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ONE

Sengbe heard the sound of breaking branches and knew immediately he was in danger. It was not a sound that a bird or small animal would make but not loud enough for a lion, either. He crouched low toward the ground, even though he knew that whatever beast was in the forest had already spotted him and was not afraid.

Now there were more noises  human voices  coming from the other direction. These were angry voices shouting to each other in a language that Sengbe did not understand. They were certainly not speaking the Mende words he knew.

Sengbe turned and saw four men moving along the Mani road. They were yelling and pointing into the brush where he was squatting. These were not men he knew from any of the villages. They were strange people with skin darker than his.

Sengbe thought about the money he owed one of the villagers near his home. Could these men be after him because he had not paid the debt? He knew that sometimes men and women were taken away by warring tribes from other villages and sold or traded as slaves because of something they had done wrong. Was this why they were after him?

Sengbe also remembered the stories he had heard as a young boy about devil men who roamed the forest, grabbing people and taking them away. He had told these stories to his own children even though he doubted they were really true. He had always thought his mother and father told him these stories when he was a boy just to frighten him into staying close to the village. He repeated these stories to his own son and daughters for this reason.

Sengbe knew this forest well, and knew if he could get to the river, the noise of the water would disguise the sounds and help him escape. But the river was far away and now more men were running towards the spot where he was hiding. He knew he would be captured if he stayed where he was. There was only one way out so he began to run in the direction of the river, faster than he had ever run before.

But it was no use. As soon as he moved, the men were upon him. They wrestled him to the ground and began hitting him with sticks. The men pulled him up and tied his hands behind his back with a rope, shouting angry words that Sengbe could not understand.


TWO

Sengbe had been captured. His stomach hurt from where he had been beaten and the rope around his wrists now cut into his skin.

The men pushed and poked Sengbe with their sticks as they walked along the road together. They finally reached a clearing where other men from the villages surrounding Sengbes home were gathered. Everyone was seated on the ground and Sengbe could see that many of these men had also been beaten. One man was bleeding from behind his ear and another man lay on the ground, coughing and spitting up blood. All of them had their hands tied behind their backs, just like Sengbe.

But it wasnt just the men who were gathered together. Sengbe could see that a few hundred feet away was another group from the villages. These were women and their hands were tied as well, although most had their hands bound in front of them.

With the women were a few children who were crying and screaming, but no one seemed to be paying any attention to them. The crying children reminded Sengbe of his own children.

Would he be able to hold his two daughters in his arms again? Would his son know what had happened to him? Would his wife go looking for him and get caught as well? Would he see his family again?

And who were these strange men that had taken him and what were they doing so close to his village? Sengbe had so many questions but no answers to any of them. He could hear his heart beating louder and louder in his chest. Or maybe it wasnt just his heart beating; maybe it was the hearts of all the men, women and children that were gathered together, beating louder and louder reminding him of the Mende drums of his people beating out a warning.

Sengbe closed his eyes hoping that this was a dream but when he opened them seconds later, everything was the same. This was not a bad dream. This was really happening.
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