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Shadows Over Kampala

Before dawn, the room held its breath, wrapped in that fragile pause where night clings to the edges of day. Through the cracked glass of the window, the sky was a wash of charcoal fading to ash, blurring the boundary between dark and light like ink bleeding on wet paper. Beneath me, the mattress groaned softly under my weight, its rough cotton fibers poking through the thin sheet, abrasive and real in a way that the day I was trying to face soon wouldn’t be. The place smelled of dust and damp plaster, indistinct and unchanging, like an old story told in whispers and sighs.

From the street, the city began its slow stirring. The uneven clatter of metal wheels rolling over cobblestones threaded through the quiet, steady and sure. Voices drifted up, low and hushed, vendors murmuring plans and prices while their wares lay waiting in shadowed corners. A woman’s bare shout split the air: “Fresh mango! Sweet, ripe now!” Her call was both defiance and invitation, carving a crack of brightness in the muted dawn. Somewhere further on, a door slammed—sharp, final.

I lay still, listening. It was a soundscape I had known all my life, a rhythm as constant as my own heartbeat, yet today it felt distant—like a performance happening behind a glass wall, untouchable and foreign. The city’s familiar pulse felt like it belonged to someone else, some version of me that woke with the sun and stepped into the day confident and unafraid. Not this shadow watching and waiting.

My fingers closed around the small weight hidden beneath my t-shirt, cool and unyielding against the warm skin of my chest. The necklace was ancient, its metal etched with delicate, swirling patterns that seemed too intricate for hands like mine—hands familiar with hard labor and sharper days. It belonged to my grandmother once, passed silently from her to me like a secret map. I traced the grooves, half hoping for some flicker of magic—a heartbeat, a warning, a whisper—but the metal was still. Cold and indifferent, yet impossibly heavy, as if it carried the weight of everything left unsaid between us.

That necklace was always a reminder of her stories, stories I had never quite believed. Spirits sleeping beneath our feet. Gods hidden in the corners where no one looked. Tales told in the flickering light of a fire, shadows dancing across her lined face. My logical mind called them myth, superstition born from fear and loneliness. But tonight, holding that relic, a thread from a time and place I could barely grasp, something tugged inside me—sharp and urgent. A pull I couldn’t explain, like the city itself was waiting for me to wake.

Outside the window, the alleyways shivered under the tentative light. Shapes twisted just beyond the reach of streetlamps—thin, scratchy forms that teased the edges of awareness. I wanted to convince myself they were nothing more than careless shadows, tricks of early morning, but my breath caught each time one flickered into view and vanished before it could settle. The air smelled of damp earth and burnt wood, strange mixtures I couldn’t name but that pressed deeper into my chest. The city murmured beneath it all, voices and footsteps and restless movement. And somewhere beneath it—buried beneath crumbling bricks and cracked pavement—there were other things watching, waiting.

I exhaled, slow and deep, the quiet inside my room thick and heavy. My eyes drifted to the windowpane where my reflection stared back—an echo, a ghost framed by the curling gray sky. The sight sharpened the ache pressing beneath my ribs, a loneliness that had nothing to do with the crowd beyond the glass. I was an observer, caught between worlds, the quiet nexus of everything held back by fear and habit. The relic throbbed faintly against my skin then—a pulse too soft to be heard but too insistent to ignore. Like a restless thing waiting, hoping, demanding.

For a long moment, I stayed rooted to the mattress, hands clenched tight around the necklace. The city breathed around me, alive and indifferent. I wanted to believe that this morning, whatever waited in shadows would stay buried beneath the day. But the weight of that metal against my skin whispered otherwise.
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THE SUN THRUST ITS light into the city’s veins, turning the cracked sidewalks into ribbons of fire. The morning wasn’t gentle; it insisted, clamored, demanded attention through every crackling sound and scent. I stepped out from the narrow alley, and the full boom of Kampala swallowed me whole—voices firing like gunshots, wheels grinding over potholes, a hot wind thick with the smell of burning charcoal and fresh earth.

Stalls lined the street like a patchwork quilt, wildly vivid against the dusty backdrop. Vendors perched behind their heaps of produce, shouting their morning hymns—“Fresh kale! Strong coffee! Don’t miss the night whispers!” The last phrase snagged me like a hook in my throat. It was Mama Ayo’s voice, sharp and sly from her post at the corner, her eyes glinting when I turned toward her.

