbe’s heart pounded.

He had heard stories told by traders—stories of white-skinned men with thundersticks who stole people and carried them across the ocean in ships as dark as storm clouds. He had thought those stories belonged to other places, other fates.

But the closer they came to the coast, the more the truth sharpened.

He was being delivered to the factories.

Men and women were being marched not to a rival chief, not for ransom, not for political dispute.

They were being taken for sale.

The trail curved sharply, and suddenly the canopy opened to reveal a sprawling barracoon compound in the distance—wooden walls, watch towers, foreign flags fluttering above roofs of palm thatch. Even from afar, Sengbe could see the gates, the guards, the clusters of people inside the pens.

A holding point for slaves.

A final stop before the ships.

Fala inhaled sharply beside him. “So it’s real.”

Sengbe felt the air leave his lungs.

“Yes,” he said quietly. “It’s real.”

And the sea wind carried with it the heavy scent of destiny—and chains.

The march toward the coast grew harsher as the morning burned into midday. Sunlight filtered through the canopy in white-hot shards. The captives’ shadows stretched thin across the forest floor as they walked, each step a reminder of the distance growing between who they were and what they were being forced to become.

The raiders kept a relentless pace. No rest. No water breaks. Anyone who slowed too much received the back of a musket. Anyone who stumbled too often was dragged rather than allowed to collapse.

By noon, the distant cries of gulls cut through the heat-thick air.

They were close.

The trail opened into a dry ridge overlooking a vast sweep of marshland leading to the coast. The Atlantic glimmered in the distance—a sprawling sheet of blue, sparkling as if nothing monstrous had ever happened upon its waters.

Below the ridge sprawled the compound.

Even from above, it was unmistakable. High wooden palisades. Guard towers built from stripped logs. Dark silhouettes of men patrolling the perimeter. Smoke drifted from cooking fires inside. Beyond the walls, a long path cut toward the shoreline where canoes and small boats waited—ready to ferry captives to the larger ships anchored farther out.

A Portuguese flag fluttered in the wind above the compound.

Lomboko.

Sengbe had heard that name only in rumors—hushed conversations between passing traders, stories told by elders as warnings: Avoid the coast. Avoid the slavers at Lomboko. Men who go there do not come back.

Now there was no avoiding it.

The line descended the ridge, the raiders shouting orders and shoving captives who faltered. Sengbe’s feet slid on loose dirt, but he kept his balance. Every muscle in his body screamed from exhaustion, but beneath the pain ran something sharper—rage, cold and steady, burning hotter than the midday sun.

They reached the base of the ridge and crossed a narrow bridge over stagnant water. The stench rose thickly—mud, rot, sweat, fear. Crocodiles lurked near the surface, their eyes glimmering like small suns.

Fala muttered under his breath, “Even the beasts wait for the weak.”

Sengbe gave a small nod, though his gaze never left the compound ahead. “We must not be counted among them.”

Another raider struck them forward.

As they approached the gates, a man stepped out from behind the palisade. Tall, lean, dressed in European clothes—white shirt, dark vest, breeches. His skin was dark, like theirs, but his posture, his expression, and the pistol at his hip marked him as someone who had chosen a side long ago.

An African collaborator.

He looked over the captives with the detached assessment of someone reviewing merchandise. His eyes paused briefly when he reached Sengbe and Fala.

“Strong,” he said to the scarred leader in broken Portuguese. “Good for the factories. Good price.”

The raider chuckled. “Better than the last group?”

“Much.” The collaborator smirked. “These men will fetch more in Havana than a bag of gold.”

His words landed like stones.

Fala spat at the ground. “They put a price on us like cattle.”

Sengbe’s jaw locked. “They will learn cattle can fight.”

Before either could say more, the collaborator stepped closer, looking Sengbe in the eyes with surprising curiosity.

“What village?” he asked in the local tongue.

Sengbe said nothing.

The man’s gaze hardened. “You will speak. If not today, then tomorrow.”

He motioned to the guards. The gates creaked open, revealing the world within—and every Mende captive instinctively recoiled.

