Under the bright orange glow of a burning torch illuminating the small space that was the interior of his hut, Etim held a tiny figure in his callused hands.
His hands that were used to gripping the hilt of a sword, taking lives, and defending his village tirelessly, were now gently cradling a newborn babe—a tiny girl.
Etim looked at his woman who laid upon their low bed of strewn palm leaves and animal skin. Adah had one maiden by her side, and another bustling about the space.
She was exhausted and breathing heavily, bronze skin secreting much sweat, yet, as her soft eyes of light brown found Etim’s, her lips tugged up to a smile.
Etim nodded at her. His smile was rarer than fair skin. From the time he took Adah to be his, she understood this. His acknowledgement was more than sufficient. The only people he ever acknowledged were warriors and the elders.
He looked once more at his daughter, pride filling his chest at the sight of the fragile thing. Yes, Adah had done well.
Adah’s eyes suddenly flared and she bellowed in pain.
The maiden by her side had a look of dismay as she turned to Etim. “Another one!”
Etim blinked, momentarily gripped by shock. The maidens did not move. They would only act on whatever order he gave. Concerning that, he remained uncertain.
Giving birth to two babes in such a short time meant they would be identical in appearance. In the village of Oyono, it was unacceptable. The elders—the village—believed the children to be evil, and that they would bring calamity to the society.
Upon birth, both babes would be killed.
Etim looked down at his new born daughter, his woman’s cries dulling in his ears. Where he should have been appalled that the newborn was evil, he was instead moved to protect it.
When he lifted his gaze, he found Adah and the two maidens watching him, and not with patience.
“I will have these children!” Adah declared through grit teeth, her eyes matching that of a protective lioness.
She was always a strange one, Adah. No woman in the village matched her fierceness. Holding Etim’s eyes, she began pushing, her features scrunched up so her effort was visible, her teeth biting her lower lip hard enough to draw blood, just so she could hold back her cry.
With or without the maidens’ help, it was clear she would be birthing the other half of her baby.
Etim willed his face to be without emotion as he waited. It wasn’t long before Adah birthed again. It was another girl.
Holding both of them, Etim’s first thought was that they were beautiful.
He settled beside Adah who managed to remain awake even after the strain of giving birth to two children. He let her hold the older of the girls. Lovingly, and with what Etim noticed was a bit of fear, she caressed the cheeks of both children.
“I will call this one—”
“Adah, you can’t,” Etim said firmly, knowing it was for her own good.
She looked at Etim, grasping his line of thought. Her eyes drifted to the maidens, and without a word, they exited the hut.
Adah spoke on the cusp of their exit. “You cannot let a thing happen to them!”
“This is not a matter where I have a choice, and you certainly don’t either. You will be known as the mother who birthed evil, and you will ruin your image further when you defend them.”
“Let the village call me what they will! All I am is a mother!” She wasn’t backing down, and Etim couldn’t see how that would turn out well. “Will you not defend them?” She had an incredulous look.
“I defend the village.”
“Yes, from hostile villages and mad men. Do these children look any bit like those you have cut down?”
Etim was silent, but his look was one of disapproval at his woman’s tone.
She lowered her gaze, adjusting the fur that clothed the child in her hand. “You can’t let anything happen to them, Etim. Please. They are not evil. They are our children.”
Etim did not respond. He remained with his wife for some time. When she could no longer bear her weariness, she fell asleep with the children by her side, and Etim kept watch.
He paced the length of the hut, looking after her—after them. How odd, considering the children were fated for death. Adah was not the first woman in Oyono to give birth to evil babes.
In all cases, the children were killed. Etim knew the procedure, which was why he knew to expect an elder in his hut.
On the cusp of that thought, the flap curtaining the hut’s entry was pushed aside, and two men walked in, muscular in frame and having rough hewn features.
These were warriors, like Etim, both of them wearing animal hides around their waist for clothing as the Oyono villagers did. They came in with their spears, preceding the much older man that stepped into the hut. Elder Abang was a frail looking man with intense almond nut–sized eyes.