She held a dried fish close, the edges curling brittle as old paper. “They say the hills remember, boy. Those whispers at night? They carry old warnings, things not meant for just anyone. Be careful where your dreams take you. The spirits—they stir when you least expect."

Her words clung to me like the dust settling between bricks. I wanted to laugh it off, shake the unease from beneath my skin, but it lingered like the bittersweet edge of a memory too stubborn to fade. I nodded at her, though my smile tasted faint, then slipped through the crowd, weaving silently, out of place in the city’s riotous symphony.

Closer to the bus station, Nakyanzi was a contrast to the swirl. She stood with that same defiance in her posture—the tilt of her chin, arms crossed tight, wild coils of hair catching gold in the morning haze. Her laughter was low, a challenge. “Still wrapped up in those old gods and relics?” she teased, eyes sharp.

I felt the weight of the necklace against my chest beneath my shirt—small, worn, a talisman steeped in questions. “It’s not so simple,” I said quietly, the words half-spilled from my mouth. “I don’t know what it means, but it feels important.”

Her gaze sharpened, flickering with something unreadable. Concern, maybe? Or the kind of wariness that rides the edge of disbelief. “Important, huh? Or just stories holding you back? We can’t live stuck in shadows.” Her voice dropped to a near whisper—“You should try letting go, Kato.”

The word hit harder than a fist. Letting go. There was a crack beneath the surface of my resolve, wide enough to swallow me whole if I wasn’t careful. Between us, the air thickened with years of unsaid things, the fragile dance of wanting and withholding. I swallowed again, the necklace cool against my skin, grounding me.

“Maybe,” I murmured, though the word felt like a lie. Because I couldn’t let go—not entirely. Not when the things I carried clawed at the edges of my thoughts like desperate creatures. Nakyanzi’s smirk softened for a moment, and I caught a flash of the fierce care beneath her skepticism.

She stepped closer, and for an instant, the pretenses cracked. “You’re not alone in this,” she said quietly, the city’s chaos fading into the background. “But you’ve got to choose your battles.”

I looked at her, really looked, and saw beyond the bravado to the fractures she guarded so well. There were things in her eyes she’d never say aloud, just as there were truths I kept folding deeper inside myself. We stood there, two halves of a coin spinning slow in the sunlight, separate yet bound by invisible threads.

Behind us, the city’s roar climbed higher—a beast awakening, unforgiving and relentless. Whatever whispers stirred in the hills, whatever old gods stirred in the basement of my mind, I knew this was just the first step into something I couldn’t outrun.

Nakyanzi’s voice pulled me back, steady and sure. “Let’s get moving. The day’s waiting, and so are the rest of those stories.”

Together, we melted into the current of the crowd, the past and present tangled tightly in every breath. The city didn’t stop, and neither would I. Not yet.
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THE WEIGHT OF SLEEP pressed down unevenly, stealing in slow and unkind. My eyes barely closed before the dream dragged me under, a stubborn undertow pulling me deeper than usual. The darkness around me thickened, unfolding into something both familiar and utterly foreign—a basement I hadn’t seen since childhood, though its every surface felt etched into my muscle memory.

Stone walls leaned inward like confidants, groaning under the burden of decades, layered in dust so fine it blurred the edges of everything. Faint echoing sounds—like whispered syllables dissolving in the damp—wrinkled my thoughts, drawing me closer to some forgotten language lodged somewhere between my pulse and my breath. The air tasted of earth turned over in autumn and distant smoke, curling around my ribs until it felt as though the basement itself was breathing, alive in a slow, intent rhythm.

A flicker of shadow caught my eye, pulled away from the rest. It solidified, trembled, then softened again, like a flame hesitating in a draft. From the darkness, a face hovered just beyond the veil—the one I’d never expected to see again. Grandmother, her features softened by the years but sharper somehow here in this shadowed place, eyes deep-pools filled with stories and warnings, gleaming steady like embers left to smolder.

Her hand reached out, fragile but insistent, fingers curling tightly around the necklace at my throat beneath the fabric of my shirt. I felt it then—a pulse tracing the line of my collarbone, warm and persistent, a familiar weight now alive.

“The necklace holds more than memory,” her voice came, thin as thread, but stretched taut between us, a tether pulling tight. “There’s a darkness coming, Kato. A shadow that won’t just silence the past, but erase it. Erase even you... if you falter.”

