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When the Saints Stopped Praying...

NOW DEMONS CHANT WHERE hymns once grew,
The battle lost when faith withdrew.
Tell me, soul, can you still see light?
Or has the dark consumed your sight?

Eddie Inyangala


.
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PROLOGUE
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A man stepped out from the shadows, his body nude except for the dark smears of ash and blood running across his chest. He was tall and lean, his ribs pronounced beneath his taut, sweat-slicked skin. His lips were dry and cracked, and his eyes were sunken. There was no hesitation in his movements. No fear. The darkness did not threaten him—it embraced him like an old lover.

He was not alone.

Behind him, five men followed in silence. Like him, they were naked, their bodies painted with mysterious symbols drawn in a mixture of blood and ash. Each bore the markings of the initiated—jagged scars etched across their chests, burned into their flesh during their first offering to the gods of wealth and power. Their eyes were empty, deadened by years of ritual. 

They carried a woman.

One pair grasped the woman's legs just below the knees, while the other two held her arms. She swayed with every step, her body hanging limp between them. Her ankles and wrists were securely bound with strips of crimson fabric. Her breath was raspy and shallow, shaking with terror and exhaustion with each exhale.

A gag had been stuffed into her mouth, muffling her faint sobs. Occasionally, a whimper escaped her mouth, barely. Her eyes, red and swollen, darted beneath closed lids under the blind, as if searching for some unseen salvation. She knew what was ahead. Knew there was no escape.

But the men did not acknowledge her suffering. Their faces were blank, fixed only on the path ahead, where darkness awaited.

The path twisted through the plain and disappeared into a dense grove of ancient trees. The distant hoot of an owl and the rustling of unseen creatures echoed through the night. The glowing eyes of nocturnal beings flickered in the torchlight carried by the man in front. Then, one by one, they melted back into the shadows, as if in quiet reverence for what was about to unfold.

The shrine appeared before them—a clearing carved into the jungle, concealed from the world. Bones were scattered across the ground—some animal, some human.

At the heart of it all stood an effigy. It was crafted from human bones, twisted into a monstrous shape that was neither man nor beast. 

Watching.

Beneath it lay the altar—an elevated slab of stone, blackened with age and scarred with the marks of countless rituals. Clay pots, chipped and weathered, were positioned along the edges of the altar, each containing relics from past ceremonies. And beside it, stacks of old currency notes, damp from the humidity, offerings from those who had come before them, those who had exchanged blood for wealth.

One of the men, the tallest, stepped forward first, holding a dried monkey head in both hands. Its leathery skin had darkened, the empty eye sockets staring blankly into the night. He placed it on the left edge of the altar, facing the effigy.

Another man followed, holding a coiled dead serpent. He laid it carefully on the opposite side of the altar.

The third man carried a bundle of feathers—plucked from the rare white vulture. He tied them together with a length of red cloth. With slow, deliberate movements, he draped the bundle over the altar’s edge so that the feathers brushed the stone slab, quivering slightly in the breeze.

The fourth man stepped forward, his hands clasping the limp body of a dead owl. He placed it at the foot of the effigy, directly beneath its skeletal feet, positioning it so that the owl’s clouded eyes seemed to gaze upward at the grotesque figure.

The fifth man lit a fire.

At the base of the effigy sat a large stone bowl, empty but crusted with the dark residue of past offerings. This bowl would soon be filled with the blood of the sacrifice, just like the countless rituals performed before.

The men stepped back in unison, their eyes locked on the altar. The jungle held its breath. All that remained was the final act.

The men moved with slow, deliberate steps to where they had laid the woman on the ground, laying on her side. Two of the men bent down and grasped her arms, while another gripped her ankles. They lifted her off the ground and lowered her onto the altar. She trembled violently now, her body convulsing in sheer terror. The leader—his face streaked with more blood than the others—stood over her, arms raised. 

Then, the chant began.

It started as a whisper, a low, guttural hum that carried through the clearing, curling through the air like a living thing. The words were old, older than the tongues that spoke them. A language not meant for human throats. At first, it was slow—deliberate movements, feet stomping in rhythm, bodies swaying like reeds in the wind. Their hands rose and fell, fingers twisting in intricate patterns, tracing unseen symbols in the air. The men swayed, their feet stamping against the dirt in perfect rhythm, kicking up dust – the dance of the dead. 