Those eyes quickly swept the room and fixed itself on the new borns beside Adah, cleaned and wrapped in fur. Abang’s features flickered from distaste to immense disgust.
“Girls?” he asked, and Etim—after paying due respect by bowing—nodded. The Elder shook his head. “Very very evil, these ones.”
Adah had woken up when the men entered. After Abang’s words, she scooched closer to the children—defensively.
If Abang noticed this, he didn’t show it. He simply disregarded the woman’s presence, turning to Etim and speaking. “You are arguably the village’s most powerful warrior. In your duty to protect its people, I’m sure you understand what needs to be done.”
The warrior closest to Etim pulled a sharpened bone from behind him, eyeing the children with almost as much disgust as the elder.
“Their blood will not be spilled on our land. Who knows what evil may befall us,” Abang said. “They will be taken into the forest, and I will personally put an end to them.”
It was meant to be an honor, that an elder would oversee the task of killing the evil newborns. Adah wasn’t having it.
“NO!” she yelled. “You will not have these ones!”
“Shut up, witch!” Abang snapped. “Mother of abominations! How dare you even think you can keep those things?”
“They are my children!” Adah shot back with equal flare.
Abang flinched black, clearly surprised by the fire in her retort. Etim understood the Elder’s shock. He was learning firsthand, maternal aggression.
“It is forbidden that we allow them live. If you are stubborn, then you might as well join them in death,” Abang declared.
Etim went deathly still. The new borns were one thing, but a threat to Adah was not something that sat well with him. The warriors seemed to notice the cold, murderous gaze in Etim’s eyes, and they became tense.
Meanwhile, Abang was oblivious, having his gaze locked on Adah.
“My Etim would never let you harm me,” Adah uttered through a sneer.
Abang turned to Etim, demanding, without saying a word, that Adah be put in her place.
“Be silent, Adah,” Etim said. She looked like she had more to say, but the woman kept her peace. “Elder Abang, permit us with these babes for a short while longer.”
“Etim—”
“Be silent, Adah!”
Abang studied Etim for an uncomfortably long moment. His eyes seemed to have found whatever he was looking for because he finally turned and began heading out of the hut.
“The quicker we are rid of them, the better.”
After all three men had left, Etim settled down beside Adah and the babes.
“You are greatly troubled,” she said.
“What gives you that idea?”
She smiled. “I know you. Also, you are still beside me. By now, you would be anywhere else, but you are not, because the cause of your troubles is in this place, and until you sort your mind, you will not leave.”
“I am beside you because no maiden is brave enough to be near children of this kind.”
Adah looked at the girls. “Our children are special, Etim. We must care for them. I know you want to.”
Another while later, someone hurried into the tent. It was one of the men who had accompanied the chief earlier.
“Etim, there is trouble at the border!” he reported.
Etim shot to his feet, but was still yet to make a move. As one of the village's best fighters, it was more than important he be there to defend it from…“What is the trouble?”
“Qua Akpa,” the warrior revealed.
The closest rival village. Etim frowned in displeasure. It wasn’t unusual for warriors from another village to attack, but this timing was frustrating. He looked at Adah and she nodded.
“Go, and return safely.” She gave him a reassuring smile before looking down at the babes. “I am left with fine company.”
With that, Etim took his spear and hurried out of the hut. The cool night air greeted him,  as well as the many torches set aflame to brighten the village. As Etim walked across the village, more warriors joined him, numbering altogether eleven.
Together, with no small amount of looks from regular villagers, they crossed the village center, heading to the East border with killing intent.
This was what Etim believed, but something did not seem right. Why would Qua Akpa attack at night when the terrain suited their enemies? Also, why were there only six men following Etim, in a village with as much as fifty warriors?
Most importantly, why were the men actually following Etim? Warriors struggled to be ahead and take glory in battle. These ones deliberately lagged behind, as if they were watching him.
The group reached the edge of the forest that surrounded the village. If they went through the foliage and kept forward, they would be at the East border.
However, Etim stopped. He turned to the men behind him. They had also come to a stop.
“What is it?” the one who had called Etim from his hut asked.
“I left my blade in my hut. I must go back for it.”