The sentence peeled away the last flicker of warmth from the room, leaving a chill that grabbed at the marrow of my spine. My fingers clenched instinctively at the pendant, cold metal humming faintly beneath my skin, suddenly bristling with something fierce—aliveness, warning, maybe threat.

I couldn’t speak. My voice had fled somewhere deeper than the basement’s crooked stone walls, a thin pulse echoing louder than words. The veil between what was real and what belonged to that netherworld trembled; the shadows shifted closer, as if leaning in to press their thick breaths against my neck.

Then the dream unwound, slipping past my grasp, the basement dissolving like mist traced by dawn light, my grandmother’s face lingering in the empty dark.

I woke gasping, heart hammering like a caged rhythm harder than any nightmare’s demand. The necklace, still cool but heavier than before, throbbed under my fingers like it carried something ancient and angry beneath the polished surface. The faint flicker of that voice stayed with me, tangled beneath my skin and threading through memories I hadn’t dared touch.

Was this just a dream twisted from grief and old stories? Or had something real broken loose in the shadowed folds of my bloodline, waiting to crawl out under the chokehold of my denial? The known past, the whispered warnings—they all felt dangerously alive now, breathing in the silence, watching.

I traced my fingers along the pendant again, catching the faint shimmer of dust against the metal’s worn grooves and felt it: a thread pulled tight from a forgotten tapestry, waiting for me to follow.

Sleep slipped away completely, leaving me tangled in cold sheets and hotter questions—how far did the chain stretch back? And how much longer could I pretend it was only a story? The darkness wasn’t just coming; it was already here, pressing heavy against the thin walls of my quiet, ordinary life.

The basement wasn’t just a dream. It was a summons. And I was alone in the room, clutching the necklace like a lifeline, standing at the edge of something that could swallow more than just the past.
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THE LIVING ROOM FELT smaller than ever, the dim light from the flickering bulb making the cracked paint on the walls look as tired as I was. Nakyanzi sat on the threadbare armchair, knees pulled close to her chest, eyes sharp and unyielding. She wasn’t the same woman who’d laughed off danger with a shrug and a curse—not tonight. Tonight, she studied me like I was a puzzle missing half its pieces.

I shifted, my fingers curling around the cold metal beneath my shirt, the relic’s weight heavier in the quiet than it ever had been during the day. It pressed into my skin like a secret I wasn’t ready to share. Her gaze flicked there almost immediately, as if it had a mind of its own.

“So,” she said, voice low, coated with something that wasn’t quite skepticism but not quite hope either. “You still carrying the old ghosts?”

Her sarcasm—usually sharp and quick—had been blunted, softened by exhaustion or maybe something closer to concern. I swallowed, fingers tracing the edges of the talisman in a motion I barely registered. “It’s not just ghosts,” I whispered, the words tasting strange in my mouth. “There’s more—something important, something I don’t understand yet.”

Nakyanzi scoffed, a dry, bitter sound that scraped the air. “Important or not, that thing’s chainin’ you down. Grandma’s stories... they’re just stories. You don’t have to live inside them.”

The sting of her words settled deep, not because they were wrong but because they revealed a fracture I couldn’t ignore. I wanted to argue, to tell her that these weren’t stories, that what memory held was alive beneath my skin—but the fear in her eyes stopped that. Fear, or maybe something harder to name.

“You scared?” I asked, voice low enough that it almost gave the question away before she could.

She looked away, the flicker of a shadow crossing her face. “Maybe,” she admitted. Her voice dropped to a whisper even I could barely catch. “But I won’t let legends mess with us. Not without fighting back.”

The room was silent then, but beneath the silence, something strained. The sound of a loose shutter banging against the window frame, the occasional creak of old wood settling—it all felt like the house was holding its breath with us. Outside, the night stirred. A soft rustle, too quiet for certainty yet distinct enough to prick at the edges of my awareness.

We didn’t speak then, but we both felt it—a tension threading through the dark, something alive just beyond the reach of the bulb’s flicker. A warning, or maybe a promise.

Nakyanzi’s posture shifted, the muscles in her jaw clenched tight. I reached out tentatively, brushing a stray lock of hair behind her ear, a small gesture folded with the weight of unspoken apologies.

She didn’t pull away.

The gulf between us was wider than it had been before, carved out by years of silence and unshared fears, but it wasn’t empty. Beneath the cracks, something fragile yet unyielding remained. We needed each other—even in this darkness, even with the ghosts pressing close.