The fire in the pit before them roared higher, its flames licking at the darkness, turning black at its edges. The effigy seemed to breathe, its bony structure creaking in the heat. The jungle groaned around them. Something had heard them.

The woman writhed against her bonds, her muffled screams swallowed by the chanting. She kicked, her heels scraping against the stone, her eyes wide beneath the blindfold.

“Please,” she whimpered, the sound barely escaping her throat. “Please, please, please, please—”

The leader did not acknowledge her. His gaze was fixed upon the altar, upon the effigy. Then, the dance continued. The rhythm quickened. The dance became violent, their bodies convulsing, twisting unnaturally. Their movements became frenzied, erratic—backs arching, heads snapping back unnaturally, mouths opening in silent cries.

They struck their chests and thighs with open palms, their chants rising to a fever pitch. Their feet pounded the earth, faster, harder, kicking up the dust of the dead. The fire pulsed in tandem with their movements, bending toward them as though drawn by an unseen force.

Then—they came.

The shadows watched.

The shadows slithered from the trees, taking shape. The fire twisted unnaturally, bending toward the figures as though in worship. 

The leader stepped forward, lifting the blade. 

It was old—older than memory. Its steel was blackened, its edge honed to a razor’s precision. The hilt was wrapped in something stiff—something dry. Human skin.

The woman screamed, her final, desperate wail splitting the night air. It was not the scream of someone begging for mercy. It was the scream of someone who had realized, in that moment, that no god would save her.

The blade came down.

A clean slice.

Her body jerked once, then fell still. Blood gushed from the wound on her neck, warm and thick, pooling onto the altar before spilling over the sides, seeping into the earth. The silence that followed was absolute.

The leader used the bowl to harvest the woman’s blood, then dipped his fingers into the blood and smeared it across his forehead and his chest. One by one, the others did the same, painting jagged symbols upon their chests, their breathing heavy, their eyes wide, unblinking.

The shadows moved closer.

A low, inhuman growl reverberated through the clearing. The effigy groaned. The jungle sighed.

The men did not speak. They did not need to.

The night had accepted their offering.

And then—it was over.

The leader lowered his arms and turned away from the altar. Without a word, the others followed. They did not glance back at the body, nor did they show any sign of remorse or hesitation. Their bare feet moved soundlessly across the dirt, disappearing one by one into the shadows beyond the clearing.

The fire sputtered and died. The air grew still. The jungle would soon devour what had been left behind—first the scavengers of the earth and air, then the unseen forces that feasted on more than just flesh. They would strip away the remains, piece by piece, until nothing was left but bones, blackened and scattered across the clearing like so many before her. By dawn, the world would know nothing of what had been done. And soon—very soon—money, lots of it, would come their way.

.
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A Day in NAIROBI
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THE SUN WAS PERCHED high in the sky when I stepped out of the University of Nairobi gates, my handbag swinging lazily at my side. The freedom of a final-year student buzzed in my veins. I had just completed my last class for the day, and the thought of final exams looming in two weeks barely dimmed my mood. It was 2 p.m., and Nairobi’s streets were alive with their usual chaotic rhythm.

Faint aroma of chips from street vendors’ caught my nose and my stomach rumbled. I crossed the street to a kiosk where the sign read “Chips Kuku Available.” The aroma of deep-fried chicken was irresistible. I ordered my usual—crispy fries with a sizeable piece of spicy chicken—and devoured it quickly while standing at the counter, careful not to drip sauce on my white blouse. I’d chosen it deliberately that morning, pairing it with a short, red skirt and sneakers. My legs were bare, brown, smooth, and shining from the lotion I had slathered generously before leaving my room. University girls—we dress to kill.

The Prestige Square Mall was my next stop. It has a modern feel, with bustling shops, a popular food court, and a mix of local and international brands, perfectly fitting Nairobi's vibrant energy. I needed a new notebook, some toiletries, and snacks. As I walked toward the mall, I couldn't help but notice the hustle and bustle around me. Nairobi’s streets are like a living organism, pulsing with life.

Just outside the mall, a commotion caught my attention. A man darted out of traffic, clutching a phone he had just snatched through the window of a white Toyota. The car’s driver, a middle-aged man with a protruding belly, leapt out in fury, leaving his car in the middle of the road with its door open. Traffic honked angrily behind him, but he didn’t care. He sprinted after the thief with surprising agility shouting, “Mwizi! ...Huyo! ...Mwizi!” (Thief!...Thief!)