“We’ve already come this far.”
“Close combat will require my blade. I must go back for it.” When Etim moved forward, the men before him closed the space, denying him from leaving. Etim glared at the warrior who had called him. “What have you done?”
“Elder Abang’s orders are that we lead you to the border.”
“While he does what?”
“You already know the answer to that. He will kill those abominations,” the warrior said, and Etim’s skin went taut with anger, his lips curling in a livid snarl. The warrior sneered. “Elder Abang was right. You wish for those abominations to live.”
Etim ignored the insinuation. “I should be at the hut. Adah will be stubborn.”
“Then she will also be killed.”
As soon as those words left the warrior’s mouth, without hesitation, Etim hurled his spear. His speed left no time for reaction, and the spear buried itself in the warrior’s chest.
Blood seeping from the wound, the warrior stumbled back from the impact before he finally fell to the ground.
Etim swept his gaze about the remaining five men. “I will be going back to my hut.”
They made clear they were against that as they all attacked. Etim was used to facing many opponents at a time, but that was on the battlefield, and against enemies, not his fellow warriors.
Still, with his rage motoring his movements, he battled each man, many times dodging the pointed end of a spear by a hair’s breadth.
It was a battle he could not win without a weapon, which was why he sacrificed a stab to his thigh to get close enough to one of the men and pull a bone–blade from him.
Once Etim was wielding the curved, white–ish, sharpened bone, the fight ended in a matter of minutes. He was excellent at close combat, and five men swinging their spears about was no challenge.
Immediately after tying his wound, he moved as quickly as he could for his hut, ignoring the burning pain in his thigh.
When he reached his hut, Adah was on the ground. She was crawling towards the hut’s doorway, a trail of blood behind her.
No. No, no, no, no, NO!
Etim fell beside her and turned her so she was laying on her back. He found the wound. She had been stabbed at the side of her torso. From Etim’s experience, she could be saved if taken to the healer on time.
“I must stop the bleeding.”
“Save our children,” she insisted, her voice weak, but her eyes determined. “Abang is gone to kill them in the forest. Go after him, and save them, Etim. Please.”
It did not take much convincing. Etim felt the overwhelming desire to protect the newborns. After setting Adah on the bed, he raced for the forest.
He must have looked like a bleeding madman while running across the village, but he knew where he was going. He knew the ancient custom, and he knew Abang.
Bursting past overreaching branches and jumping across fallen logs in the forest, he soon came across the site where the babes were to be killed.
Elder Abang, flanked by two warriors, was close to bringing down a blade upon one of the babes. Etim grabbed a stone and flung it with wicked accuracy. It struck the Elder’s head, and the frail man fell over.
To hell with the consequences. The children would live.
The warriors attacked. Etim took them on. He managed to slit the throat of one, but the other was more alert, overpowering and pinning Etim to the ground, the wood of his spear held against Etim’s throat.
If not for this thigh wound…
The next moment, there was a deafening sound. The warrior’s body fell off of Etim’s,  dead. Etim had no time to register what witchcraft had occurred, and also, where Abang’s body had gone. He instead hurried to his crying children and gathered them in his hands.
Footsteps approached. There were two men with white skin before him, both having a strange machinery pointed at Etim. Etim had a feeling that machinery had caused the loud sound, and the warrior’s death.
A woman suddenly appeared behind them, screaming in a language Etim couldn’t understand. She had even fairer skin, dressed strangely, but unlike the men. Her skirt was long, from her shoulders to her ankles.
She fell before Etim, eyeing the babes in a manner that reminded him of Adah. Oddly, she was a reassuring presence, and Etim was running out of time. He had bled too much, and it was likely the same for Adah.
The woman spoke in her foreign language, but Etim picked nothing other than the words, ‘I am Mary.’ Mary. Mary. Perhaps a name. An introduction then?
Etim simply handed her the children. A chuckle escaped him. “Evil ones. Bring calamity, if that will keep you alive.”
With those words and a nod at the woman, Etim rose and started for his hut, questioned in a language he did not understand.
He was going to be with his woman.