Inside the palisade were four large pens constructed of timber and rope. Dozens upon dozens of kidnapped Africans were crammed inside—some newly taken, some who had been there long enough to appear half-starved. A group of women wailed when they spotted the new arrivals. Children clung to each other. Elders sat slumped against posts, eyes dulled by despair.

The noise hit like a wave—screams, sobs, commands barked in Portuguese and broken Krio. Firewood crackled. Footsteps shuffled across hard-packed dirt. Whips cracked in the distance where a man was being punished.

A living nightmare contained within wooden walls.

The raiders herded Sengbe, Fala, and the others through the gates. The collaborator stepped ahead of them, motioning toward a smaller enclosure on the left.

“Men here,” he ordered. “Women and children there.”

The captives were pulled apart—wives from husbands, brothers from sisters, parents from children. Some clung desperately to one another. The guards tore them apart with mechanical indifference.

Sengbe scanned the faces around him as he entered the men’s pen—but Kaia was nowhere.

His heart tightened painfully.

He didn’t know if she was alive, dead, taken somewhere else, or lost in the forest. He imagined her trapped in another pen, calling for him. He imagined her collapsing in their burning village. The uncertainty gnawed at him like an open wound.

The gates to the men’s pen slammed shut behind them with a heavy finality.

Inside, the ground was trampled, muddy, saturated with the tears and sweat of those who had already spent days or weeks here. Some captives eyed Sengbe and the new arrivals with pity. Others with resignation. One older man nodded at him, a silent welcome that carried the weight of fate.

“We need a plan,” Fala murmured once they were shoved deeper into the pen.

Sengbe nodded. “Yes.”

But his eyes stayed fixed on the compound around them.

The guards.

The layout.

The movements of captives being taken to and from the barracks.

The path leading to the boats.

Every detail mattered. One day, they might be the difference between life and death, freedom and chains.

The collaborator turned and spoke quietly to the scarred leader. Sengbe caught only a few words in Portuguese—“new shipment,” “good condition,” “ready tomorrow.”

Fala swallowed hard. “Tomorrow?”

Sengbe didn’t look at him. His gaze followed a line of captives being dragged toward a holding shed. Some were beaten for resisting. Others shuffled obediently, too broken to fight.

“Yes,” Sengbe whispered. “Tomorrow.”

Tomorrow would decide their fate.

Tomorrow, they would be loaded onto the ships.

Tomorrow, they would be taken far beyond the reach of the cotton tree, beyond the forest, beyond the land where their names were known.

Tomorrow, they would become shadows carried across the sea.

Sengbe’s fists clenched until the ropes bit into his skin.

Tomorrow would not come easily.

Not for him.

Not for any of them.

The first hours inside the pen passed like a slow suffocation. The sun climbed above the compound walls and beat down on the captives, turning the enclosure into a blistering trap of heat and despair. Sweat dripped down Sengbe’s back, stinging the raw cuts on his wrists. Flies buzzed around open wounds. Children whimpered in the distance, separated from their families and left to tremble among strangers.

The air smelled of fear—sharp, sour, unmistakable.

Around Sengbe, the men settled into uneasy clusters. Some knelt in prayer, whispering to ancestors for protection. Others stared numbly at the dirt as if hoping to sink into it. A few paced near the edges of the pen, studying the guards’ patterns the same way Sengbe did—watching, measuring, calculating.

“Six guards at the gate at all times,” Fala murmured beside him. “Four more walking the perimeter. Two in the tower.”

Sengbe nodded. “And more near the sheds.”

Fala sighed and rubbed the blood from his temple. “Too many.”

“For now,” Sengbe said quietly.

He scanned the compound again, absorbing every detail. How the guards loaded crates near the shore. How the collaborator moved between the barracks and the pens. How the overseers shouted in Portuguese and occasionally in broken local dialects, barking orders like they were training animals rather than handling human beings.

Every movement felt rehearsed. Practiced. Efficient.

Sengbe began to understand: this place wasn’t chaos. It was a machine—one designed to crush people into silence before sending them into the belly of the ships.

A sudden commotion erupted near the far pen. Three new captives—young men, strong—refused to enter their assigned area. They pulled back, wrenching against the ropes, shouting defiantly. One tried to tear free. Another lunged at a guard.

It happened fast.

A whip cracked like lightning.