A group of bodaboda riders quickly joined the chase, their motorbikes weaving recklessly through the traffic. I followed the action with morbid curiosity, clutching my handbag tightly. As the thief tried to cross the busy highway to the other side, a speeding car appeared out of nowhere, hitting him with a force that lifted him into the air like a ragdoll. He landed on the tarmac with a sickening thud, the phone flying out of his hand and skittering across the road. Serves him right.

A collective gasp rose from the crowd. The black Prado that hit him didn’t stop; it sped off into the distance. The bodaboda riders surrounded the thief, their faces dark with anger. One of them shouted, “Mwizi! Hatumwachi leo!” (Thief! We won’t let him go today!) Within minutes, a mob had formed. Some hit him with stones while others kicked him. Someone produced a car tire—I don’t know from where—and another brought petrol almost immediately, as if it had been ready and waiting. Before I could comprehend what was happening, they placed the tire on the thief and set it ablaze.

The smell of burning rubber and flesh filled the air. My knees went weak, and I stumbled quickly into the mall. I could still hear the crowd’s shouts and the crackle of flames as I ascended the escalator. Nairobi can be a jungle, I thought, shaking my head. 

I hurriedly grabbed the items I needed from the shelves, paid, and stepped outside, my mind reeling from the horrifying scene I had seen earlier. The crowd had started to disperse, but remnants of the chaos lingered- A blackened pile of ashes smoldered in the middle of the street and faint wisps of smoke curling into the air. 

A few onlookers lingered at the fringes, some still animatedly discussing the event, their voices filled with a mix of horror and grim satisfaction. Vendors who had temporarily paused their business were back at it, their shouts and chatter attempting to drown out the lingering tension.

Nearby, a lone policeman leaned against his car, scrolling through his phone, his expression detached. The vehicle’s lights flashed lazily, more a formality than a signal of any real intervention. A woman crossing the street muttered, “Hii Nairobi ni ya wendawazimu,” shaking her head as she clutched her child’s hand. (Nairobi is made up of mad people)

I walked briskly past the scene, my eyes firmly ahead. I quickened my pace, desperate to leave the haunting scene behind.

***
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THE MATATU I BOARDED back to the university was almost full. SupaNova Express lived up to its name. Its exterior was a riot of color, wrapped in graffiti art that blended images of African and global pop icons. Bright gold and black hues dominated. Inside, LED lights pulsed along the sides in sync with the blasting Afrobeat music. A massive sound system at the back pumped out bass-heavy tracks that made the entire vehicle vibrate. Screens mounted on the walls played flashy music videos, ensuring that every passenger was either entertained or overwhelmed.

I chose a window seat, hoping to zone out for the 30-minute ride. Moments later, a man boarded and took the seat next to me. He wasn’t particularly handsome; his face was slightly pockmarked, and his eyes were small. But he was impeccably dressed in a navy-blue suit that looked expensive. His cologne was strong but pleasant, and when he spoke, his English was crisp, though laced with a heavy Luo accent.

“Good afternoon,” he said, smiling politely as he sat down.

I nodded curtly, avoiding eye contact. Nairobi girls know better than to engage strangers on public transport.

“Are you coming from town?” he persisted. His voice was deep and calm.

What the hell? Are you blind? “Yes,” I decided to be polite, hoping my disinterest was evident.

“I see,” he said, then after a pause, “Are you a student?”

I sighed inwardly. Now, how does that concern you?  “Yes. University of Nairobi.”

His face lit up. “Ah, a learned friend! What are you studying?”

Are you kidding me now? “Bachelor of Commerce,” I said, keeping my answers short. He should thank my mother for raising me well. I didn’t want to encourage further conversation, but he was persistent. 

“Specialization?”

I ignored the question.

“Hey, specialization?”

This guy ain’t giving up! “Marketing and Management.”

“Impressive. You must be very smart,” he said, his smile widening. “My name is Luis Otieno, by the way. May I know yours?”

“Samantha,” I lied.

“Nice to meet you, Samantha. I work as an investment consultant at TransCapital Advisory, a mid-sized but reputable firm located in Upper Hill, Nairobi. The firm specializes in investment portfolio management, financial planning, and corporate advisory services. Maybe one day I can mentor you in your career.”

I forced a polite smile. “Thank you.”

“May I have your number? In case you need advice or opportunities in the future?”