I tightened my grip on the relic just a little, feeling its cold certainty, and wondered what price we’d have to pay to understand it—and each other—better.
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THE NIGHT WRAPPED ITSELF around me like a shroud, thick and almost tangible. Streetlamps flickered, their pale halos sputtering against the gathering dark. Each cracked tile underfoot felt like a stepping stone across some forgotten memory, and with every step, the weight inside me pulsed—a heartbeat I couldn't quite trust.

The city had changed somehow. Daylight had been a riot of noise, the jangle of voices, motorbikes cutting through traffic, vendors shouting their wares. Now, the sounds had thinned out into something quieter but more sinister. The hum of electricity mingled with the low creaks of shifting walls, and somewhere above, a lone dog howled—a sound raw and aching.

I quickened my pace, wary of the shadows that clung insistently along the edges. The flickering lamplight left some corners in absolute blackness, pockets of silence where the city seemed to hold its breath.

Behind me, footsteps broke the stillness—soft but purposeful—mingling uneasily with my own. I didn't look back. I knew the rhythm, knew the danger of unnecessary glances.

A figure moved at the edge of my vision—an old woman, bent with age yet steady. She was gathering up the scattered remnants of her stall, brushing stray dust from baskets once heavy with fruit. Her eyes caught mine, sharp and unyielding in the dim light.

“The hills remember,” she said without preamble, her voice coarse like sandpaper but steady as the earth beneath our feet. “Old things. Old pain.”

Her words clung to me—not like cold, but like a warmth that bruised. I nodded, small, almost involuntary, my fingers tightening briefly over the relic at my chest. The jagged piece of metal, wrapped in layers of worn cloth, radiated a faint pulse—more felt than seen—like a secret heartbeat coaxing me deeper into something I was still only beginning to understand.

“Pain like that,” she whispered, “they say the wind carries it. From the hills where our fathers fought, where the earth drank what men spilled. Some wounds don’t fade—they just sleep beneath the stones.”

I swallowed, the muscles in my throat tightening. The city pressed in from all sides—the sharp scent of gasoline, the distant frying of some late-night meal, the dampness seeping from cracked walls—but beneath it, beneath that, something older stirred. Between the rhythm of the night and the relic’s thrum, I felt unmoored.

I wanted to ask her what she meant, if she knew of the relic’s power or the curse threaded through my bloodline. But words felt useless. Instead, I gave her a faint smile—a fragile bridge across the gulf between us—and turned away, letting my footsteps carry me forward.

The crossroads ahead wasn’t just a tangle of streets but a reckoning inside me. Every familiar alley blurred at the edges as if I was walking through a dream just on the edge of slipping away. Shadows lengthened, slinking into the edges of my vision like smoke spiraling toward an invisible flame.

The chill settled deeper in my bones—crisper than the night air should have made it—and I pulled my jacket tighter, the fabric stiff and cold against my fingers. I could feel eyes everywhere: watching, waiting. I pressed my hand harder against the relic, feeling the faint warmth ripple through the cloth bands wrapped tightly over my chest.

The city hummed with unease, its heartbeat offset by something I couldn’t name but felt in every nerve ending. Was it waiting for me? For the relic to awaken? For me to make the choice that pulled me between heritage and the terrifying unknown?

My breath came uneven, a low rhythm that matched the relic’s pulse, and I realized the weight in my chest wasn’t just fear—it was anticipation. A tether binding me to all the untold stories buried beneath Kampala’s streets and hills.

The vendor’s words echoed, soft but relentless: The hills remember.

And I was—whether by blood or fate—the keeper of those memories. The one who held the thread fraying at the edge of time.

The city didn’t just live beneath the night. It waited—for me, for truth, for whatever god or ghost stirred in the basement of all things.

I squared my shoulders, the worn leather of my jacket creaking faintly in the cold air. Ahead, the crossroads swallowed the light, darkness gathering like ink spilled on cloth.

One step. Then another.

And the night unfolded its secrets, slow and heavy, like the breath before a plunge into endless water.
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Echoes in the Night

The streetlight sputtered, casting a jaundiced halo onto the uneven stones beneath my feet. I kept my pace steady, but the rhythm in my chest hitched like a broken drum. Smoke from charred maize and frying onions seeped through the narrow alleys with a thick, almost tangible hue. It lingered, heavy and sweet at first, then sharpened by the damp earth and moss that clung to cracked walls. The familiar smells should have settled me, reminded me I was home. Instead, they wound tighter around my nerves, curling into something restless.