One man dropped to his knees with a scream, back torn open.

A raider clubbed the second across the face. Blood sprayed.

The third tried to run. He made it three steps before a musket fired. The sound slammed through the compound, echoing off the palisade walls.

The young man fell forward, motionless.

Everything froze.

The birds quieted. The guards paused. Even the waves on the nearby shore seemed to hush themselves.

Sengbe felt the shock ripple through the captives—fear, grief, fury, all at once.

The raider who fired the shot lowered his musket and shouted something the captives didn’t understand. But the meaning was clear.

This is what resistance earns you.

The collaborator walked over to the dead man, clicked his tongue, and waved for the body to be dragged away.

Sengbe breathed slowly, forcing the fire in his blood to settle.

Not now. Not yet.

Fala leaned close, voice barely a whisper. “If we fight now, they kill us all.”

“I know,” Sengbe said.

“But if we wait...” Fala hesitated.

Sengbe clenched his jaw. “There will be a moment.”

Fala nodded, though uncertainty clouded his eyes.

Across the pen, an older man with graying hair and deep-set eyes approached them. His walk was steady despite the ropes biting into his wrists.

“You two,” the man said softly. “You fight with your minds as well as your strength. I saw that.”

Sengbe studied him. “What is your name?”

“Kolanga,” the man replied. “From a village near the river. I was taken three moons ago. I have watched many come and go. Some survive. Most do not.”

Fala swallowed. “How long do they keep us here?”

Kolanga shook his head. “Until the ships come. Or until the slave buyers decide. Some are taken coastward within days. Others wait weeks.”

“And the women?” Sengbe asked.

Kolanga’s expression darkened. “Some are sold here. Some shipped. The children follow them. Families are never kept together.”

Sengbe felt his stomach twist again. He looked toward the other pens, searching for any hint of Kaia. There was no sign of her.

Kolanga placed a hand on Sengbe’s shoulder. “Do not let your heart run ahead of your feet. If she is alive, you will find her. But you must stay alive first.”

The simple truth hit like a stone.

“We will not accept this fate,” Sengbe said.

Kolanga nodded. “Then listen. Watch. There are weaknesses in this place. But they change. What worked last season may not work now.”

“What do you know?” Fala asked.

Kolanga pointed subtly with his chin toward the seawall where the smaller boats were tied. “The path to the water is always the easiest to guard. Men think of escape in one direction only.”

“The sea,” Sengbe murmured.

“Yes,” Kolanga said. “But there are other paths. Old ones. Ones they do not use now, but still exist.”

Sengbe’s pulse quickened. “Where?”

Kolanga leaned closer. “Not yet. I will show you. But not while their eyes are sharp.”

Before they could ask more, a whistle cut through the compound.

Guards approached the pen.

The collaborator followed behind them, a sheet of parchment in hand.

“Men!” he called out, voice carrying a cold authority. “Prepare yourselves. The ships want strong bodies. Tonight, you will be inspected.”

A wave of dread swept through the captives.

Sengbe felt the tension coil in his muscles. Inspection meant selection. Selection meant transport.

Transport meant the sea—the place from which very few ever returned.

He looked at Fala. Fala looked back.

The truth settled between them:

The time for waiting was ending.

Soon, they would have to decide whether to endure or to risk everything.

Sengbe tightened his fists until the rope dug deeper into his skin.

He would endure.

But he would not surrender.
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​Chapter 3 – The Slave Barracoon

[image: ]


The gates of Lomboko creaked open at dawn, and the captives were driven from their pens like herds of tired cattle. The compound, which had seemed monstrous the day before, now revealed its true scale in the sharp morning light. Rows of huts built from rough timber formed narrow alleys. Smoke rose from cookfires tended by guards, not captives. Everywhere, the sound of misery echoed—coughing, crying, muttering, the soft thud of fists against earth as someone collapsed.

Sengbe took it all in as they were marched toward the central barracoon.

The barracoon was a long, low building constructed of thick logs, roofed with palm thatch hardened by sun and age. The place stank—of sweat, blood, urine, sickness, hopelessness. A guard swung the door open, and the captives were shoved inside.

Darkness swallowed them immediately.