I hesitated. Something about him made me uneasy, but before I could think it through, I rattled off my number. He saved it and gave me a call; I am sure to confirm if I had lied. “Now you have mine as well,” he said, smiling. 

I didn’t save it.

The rest of the journey passed in silence. I stared out of the window, wondering why I had given him my number. I had a boyfriend, after all. Kevin had graduated last year with a degree in Civil Engineering. He was now working with a reputable construction company in Eldoret, overseeing major infrastructure projects. He’d always dreamed of building bridges and roads that would change lives, and he was well on his way.

Our relationship had survived the ups and downs of long-distance, thanks to frequent video calls, love notes over WhatsApp, and the occasional weekend visits when he could take time off. Kevin was everything I could ever ask for: tall with broad shoulders, a sharp wit that kept me laughing, and a thoughtfulness that made me feel cherished. He would always ask how my studies were going and even sent me care packages—sometimes flowers, sometimes chocolates—with handwritten notes. We would then spend hours on the phone, talking about everything and nothing.

I didn’t need distractions like Otieno. As SupaNova Express blared its music and sped through Nairobi’s chaotic streets, I silently vowed to ignore him if he ever tried to reach out. Kevin was my anchor, my future. And I wasn’t about to jeopardize that for a man I had no interest in, no matter how polished his suit or how eloquent his words. When the matatu pulled into the university’s main gate, I hurried off without saying goodbye.

***
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MY SINGLE ROOM IN Madaraka Hall, Room A402, awaited me.  This was the fourth-year block. It was one of the perks of being a finalist—privacy. Most students shared rooms, but final-year students were given single rooms to allow for intense study sessions. Mine was modest but cozy, with a small bed, a study table, and a shelf stacked with books and snacks.

The interesting thing about me is that I like my phone in silent mode. This habit developed over time for two good reasons. First, there’s the classroom factor. At the University of Nairobi, some lecturers have a zero-tolerance policy for interruptions. I vividly remember the day one unfortunate student, Samuel, forgot to silence his phone during Dr. Nyang’aya’s lecture on Corporate Finance. The ringtone? “Lover” by Chameleon, blasting in all its awkward glory. Dr. Nyang’aya’s face froze mid-sentence, his gaze narrowing on Samuel like a predator locking onto its prey.

“Out!” he barked, pointing at the door. Samuel stumbled out, phone in hand, the ringtone still playing as if mocking him. The story didn’t end there—Dr. Nyang’aya went on to fail Samuel in that unit two times. Rumor has it that Samuel will not graduate with us because of that debacle. So, yeah, silent mode is a survival skill in these parts.

Second, and perhaps more critical, is Nairobi’s thriving street crime scene. It’s common knowledge that answering your phone in public is practically waving a “Rob me” sign. My phone stays on silent, tucked safely in my bag, reducing the odds of attracting unwanted attention.

Now, when I finally settled into my room, I went straight to my bag. As I pulled out my phone, my eyes widened. 32 missed calls! It was a number I didn’t recognize, but my gut told me everything I needed to know. Oh no, don’t tell me it’s him! I had glanced at that guy’s number during the matatu ride earlier, and now it was confirmed.  Luis Otieno. Surely, who does that? Meeting someone for the first time and bombarding them with calls?

I barely had time to process this before my two friends, Miriam and Sheila, knocked on my door.

“Karibu! (Welcome!)” I called out, letting them in. Miriam’s hair was freshly braided, and Sheila, as usual, wore her trademark oversized earrings that jingled with every step.

“Wah! Room yako ni clean sana! (Your room is so clean!)” Miriam exclaimed, plopping herself onto my bed.

“Of course,” I said with a smirk. “Finalists’ standards.”

Sheila laughed. “You’re living like a CEO in this campus. I’m still stuck in a double room with that girl who never showers.”

I was about to respond when my phone buzzed again, the screen lighting up with yet another call from the same number.

“Gosh! Not again!” I exclaimed.

“Ah, ah! Who is disturbing you like this?” Miriam asked, leaning over to peek at my phone.

“You won’t believe it,” I said, rolling my eyes. “This guy I met today in a mat. I don’t even know him. He’s already called me 32 times!”

Sheila gasped. “Thirty-two? As in three-two?”

“Yes,” I replied, exasperated. “Now it’s thirty-three.”

The phone buzzed again, and Miriam’s laughter filled the room. “That man must think he’s starring in some Nigerian movie. Love at first sight and all that nonsense.”