I glanced over my shoulder again, the way I always did when the dark deepened at this hour. Nothing moved. Just the long shadow of a tin shack cutting across the cracked pavement like a knife scraping at bone. Then that faint rustling—they were there again, barely audible, whispered syllables wrapped in a language that trembled just beyond my comprehension. Slow, teasing on the edges of my hearing. Like breath stolen through cracked lips.

"I don’t have time for stories," I grumbled aloud, voice low and rough. The neighbors, perched like worn statues by their open doorways, leaned into their fear, sharing murmurs about curses clawing up from below. Their eyes flicked upward, restless and haunted, as if the dirt beneath us concealed more than roots. I scoffed, but the sound felt brittle, cracked by unease.

The odor of cooked beans mingled with shreds of smoke, but beneath that, a sour hint—something rank and hidden—slithered into my lungs. My boots shuffled faster, stones crunching underfoot, splinters of glass catching the weak glow from the sputtering bulbs. The alley ahead crooked sharply, swallowed in shadow. I hesitated, thumb twitching near the knife strapped along my belt. My breath caught—a thin, icy thread trailing down my spine.

Then it came again, a whisper curling past my ear like wind through dry leaves, unintelligible but urgent, laced with a tone older than any of us. I spun, heart pounding a dangerous tempo in my chest. Eyes darted sideways, hands tightening into fists. But only darkness returned my gaze, empty except for the yellowing grime clinging to walls.

I swallowed, taste bitter on my tongue, and pressed on. The voices echoed still, distant yet circling close, teasing the edges of my mind. Each step felt like sinking deeper into something unseen, a trap set in shadows thick as tar. The night wasn’t just night anymore—it was alive, breathing with secrets it refused to spill.

A sudden scuffle to my left broke the rhythm, a small dog darting from behind a rubbish heap, yapping nervously before disappearing between the flaking walls. The noise shattered the spell but did little to steady me. Instead, it reminded me how fragile this place was, everything balancing on tipping edges. I tried to convince myself the whispers were tricks—nothing but shadows playing with a restless mind. But the chill ran deeper than fear, chilling the marrow where reason tried to hold its ground.

Another glance back. No figures, no movement beyond the streetlamps’ feeble glow. Only silence stretching wider than comfort, swallowing everything whole just beyond reach.

What were they? I forced the question, words muttered between clenched teeth. The shadows seemed to thicken, the faded walls pressing inward as if they remembered voices older than the night itself. I told myself to keep walking, to not let the creeping dread root me here. But in that moment, the alley felt less like home and more like a mouth opening wide—hungry for secrets I wasn’t sure I wanted to find.

With a final, shuddering breath, I stepped into the darkness ahead, hoping the whispering would fade beneath the cold city night—or at least, that I could outrun the weight of their unseen gaze.
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THE ALLEY SWALLOWED the streetlight’s feeble glow with a long, breathless silence, leaving me blinking into a blackness so dense it seemed to pulse against my skin. The fog was no ordinary mist—it writhed along the cracked concrete like restless spirits, blurring everything I thought I knew until the edges of the world unraveled beneath my gaze. I could hear the sap-drip of water seeping through a corroded pipe somewhere nearby, but even that sound struggled through the heavy air, muffled as though underwater.

I pressed my palm against the rough brick wall, feeling the cold bite of ancient mortar, as though touching a memory itself. But the comfort it usually brought was gone. The wall sagged into a void where the small corner shop should have stood. Where the faded yellow sign promised a cold soda and familiar chatter—there was nothing but emptiness. And the rusted water pump, that toothless relic I leaned on after long afternoons—gone. The ancient mango tree, with its twisted limbs and the weight of summer fruit, the place where I once caught a glimpse of my own childhood reflected in the gnarled bark? Disappeared into a blank stretch of fog that tasted of forgetting.

My stomach clenched tight as if a fist had wrapped around it, squeezing out all warmth. I blinked again, but the haze only deepened, swirling in place of things I once understood. I fought to grasp a memory, to hold it steady, but each image slipped like smoke through trembling fingers.

When I looked up, the neighbor across the street hovered half-shrouded in that creeping gray—his face caught in a breathless hesitation. His eyes, dark and wide in the failing light, flickered with something—dread? Surprise?—and his mouth parted, tongue rolling against teeth in silent shapes. It was like watching a ghost search for a word that dissolved the moment it appeared.

