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PROLOGUE   THE LAND THAT SPEAKS
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Luanda, before time  Before there was a city, there was land. Before there were streets named after heroes, there were paths opened by feet that knew every tree, every stone, every spring. Before there was a market at São Paulo, there were clearings where the ancestors gathered to hear what the land had to say. The elders say that in those times, the land spoke openly. You didn't need to pay special attention — you simply heard, as you hear the wind or the birdsong. The land told you where to plant, where to hunt, where to bury your dead. It told you when the rain was coming and when the drought would arrive. It told you when to stop and when to continue.  Then came the times when men forgot how to listen. Came the wars, came the cities, came the hurry. The land, offended, closed itself. But it did not fall completely silent. There are places where it still speaks. Places that the ancestors marked with respect. The Sambango is one of those places. What you are about to read is the story of a young man who forgot this. Who thought land was just land. Who learned, in the hardest way, that when you spit on sacred ground, the ground spits back. Only sometimes, what comes back is not what you expected. It is a true story. It happened in Grafanil, in the years when Luanda was growing so fast it could no longer contain itself. It happened with an unemployed carpenter, a forgotten piece of land, and a small thing we learned to call Bainini. If you go to Grafanil today, you might find someone who still remembers. Someone who points to the Sambango land and makes a sign with their hand. Someone who says, in a low voice, that you only pass through there with your head down and in silence.  Because the land does not forget.  The land only waits.
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EPIGRAPH
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For those who still remember that the ground has a voice.

For those who learned, like Ndalu, that sometimes the mistake is the only path to wisdom.

And for Bainini, who taught us that even the most ridiculous things deserve a dignified burial.

"The land is not yours. You belong to the land."

— Anonymous proverb, Grafanil

CHAPTER 1  THE VOICE OF THE SAMBANGO

Proverb: "Kutala ku moxi, ku zenga ku mona."  (He who sees from the village sees with one eye; he who travels sees with two.)

The Luanda sun fell like a benevolent curse over Grafanil. Ndalu, with his twenty-four years heavily loaded on his shoulders, felt each ray pierce through his already sweaty shirt. On his back, he carried a bag of carpentry tools he hadn't used in weeks. The job at the new building in Maculuso had ended without warning, like everything in this city: one day you're hammering, the next you're staring at empty hands. He crossed Rua dos Martírios with slow steps, avoiding the eyes of neighbors who already knew about his unemployment. At Zé's bar, the elders drank beer and discussed football as if the world weren't burning. Ndalu felt a pang of envy. They had routine. He had a bag of tools and no nails to hammer. That's why he chose the shortcut. The plot behind the São Paulo Market had been his secret for years. A rectangle of red earth surrounded by low concrete walls, where twisted baobabs grew and resistant undergrowth survived everything. The elders spoke of it carefully, lowering their voices when someone mentioned the name. "Lands have owners," they said. "That one belongs to the Sambango." Ndalu always thought it was talk of elders frightened by progress. People who saw spirits in every shadow because they were afraid of the dark. He was young. He was from the city. He knew that land is just land. That day, however, something was different. The air had stagnated strangely. A heavy stillness, like before rain, but without clouds in the sky. The birds that normally sang in the baobabs were silent. Even the wind, that Luanda wind that never stops, seemed to have retreated.

When Ndalu stepped onto the loose earth of the plot, a chill ran up his legs. He stopped. Looked around. Nothing. Just the red earth, the twisted trees, the low wall. And then he heard it.  It wasn't wind. It was a voice. A drawn-out whisper coming from the ground, rising through the soles of his feet, entering his bones: "Bainini is bainini... in the Sambango's field... bainini... you only pass through, you don't defecate..."
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Mutu ua fua, ngoma ua fula

When a man dies, the drum continues to beat.
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