Sheila, ever the dramatic one, clasped her chest. “‘My queen, I saw you and knew you were the mother of my future children,’” she intoned in a mock baritone, earning giggles from all of us.

“You’re joking,” I said, shaking my head. “But honestly, this is too much. Who does that? Thirty-four calls now! Should I block him?”

Miriam shrugged. “If it were me, I’d block him immediately. Life is too short for drama.”

“Or,” Sheila chimed in, her grin sly and mischievous, “you could just pick up the phone and lay it out straight. Say something like, ‘Luis, let’s be real here. It’s not me, it’s definitely you.’” She paused for dramatic effect before leaning closer, her eyes twinkling with playful mischief. “Or better yet, string him along, have some fun with him, and let him fund your coffee dates, salon visits and shopping. If he wants to be persistent, at least make it worth your while.”

We burst out laughing. As we talked, the calls kept coming, each buzz punctuating our jokes like a running gag. I decided to ignore them all and focus on hosting my friends. I prepared a simple supper—ugali, sukuma wiki, and some leftover beef stew from the previous night. We ate, laughed, and dissected the latest campus drama. By the time they left, it was past 10 p.m.

Finally alone, I sat at my desk, intending to dive into my notes on Strategic Marketing. It was crunch time—final exams were looming, and I needed every ounce of focus. But as I opened my notebook, my phone buzzed again. Out of sheer curiosity, I checked the log.

168 missed calls. I stared at the number, dumbfounded. Was this guy unhinged? Then came a message:

It was a pleasure meeting you today. I hope we can talk soon. Have a lovely evening.

I stared at the screen, my stomach twisting. Something about him didn’t sit right with me. All those calls? It screamed desperation. Or worse. I debated ignoring the message entirely but thought better of it. Sometimes, silence fuels obsession. So, I typed a non-committal reply:

Thanks. You too.

The moment I hit send, a wave of unease washed over me. I tried to shake it off and focus on my studies, but my thoughts kept drifting back to Otieno. Why was he so intense? Was this just harmless admiration, or was there something darker lurking beneath his polished exterior?

As I scribbled notes, my mind wandered back to an old Kikuyu proverb my grandmother often shared: "Mùndù ùtarèhiga ùtarahotire kùndà ùtarètu, no gùtirà tèhiga tùrèhiga tùkùgùtara." Loosely translated, it meant, "Just because someone hasn’t thrown a stone doesn’t mean they can’t hit you; it might simply mean they’re waiting for the perfect moment."

Was Otieno one of those people? Calculating, persistent, and unnervingly impatient? The thought sent a shiver down my spine. I tried to shrug it off, chalking it up to my overactive imagination—or perhaps the residual unease from his 168 missed calls. Still, the proverb lingered in my mind like an unwelcome guest, refusing to leave.

The buzzing stopped eventually, and silence filled the room. But even as I tried to focus on my notes, a strange feeling settled in my chest—a mix of curiosity, caution, and dread. 
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UNINVITED GUEST
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TWO WEEKS HAD PASSED since Luis Otieno's barrage of phone calls abruptly stopped. I should have blocked him, but I didn’t. Why? Maybe it was the curiosity. Maybe I thought he’d finally gotten the hint. Or maybe I just didn’t care enough to press the button. Whatever the reason, his absence was a relief. I could breathe again without my phone buzzing incessantly.

By the third week, I was confident he’d moved on. Life felt normal again, or as normal as it could be with final exams looming over us like storm clouds. That Wednesday was no different from the rest. I’d spent the morning cramming for my accounting paper, a subject so dry it could make the Sahara jealous. My small room in Madaraka Hall, Room A402, was a war zone of books, highlighters, and half-eaten packets of biscuits.

The exam itself was brutal. Dr. Mumo, the lecturer, had a knack for crafting questions that felt like riddles designed to break your spirit. Today, the exam hall was a fortress. Several lecturers stood watch, their eyes hawk-like, scanning the room for any signs of mischief. The infamous "mwakenya"—those tiny, handwritten cheat sheets—felt like relics of the past. Mwakenyas are folded so small they can fit inside the cap of a pen or be hidden in socks. Those who have mastered the art are legendary among their peers. Once the ultimate lifeline for desperate students, they had been largely replaced by mobile phones and the ever-reliable Google. And now, there were digital notes, a savior for students who could sneak phones into the exam room. But not today.