I wanted to call out to him, to ask if he saw it too, but the fog pressed down on my voice so that only a weak rasp escaped. Behind him, others leaned hesitant into the blurring edges of street and shadow—silent witnesses caught in the same moment of unmooring. Faces flickered: lips pulled tight, brows knitted, eyes darting as if chasing the echoes of laughter they once knew. Their silence screamed louder than the wind that did not blow.

We were clutching at ghosts etched with sunlight—our city’s stories fracturing, unraveling beneath a fog that didn’t just hide the familiar but swallowed it whole. This wasn’t the childish superstition I once dismissed in the rattle of dark alleys. It was deeper, more terrible: a slow undoing of everything I’d ever anchored myself to.

My hands curled into trembling fists at my sides. The ground felt unsteady, like shifting sand beneath weighted boots. I swallowed, each breath a jagged intake that scraped the back of my throat raw. The scent around me—a sharp tang of dust, cold stone, forgotten streets—felt suddenly foreign, as if the city itself no longer recognized me.

Fear settled low in my chest, steady and insistent, its claws folding into my ribs with the promise of sinking in deeper. The kind of fear that doesn’t scream but silences, that waits just beneath your skin until the fog seeps into your bones. I wanted to run, to run until the edges of this creeping nothingness yielded to something solid, something before it all started slipping away.

Yet my feet stayed rooted in place.

I closed my eyes, searching within the darkness for a single, familiar thread. The rough bark of the mango tree, the dull shudder of the pump’s lever, the sharp clang of the corner shop’s bell—something, anything to mark where I was in this unraveling maze.

When I opened them again, I caught a faint shimmer at the corner where the alley bent sharply into shadow. A nearly imperceptible pulse of light, like the last flicker of a dying star. It didn’t promise safety. Instead, it whispered challenge—a call to step deeper into the fog, into the fractures in memory and space, to grasp what the darkness was trying to erase before it was gone.

Slowly, unevenly, I moved forward. Each step was a negotiation between hope and despair, between the anchor of who I was and the erasure pulling me away. As the fog thickened around me, swallowing my shadow whole, I dared to believe in one thing: that somewhere amid the dissolving shapes, I might find what held the pieces of our world together—before it all slipped past the edge of forgetting.
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THE DOOR CREAKED SHUT behind me, the scrape sound sharper than I expected in the stifling hush of our little apartment. The heat clung to my skin, thick and sour, like the kind of sweat that blooms after too many days without fresh air. Dust particles wove through the stale dimness, catching in the faint glow from the one flickering bulb overhead. The walls, cracked and peeling, seemed to lean inward, swallowing the colors and light, leaving shadows that felt alive—long, slithering fingers stretching across the cracked linoleum floor.

Kato was there, sitting at the edge of our mattress—our bed that sagged in a half-hearted surrender to wear and misery. His shoulders were hunched too low, as if trying to fold himself smaller, softer, less visible. But the wildness in his eyes cut through the gloom like a raw wound. Sweat clung to his brow, damp strands of hair sticking to his forehead, his breath coming unsteady, sharp gulps, like a swimmer breaking through surface tension, gasping for air after all the time underwater.

“Nakyanzi.” His voice was rough and ragged, like he’d swallowed shards of broken glass and was still coughing out the splinters. His gaze was fixed somewhere beyond me, as if the room had dissolved and left only shadows for him to chase.

I slid closer, sitting softly on the mattress, careful not to disturb the fragile threadbare fabric beneath us. My voice tried to smooth over the broken edges of his panic, but even to me, it sounded brittle, like thin ice ready to shatter. “What happened?”

He swallowed again, the motion raw and frantic. “I dreamed,” he said. “It was worse than before. They came.” His fingers trembled as they gripped the thin blanket tangled at his knees. “The shadows — they swallowed faces.” He blinked rapidly, unable—or unwilling—to meet my eyes. “Grandmother’s smile. Gone. The street where we played. Gone too.”

For a moment, all I could do was watch him, the way the light caught at the damp strands around his temples, the way his chest rose and fell in uneven waves. I wanted to tell him it wasn’t real, that dreams were tricks our minds played to keep us awake through the long nights, nightmares made of fear and loneliness. Instead, the words that left my mouth felt stranger than I meant them to be—a little too sharp, little too brittle.

“Dreams aren’t real.”