The interior was cramped, humid, almost airless. A single thin beam of daylight filtered through a hole in the roof, illuminating dust motes that drifted like ash. Dozens of men sat or lay on the dirt floor, their eyes dim, their bodies thinned by starvation or fever. Some rose weakly when the new captives entered. Others didn’t move at all.

Fala murmured, “These men... they are barely alive.”

Sengbe stepped carefully among them, scanning faces, searching instinctively for anyone from his village. He found none. Just strangers—broken, stripped of identity, holding on to life with hands too tired to grip anything else.

A man near the far wall coughed violently. Each breath rattled as if his lungs were filled with stones. Another man rocked back and forth silently, muttering a prayer that sounded cracked and incomplete.

Sengbe knelt beside him. “Brother?” he whispered.

The man didn’t look up. His eyes were distant, unfocused. “My name... I had a name,” he said. “I... I can’t remember it now.”

Sengbe felt a chill course through him. This place wasn’t just taking bodies. It was stealing the mind itself.

The guards shoveled a meager ration of cassava paste into a wooden trough near the door and barked something unintelligible. The captives scrambled toward it in a desperate frenzy. Hunger had reduced them to instinct. Men clawed at the food with their hands. Others shoved their way in. A few fell before even reaching the trough.

Sengbe took a step forward, but Kolanga’s voice stopped him.

“Eat, yes. Fight for scraps, no. That is how you lose yourself.”

Sengbe turned to see the older man settle himself near a corner where fewer men crowded. He motioned for Sengbe and Fala to sit. “We will wait until they finish fighting, then take what remains.”

Fala frowned. “What if nothing remains?”

Kolanga’s eyes were tired but steady. “Then we keep our strength for the next meal instead of wasting it on chaos.”

Sengbe nodded and waited, though hunger clawed at his stomach like a trapped animal.

Minutes later, the crowd thinned, and the trough held only small clumps of cassava paste. Sengbe scooped a bit into his hand and passed the rest to Fala. It was barely enough to dull the ache, but it was something.

A groan echoed behind them. A young man lay curled on the ground, shaking uncontrollably. His lips were cracked, his skin burning with fever.

“He won’t make it to the ships,” Fala whispered.

Kolanga lowered his voice. “The sick are thrown into the marsh. The buyers will not pay for broken bodies.”

The words landed like stones.

Fala swallowed. “Can we help him?”

“There are herbs that might help,” Kolanga said, “but they are outside the walls. And the guards do not allow us near them.”

Sengbe watched the young man tremble. He felt the weight of helplessness press against his ribs. He was used to being strong, to solving problems with action. Here, strength meant nothing. Everything was controlled—food, movement, life, death.

He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, reminding himself why he had to endure.

The raiders wanted their captives to become ghosts—empty, obedient, without memory.

He would not be the ghost they created.

He would not forget his village.
He would not forget his father.
He would not forget Kaia.
He would not forget who he was.
He would live—not merely survive, but return.

The door to the barracoon slammed open again. More captives were shoved inside. Sweat and heat rushed in with them. A guard shouted something in Portuguese and slammed the door shut once more.

Kolanga leaned close. “Tonight, they will take some of us to the branders. Tomorrow or the next day, they will begin loading men onto the canoes. That is when escape is most dangerous—and also when desperate men try.”

Sengbe nodded slowly. “Then we must watch. Listen. Learn. There must be a way.”

Fala rubbed at the rope burns on his wrists. “Even if there is a way... it may cost us our lives.”

Sengbe turned to him, eyes steady. “We are dead already if we do nothing.”

Silence settled between them.

Every man in the barracoon knew the truth: survival meant sacrifice. Escape meant facing death. Staying meant a slow descent into something worse.

But Sengbe had already made his decision.

He would not break.

He would not accept the fate chosen for him.

He would return home.

Even if he had to carve the path with his bare hands.

Night settled heavily over Lomboko, turning the compound into a tomb of shadows. The barracoon absorbed the darkness like a living thing. There were no lamps inside, no torches—only the faintest glow slipping through cracks in the walls, barely enough to outline the shapes of the men around Sengbe.