Dr. Mumo and her team were on a mission. Phones were confiscated at the door, and the environment was so tense you could hear a pin drop. Anyone caught even glancing suspiciously was met with a stern glare or a barked warning. I couldn’t help but marvel at how thorough they were; it was as though they had anticipated every trick in the book. I suspected very few, if any, managed to copy today. Today’s exam felt like a battle of wits against not just the paper but the system itself.

I walked out of the room drained, my head pounding, and my stomach growling louder than a matatu’s exhaust. As I trudged back to Madaraka Hall, all I could think about was the leftover chapatis and cabbage waiting for me in my tiny room. I climbed the stairs, barely noticing the familiar buzz of campus life around me: students arguing about football, the distant blast of reggae music from a neighboring hostel, and the smell of fried mandazi wafting from the campus kiosk.

Then I reached my door. And froze.

A man was standing at my door, holding a huge bunch of flowers. Beside him was a neatly wrapped box. My brain struggled to connect the dots. I’d seen this face before. The neatly pressed suit, the polished shoes, the air of someone trying too hard. Then he spoke.

“Good afternoon, Miss Nyambura,” he said, his deep voice tinged with the unmistakable Luo accent.

Luis Otieno?!

My stomach did a somersault. What the hell is he doing here? How did he even find my hostel? My real name? My first instinct was to run back down the stairs and pretend I hadn’t seen him. But my legs betrayed me, rooted to the spot.

“Surprise!” he added with a smile that was far too confident for my liking.

“Surprise?” I repeated in disbelief. “Luis, what are you doing here? And how did you even know where I stay?”

He chuckled, as if I’d asked the most ridiculous question in the world. “I have my ways. I thought you’d be happy to see me.”

Happy? I wanted to yell. Instead, I crossed my arms and narrowed my eyes. “You thought wrong.”

His face faltered for a second, but he quickly recovered. “I just wanted to see you, Nyambura. I couldn’t stop thinking about you since the day we met. These are for you.” He thrust the flowers toward me like a peace offering.

“Flowers?” I said, taking a step back. “Do I look like a florist?”

Luis’s confidence cracked, just a little. “I thought you’d appreciate the gesture.”

“What I’d appreciate is an explanation of how you found my room. Do you realize how creepy this is?”

Before he could answer, I glanced at the box on the floor. “And what’s in that?”

“A gift,” he said eagerly, bending down to pick it up. “Something special for someone special.”

I groaned inwardly. “Luis, this isn’t normal. You can’t just show up uninvited with flowers and gifts. This isn’t a movie.”

At that moment, a group of male students walked past, their laughter echoing in the hallway. My heart skipped a beat. I’d heard stories—horrible stories—about what happened when campus boys caught outsiders visiting their female friends. There was that one time a mob threw a man from the fourth floor for being in a girl’s room. He didn’t survive the fall. The image sent a shiver down my spine.

“Luis, you need to leave,” I hissed, stepping closer to him. “This place isn’t safe for strangers. Especially strangers like you.”

He looked puzzled. “What do you mean, strangers like me?”

“I mean men who show up uninvited and stand outside girls’ rooms with flowers. Do you want to end up as a campus headline?”

Luis glanced around nervously, finally noticing the curious looks from passing students.

“Fine,” he said, lowering his voice. “Can I at least come inside for a few minutes? We can talk. I won’t stay long, I promise.”

I hesitated. Letting him in felt like inviting trouble, but leaving him outside was worse. With a sigh, I unlocked my door and gestured for him to step inside.

My room was as modest as ever. The single bed was neatly made, the shelf crammed with books and snacks. Luis looked out of place as he set the flowers and box on my desk. I stayed by the door, arms crossed, ready to bolt if things got too weird.

“You have a nice place,” he said, glancing around.

“Cut the small talk,” I replied. “What do you want, Luis?”

He looked genuinely hurt. “I want to get to know you, Nyambura. I think we could be good together.”

I let out a humorless laugh. “Good together? Luis, we barely know each other. And honestly, this whole thing—the calls, the flowers, the unannounced visit—it’s too much.”

Luis took a step closer, his tone earnest. “I’m serious about this. About you.”

I held up a hand. “Stop. Just stop. I have a boyfriend.”

“Does he treat you as well as I would?” he asked.

I stared at him, my patience thinning. “Luis, you need to leave. Now!”