But even as I said it, a tremor wormed its way up my spine. The weight in my chest pressed against my ribs like a fist clenched just tight enough to hurt. “They’re just made by our fears.”

He laughed, but it was hollow, like the empty husk of something dying. And then he shook his head so sharply it was almost violent. “No.” His voice lowered, tightening. “It’s like a warning. The city — it’s fading. Like a soul slipping through cracks we can’t close. And I’m losing hold of who we are.”

The space between us thickened, squeezed tight with things unsaid, fears too heavy to carry in daylight. I wanted to stand, to run away from this creeping dread like always—but something in Kato’s eyes stopped me. The edges of his vulnerability, raw and open, tapping against the thin cracks in my own stubborn armor.

I swallowed the lump twisting in my throat, tracing the delicate lines of worry creeping across his face. This wasn’t just a bad dream, or superstition whispered between cracked walls. It was the beginning of something darker, something with sharp teeth and shadowed claws that could rip us apart if we let it.

His gaze fell on mine at last, desperate and steady all at once. “We have to face it. Together.”

The words settled between us like a fragile promise, fragile as the battered walls that held us in—but somehow stronger. Maybe fear could bind us, if we let it.

I nodded slowly, the room shrinking still, but something inside me stirring awake—something fierce and determined enough to fight the shadows for both of us.

––––––––
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THE KNOCK WAS NEITHER urgent nor timid — just a soft, deliberate tap that pressed itself against the worn wood. It carried no demands, only a quiet insistence that unsettled the silence lingering in the cramped room. I moved to the door without looking at Kato, hesitant like the moment itself was fragile, easily shattered. When I pulled it open, Aunt Namu stepped in as though she’d always belonged there, the narrow space bending around her presence like water finding its path.

Her eyes were an anchor in the dim light, sharp and steady beneath the patterned folds of her headscarf. She didn’t smile, didn’t speak right away—just stood, her frame as still as a stone carved for some ancient altar. I caught the faint scent of earth and smoke clinging to her, something old and real, unlike the stale tension we’d been breathing inside these walls.

Her gaze swept over Kato and me, lingering long enough to make the air thick with meaning. It wasn’t condemnation. Neither was it sympathy. It was a quiet certainty, like she had seen the ghostly edges of what was creeping toward us and had made peace with the thing already.

Finally, her voice came, low and deliberate, as if the words were harvested from some secret well.

“The erasure is no mere shadow,” she said. “It is a curse, a silence between truths, beginning to claim the city’s spirit.”

I swallowed, a sudden tightness coiling in my throat, the weight of old stories settling on skin like cold dust. A chill ran through the room, though the summer heat outside pressed unrelenting against the windows.

“The gods once warned,” she went on, “through whispers and broken dreams, but now they fade along with the memories.”

Kato shifted beside me, hands clenched at his sides, but before he could speak, I folded my arms across my chest, a shield rising up between us and these words that felt too swollen with meaning.

“All this talk of curses and gods,” I said quietly, but with something sharper underneath, “seems like old wives’ tales to me. What good are stories if they don’t save us?”

Aunt Namu’s gaze softened just enough to unsettle me, the briefest flicker of something almost like sorrow or patience. Her hand reached out smoothly, resting on Kato’s shoulder, and the gesture wasn’t gentle or harsh—just there, like a slow pulse beneath the skin.

“Sometimes,” she said, “to fight what’s invisible, we must believe in what has been forgotten.”

Her words hovered between us, strange and heavy. I wanted to argue, to push away that creeping doubt clawing beneath my resolve, but the flicker inside me wouldn’t die down. It whispered of truths we had buried too deep.

“Watch carefully, child,” she added, her voice dropping a notch, “for the erasure will seek those who ignore its coming.”

Smoke twisted from the candle on the rickety table, curling upward in lazy spirals, but the tendrils seemed restless now, like shadows stirring toward something unseen. The room felt smaller, heavier, tied together with that cryptic warning as if time itself bent beneath it.

I met Kato’s eyes then, saw the hesitation mirrored there—something fragile and afraid we were meant to keep hidden, even from ourselves. Between the two of us, a silence stretched, tight with unsaid things.

I thought of the city beyond these walls, stretched out beneath the indifferent stars, a tangle of streets choking on dust and forgotten prayers. How long had something been unraveling beneath its surface? How many people were already swallowed by this “silence between truths” without knowing?

Aunt Namu turned slowly, her presence retreating like the ebb of a tide. The narrow room breathed out the weight
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