The sounds of nighttime in the compound were different from those of a free village. There were no drums, no laughter around fires, no voices telling stories. Instead there were coughs—wet, rattling, endless. The shuffling of bodies as men tried to find a less painful position on the hard dirt. Occasional whimpers. Sometimes screams.

Twice, guards opened the door to drag out the dead.

Fala leaned his head back against the wall, eyes half-closed. His breath came in short, tired bursts. “This place kills faster than a blade,” he murmured. “Even the strong men shrink in here.”

“They want us weak,” Sengbe said. “Weak men sell for less trouble.”

A soft voice spoke from the darkness. “It is not only weakness. It is forgetting.”
Kolanga shifted closer, his silhouette barely visible. “Many who arrive here fight for the first day. Some for two. But after three, most begin to lose themselves. They stop speaking. They stop remembering home. They stop being men.”
Sengbe felt that cold truth settle heavily in his chest.

Kolanga continued, voice low and steady. “The raiders know this. The buyers know this. This barracoon is not just walls. It is a sickness. One meant to crush the spirit before the chains.”

A few men nearby stirred at his words, listening even though their eyes remained shut.

Fala exhaled slowly. “So what are we supposed to do? Just wait for them to break us?”

“No.” Sengbe’s voice was firm, even in a whisper. “We remember who we are.”

Kolanga hummed quietly in agreement. “Memory is rebellion here.”

But memory alone couldn’t dull the hunger, or the thirst, or the heat that suffocated their strength. Hours passed with no food and only a single cup of stale water shared among too many hands. The fevered man in the corner worsened, his breathing turning ragged. No one could help him.

The stench of sickness grew thicker.

A guard’s voice barked outside. Heavy boots approached. The door swung open, spilling torchlight into the barracoon.

Two guards entered with a collaborator trailing behind them. The collaborator carried a small wooden box and a branding iron. He scanned the faces of the captives with calculating coldness.

“Stand,” he ordered in the local dialect. “All of you. Now.”

Sengbe pushed himself up, muscles protesting. Fala stood beside him. Kolanga rose more slowly but with stubborn dignity.

The collaborator pointed at several men—ten in total. “These first.”
When he gestured toward Sengbe, Sengbe’s stomach tightened but he stepped forward without faltering.
The selected men were led outside into the night. Sengbe and the others squinted as the firelight hit their eyes, transforming the compound from shadow to flame. The branding pit glowed like a mouth of molten heat. Beside it, the iron lay across a bed of coals, turning from black to deep red.

Fala stood behind Sengbe, breathing hard. “They mark us like animals.”

Kolanga’s voice—dry, steady—came from the end of the line. “The mark means nothing. What a man truly is, no iron can change.”

One guard laughed at the word “man” and jabbed Kolanga in the back.

Sengbe felt fury boil inside him, but he held it down with iron discipline. Rage was a blade that had to be sharpened, not used blindly.

One by one, the captives were forced to kneel beside the pit.

The collaborator griped at them in Portuguese, then barked a command. A guard grabbed the first man and yanked his arm out. Another pressed the glowing iron against the flesh just above his shoulder.

A scream tore the air.

The stench of burnt skin rose thick and nauseating.

Fala flinched. Sengbe set his jaw.

A guard looked over at Sengbe and smirked, as if enjoying the anticipation of pain more than the act itself.

Another scream. Another burn. The iron returned to the coals.

When it was Sengbe’s turn, two guards stepped forward. The collaborator nodded approvingly, as if Sengbe were nothing more than another strong-bodied commodity. “Bom,” he murmured again. “Very good.”

Sengbe knelt.

One guard seized his arm. Another lifted the iron.

The world narrowed to heat.

To breath.

To resolve.

The iron came down.

Fire exploded through Sengbe’s flesh, but he bit down on his jaw so hard that his teeth ached. His eyes burned. His breath caught—but he did not scream.

A guard cursed under his breath. “Stubborn,” he muttered.

The collaborator raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

Sengbe stood shakily when they released him, pain searing down his arm. Fala was next. He screamed—once—but caught himself halfway, choking the cry down.

Kolanga endured silently, though tears streamed from his eyes.

When it was done, the guards shoved them back toward the barracoon. The world was blurred by pain and smoke, but Sengbe forced himself to stay alert. He had to. Pain was temporary. The mark meant nothing if he lived long enough to make them regret it.