He opened his mouth to protest, but the look on my face must have stopped him. With a sigh, he picked up the box and held it out to me.

“At least take this,” he said.

I hesitated before grabbing it. “Fine. But don’t come back here.”

He nodded, his shoulders slumping as he walked out of the room. I locked the door behind him and leaned against it, exhaling in relief. 

***
[image: image]


THE MOMENT OTIENO LEFT, I stood there in my room, staring at the items he’d brought. It felt like my cozy little space had been invaded, not just by his physical presence but by the audacity of his gesture. On my desk sat an extravagant display: packets of assorted biscuits, a variety of cakes, fresh juice, fancy chocolates, and the pièce de résistance—a brand-new iPhone in its pristine box.

“What the hell?” I muttered.

I didn’t trust any of it. My gut churned as I paced the room, alternately staring at the iPhone and picking at the corner of my lip. Something about it screamed trap. But at the same time, it was all so... tempting.

“Damn it,” I muttered under my breath. “Why couldn’t he just be normal?”

With shaking hands, I grabbed my phone and started a group call with Sheila and Miriam . They were my ride-or-die girls, the ones who always knew how to handle things—or at least made me laugh when I was losing my mind.

The phone buzzed once before Sheila picked up. “Eish, Nyambura, what’s up? I was just about to do my laundry.”

“Forget the laundry, Sheila,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “I need you and Miriam  to come over right now. Like, right now. It’s urgent.”

“Eh? What’s going on?” Sheila asked, her voice tinged with curiosity.

“I’ll explain when you get here. Just come! Miriam is joining the call.”

A second later, Miriam’s voice crackled in. “Nyambura, kwani umefanya nini this time? Did you burn your meat again?”

“Stop joking, Miriam,” I snapped, though I couldn’t help a slight smile. “It’s serious. I’ll explain when you’re here.”

Thirty minutes later, they arrived, huffing and puffing from climbing the stairs to my room in Madaraka Hall. Sheila plopped onto my bed, while Miriam  leaned against the desk, eyeing the items like a hawk.

“Okay, spill,” Sheila said, fanning herself with a notebook. “What’s this emergency?”

Wordlessly, I gestured to the desk. “This,” I said flatly.

Their eyes widened as they took in the array of goodies. “Aki Nyambura, are you opening a shop?” Miriam asked, reaching for a packet of biscuits.

“Don’t touch that!” I said, slapping her hand away. “That’s the problem. These things—they’re from him.”

“Him who?” Sheila asked, squinting at me.

“Luis Otieno!” I exclaimed, throwing my hands in the air.

“Luis the stalker?” Miriam gasped. “The one who called you like, what, a million times?”

“Two hundred or so times,” I corrected, rolling my eyes. “And now he’s upgraded to showing up unannounced at my door with all this.”

Miriam  let out a low whistle. “Huyu jamaa ako na pesa,” she said, picking up the iPhone box. “Brand-new? This is serious. This guy is loaded!”

Sheila leaned forward, her face grave. “Nyambura, this guy is dangerous. What if he expects something in return?”

“I know!” I said, throwing myself onto the bed. “That’s why I called you. What do I do? Return everything? Keep it? Burn it?”

Miriam  laughed, though her tone was wary. “Burn it? Are you okay? This iPhone alone is worth a fortune.”

“Exactly,” Sheila said, folding her arms. “But think about it. Why is he spending so much on you? Men like him don’t just give without expecting something back.”

“Can you guys stop repeating what I already know?” I snapped. “I need solutions, not lectures.”

Miriam grinned mischievously. “Well, if it were me, I’d take the snacks, eat them, and sell the iPhone. Problem solved.”

“You’re useless,” I said, tossing a pillow at her.

Sheila, ever the practical one, sighed. “Nyambura, you need to be careful. You can’t play with people like this. What if he’s one of those guys who will go to extremes if you reject him?”

The thought sent a shiver down my spine. I stared at the iPhone like it might explode. “I should return it, right? Just march up to wherever he works and dump it all on his desk.”

“Or,” Miriam said with a smirk, “you could just keep it. Eat the snacks. Enjoy life. It’s not your fault he’s a simp.”

I hesitated, torn between fear and temptation. Finally, I stood and grabbed a packet of biscuits. “Fine. If this is a trap, then I guess we’re walking into it together. Help yourselves.”

For the next hour, my room was filled with the
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