As they re-entered the dim barracoon, Sengbe paused and glanced up through the cracks toward the night sky.

A half-moon hung low, pale and distant.

He whispered a vow under his breath—words no overseer could ever take from him:

“I will live. I will endure. I will return.”

The night after the branding felt endless. Every breath Sengbe took sent a fresh wave of heat throbbing through the raw burn on his shoulder. The smell of scorched flesh clung to him and the others, rising from their skin like smoke from dying embers. Anywhere else in the world, a wound like this would have been tended with herbs, water, something to cool the fire. Here, the pain was left to fester. Here, suffering was part of the process.

By morning, the air inside the barracoon had grown even more oppressive. Sweat glistened on foreheads. Men shifted restlessly, unable to find comfort on the packed dirt. The fevered young man from the night before lay motionless, breath shallow.

When the guards opened the door at midday to distribute the thin ration of cassava and water, no one moved toward it with the same frantic urgency as before. Hunger gnawed at their stomachs, but pain, exhaustion, and despair dulled even the instinct to fight for food.

Still, Sengbe forced himself to stand. Forced Fala to stand. Forced Kolanga to take water in slow, steady sips.

“Your body needs strength,” Sengbe said quietly. “Strength becomes the mind. And the mind becomes the chance.”

Kolanga looked at him with something like respect. “You speak like a leader.”

Sengbe shook his head. “I speak like a man who refuses to die here.”

As they ate what little they were given, the door slammed open again. A new group of captives—mostly boys and young men—was pushed inside. Their clothes torn, their wrists raw. Many bore fresh wounds that bled openly down their arms and backs.

One of the boys, no older than thirteen, stumbled and collapsed beside Sengbe.

A guard struck him on the back of the head. “Up!”

Sengbe caught the boy before he fell face-first into the dirt. The boy trembled violently but managed to stay kneeling.

When the guards left and the door closed, the barracoon dimmed again.

The boy whispered in a shaking voice, “How long must we... stay in this darkness?”

Sengbe didn’t answer immediately. The truth was hard: until they were taken to the ships.

“Not long,” Kolanga said softly, stepping closer. “Days, maybe. Weeks, if the ships delay. But there is still air in your lungs. There is still strength in your bones. That is enough for now.”

The boy nodded, though fear darkened his eyes.

Fala sat down beside Sengbe, rubbing his own burn. “Kolanga,” he said quietly, “you spoke of old paths. Ways out. Are they real? Or only stories told by desperate men?”

Kolanga kept his gaze on the boy as he answered. “They are real. But guarded. And dangerous.”

“Everything here is dangerous,” Sengbe said.

Kolanga inclined his head in agreement. “True. But the old paths are not near the boats. They run through the marsh. Through the swamp. Where the guards do not like to go.”

Fala frowned. “The marsh is full of crocodiles.”

“It is,” Kolanga replied. “And still safer than the sea.”

Sengbe leaned forward, lowering his voice even more. “Show me where. Show me when.”

Kolanga hesitated. Pain flickered across his features—old pain, older than Lomboko. “I tried once. With three men. The marsh swallowed them. I was the only one who lived.”

Sengbe’s jaw tightened. “So it is possible.”

Kolanga sighed. “Possible is not the same as likely.”

“Likely does not matter,” Sengbe said. “Only the chance.”

Silence settled over the men as they absorbed the words. Around them, the captives stirred restlessly, some whispering prayers, others muttering names of loved ones back home.

Names that grew fainter by the day.

The barracoon door burst open again that evening, startling everyone inside. A group of guards entered and pointed at several men—including Sengbe, Fala, Kolanga, and the young boy.

“You,” one guard growled. “Inspection.”

A spark of fear crackled through the captives. Inspection meant the buyers had arrived.

The guards dragged them outside into the harsh light. Several buyers stood waiting—men dressed in European clothes, faces pale, eyes cold. They carried ledgers and metal tools. One lifted Sengbe’s chin roughly, examining his teeth. Another pressed his thumb to the brand, nodding in satisfaction.

Strong. Healthy. Profitable.

Fala’s face twisted with disgust. Kolanga stared straight ahead, jaw locked tight.

The youngest boy trembled visibly.

A tall European man—a buyer—placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder and spoke in Portuguese to the raiders.

The boy understood none of it, but Sengbe did. He had begun to understand small fragments.

“Too small,” the buyer said. “Hold him for the next ship. Maybe sell him inland.”

Sell him inland.

Separated. Alone. Forever lost.

The boy’s breath hitched. Sengbe felt the burn on his own shoulder throb with fury.

The guards pushed them back toward the barracoon. The older buyers moved on to inspect the next group.

Inside the pen, in the dim and suffocating gloom, Sengbe sat again, breathing hard.

The barracoon seemed to shrink around him, its walls closing in like the ribs of a giant beast swallowing them whole.

He looked at Fala, at Kolanga, at the boy.

At the men clinging to sanity.

At the men already slipping.

And something hardened inside him—harder than the brand, harder than the rope, harder than the walls.

“This place steals our bodies,” he whispered. “But it will not steal our purpose.”

Kolanga looked up. “And what is our purpose?”

Sengbe met his gaze. “To return. No matter what comes. No matter what they do to us. We return.”

The older man nodded slowly.

The boy lifted his chin.

Fala exhaled—long and steady.

The barracoon did not break Sengbe Pieh.

It forged him.
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​Chapter 4 – The Crossing to Hell
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The day the canoes came, the sky was merciless—bright, cloudless, scorching. The kind of sky that made the earth feel exposed, watched, judged. Sengbe sensed the shift long before the guards arrived at the barracoon door. The compound buzzed with unnatural urgency. Buyers argued. Whips cracked. Chains clanged. The air itself felt tight, like it was preparing to swallow screams.

When the door burst open, the guards shouted the word every captive dreaded more than any other:

“Embarcar!”
Board.
Men stumbled to their feet. Some prayed. Others sagged in despair. Sengbe’s jaw clenched as guards pointed at him, Fala, Kolanga, and several others.

“Now,” a guard barked, motioning with his musket.

They were marched from the barracoon into the blinding heat of midday. The coastal marshland shimmered ahead of them, water glinting like polished stone. Beyond the trees, the distant Portuguese ship lay anchored offshore—its masts rising like skeletal fingers, sails furled, waiting like a giant mouth ready to devour.

The slaver ship.

The end of home.

The beginning of hell.

Sengbe’s heart hammered in his chest. He forced himself to breathe steadily, to feel the earth beneath his feet one last time. Every step toward the water felt like walking into the jaws of a beast.

Fala marched beside him, sweat streaming down his face. “So this is it,” he murmured. “They take us to the sea.”

“Yes,” Sengbe said quietly. “But the sea is not the end.”

Whether he said it for Fala, for himself, or for the ancestors, he didn’t know.

At the shoreline, the guards forced the men into kneeling positions. A collaborator brought chains—heavy, iron, cold. One by one, wrists were shackled, ankles bound. The clink of metal echoed across the water like a death knell.

Sengbe winced as his wrists were fastened. The iron bit into the fresh burn from the branding, sending pain up his arm like fire licking bone.

Fala hissed through his teeth. “If they drop me in the water with these, I sink to the bottom.”

“They do not drop us,” Sengbe replied. “Not yet.”

The guards shoved them into the waiting canoes. Sengbe stumbled, nearly falling into the marsh before regaining his footing. The canoe rocked violently as more captives were forced inside—men crushed together, knees touching, thighs bruising against wood.

The paddlers—African middlemen under Portuguese direction—pushed away from shore.

The canoe glided toward the looming ship.

Sengbe’s breath shortened.

His village was gone. His land was fading behind him. The cotton tree stood somewhere beyond the ridge, unseen. All of it receding with every stroke of the paddle.

As the canoe drew close, Sengbe saw the slaver more clearly: a hulking vessel with iron-barred grates along the sides, a reeking stench pouring from its lower decks, and Portuguese sailors shouting orders across the deck. Two small cannons jutted from the bow like cold, unblinking eyes.

It smelled of death.

The men in the canoe stiffened as a rope ladder was lowered. Guards on board leaned over the rails, barking commands in Portuguese.

One by one, the captives were dragged upward onto the ship.

Sengbe climbed last. His hands slipped on the rope, slick with sweat, but he held on, muscles trembling with effort. When he reached the deck, a sailor grabbed him and shoved him hard, sending him to his knees.

“Levanta!”
Get up.
Sengbe rose slowly.

Then he saw Kaia.

She stood with a group of women near the opposite rail, wrists bound, hair wild from struggle, eyes hollow but unbroken. When she spotted Sengbe, her breath caught.

“Sengbe...”

His heart lurched painfully. He moved toward her but was yanked back by a chain.

Their eyes locked—two lives shattered but still beating in the same rhythm.

A sailor shouted and shoved the women toward the hatch leading below deck.

Kaia vanished into the darkness.

Before Sengbe could shout her name, the men were kicked toward another hatch on the opposite side. A Portuguese overseer raised a whip, snapping it inches from Sengbe’s face.

“Descem!”
Down!
The hold waited below—dark, stale, choked with the wails of those already packed inside.

Fala whispered, “We go together.”

“Yes,” Sengbe said. “Together.”

They climbed down into the belly of the ship. The air grew hotter, thicker, fouler with each step. The stench of vomit, blood, rot, sweat, and human waste slammed into Sengbe like a physical blow.

Bodies lay everywhere—hundreds of them. Some chained upright. Others lying on their sides, unable to sit up. A few trembled with sickness. A few had already died.

At the far end of the hold, a girl stared at Sengbe with fearful, wide eyes. Too young to be here. Too young for any of this.

“Margru,” she whispered when he drew near. “My name is Margru.”

Sengbe knelt beside her. “I am Sengbe Pieh. You are not alone.”

She looked at the chains on her ankles. “We will die here.”

“No,” Sengbe said firmly. “We will endure.”

“You promise?”

His throat tightened. “I promise you I will fight.”

Fala sank down beside them, exhaustion etched into every line of his face. “She is only a child, Sengbe. The sea eats children.”

“We will protect her,” Sengbe said.

Even in the suffocating dark, in the heat that burned lungs, in the stench that choked hope—his voice held something steady.

He scanned the packed hold, meeting the eyes of the men who would become his circle. Survivors from different villages. Different tribes. Different stories.

Bound by chains.
Bound by nightmare.
Bound by the will to live.
“This is not where we end,” Sengbe whispered to them.

Fala nodded. Margru clutched his arm. Others leaned in to listen.

Above them, the ship's anchor began to rise. The timbers groaned. The ocean lapped against the hull.

The slaver turned toward the west.

Toward the crossing.

Toward hell.

Darkness swallowed the men long before the ship fully left the coast behind. Once the hatches slammed shut, the hold became its own world—airless, hot, suffocating. The slaver creaked and groaned as it pulled through the waves, every sound magnified in the box of wood and iron that trapped hundreds of human beings together.

As the motion of the sea grew stronger, so did the misery.

Men vomited until there was nothing left in their stomachs. Others retched dry, their bodies convulsing from the sickness of a world that moved in all directions at once. The stench—already unbearable upon boarding—thickened until it coated the back of Sengbe’s throat like rotten clay.

Chains rattled endlessly, clinking like cruel wind chimes.

Sengbe sat with his back braced against the wooden hull, Margru pressed close to his side, trembling. Fala lay on his opposite side, one arm thrown over his eyes as he fought the heaving in his stomach.

“I thought I knew suffering,” Fala groaned. “But this... the sea is a beast.”

“It wants us drowned,” one man nearby whispered. “Wants us dead so our spirits return home.”

“Spirits do not return from ships like this,” another muttered. “They wander forever.”

Sengbe listened, saying nothing. His own stomach twisted and churned, fighting the rocking motion, but he held still. If he let his fear rise, others would break with him. And someone, anyone, had to stay upright in this grave of wood and iron.

A man across from him suddenly jerked violently, retching blood. His chains rattled as he slumped sideways.

“No...” Margru whispered.

Sengbe










































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
FROM THE AMISTAD
TO SIERRA-LEONE

.

NEVTINCARE

GRABISA\'EM

% .

4 ; .
Aficel Leone

5.

s CAWE

o=






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





