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The rain had been falling since Machakos, a quiet drizzle that clung to the windows like memory. The bus groaned with every mile it swallowed, its rusting frame shuddering each time the driver braked too hard on the cracked tarmac. Nairobi was still two hours off, but Zara Kena had already stopped watching the road signs.

Her forehead rested against the cool glass. Outside, the hills had softened into wet silhouettes, pale and indistinct, as if the land itself wanted to forget something.

She did too.

In the seat beside her, an old woman muttered softly into a string of worry beads, her voice too low to make out. It had the rhythm of a prayer—or a warning. Zara turned her face back to the window, her breath fogging up the glass.

A shadow shifted in the trees along the roadside.

Just wind, she told herself. Just mist.

But still her fingers tightened on her bag strap.

She closed her eyes, but the humming returned, low and crawling — not real sound, but memory. Or maybe it was growing into something more than memory. It seemed to come from her chest now, just under the skin.



Nairobi welcomed her like a dream half-remembered—loud, grey, and indifferent. She stepped off the bus into a chaos of hawkers, matatus blaring distorted gospel, and the acrid smell of exhaust. It was exactly as she remembered. And still, something felt different.

Not changed. Just... tilted.

As if the city had aged while she was away, but no one had noticed. Not even the buildings.

Auntie Mariam’s flat was still where it always had been—Kilimani, third floor, beige stone walls darkened with rain. The doorman hadn’t changed either. He gave Zara the same absent nod as she passed, dragging her suitcase behind her like a burden.

Mariam opened the door before she knocked.

"You’re early," she said, stepping aside. Her eyes scanned Zara in that quiet, clinical way of hers. "Too thin. Are you eating?"

Zara didn’t answer. The flat smelled like floor polish and burning incense. A candle flickered in the corridor, casting long shadows up the wall like fingers reaching for something they’d lost.

"Your room’s the same. Mostly."

She walked past her aunt without a word, down the narrow hallway where every floorboard groaned in protest. The door was slightly ajar. Inside: same narrow bed, same peeling wardrobe, same faint hum in the walls.

But the air was colder.



That night, she couldn’t sleep.

The rain came heavier, thick droplets slamming against the windows like fists. Nairobi’s electricity blinked once, then died. A deep silence followed, so complete it felt alive.

Zara lay in the dark, eyes wide open.

And then she heard it.

A note.

Low, drawn-out, like a breath pulled through strings.

It came again. A slow, deliberate twang—soft as a whisper, but clear. Not coming from the flat.

From outside.

She rose, almost without thinking. Her feet were bare, the floor cold under her soles. At the window, she pulled aside the curtain just enough to look.

There, across the street, just outside the circle of a flickering streetlamp, stood a figure.

He was still.

Barefoot.

Tall, shirtless despite the cold.

His skin glistened with rain. In his hands, a guitar—old and dark, almost black, as if carved from shadow.

He strummed a single note again.

And looked up.

Right at her.

Zara didn’t move. Couldn’t.

He smiled. Not kindly. Not cruelly. Just... knowingly.

Then, slowly, he turned and walked down the road, vanishing into the fog without a sound.

She backed away from the window. Her legs hit the edge of the bed, and she sat down hard.

She hadn’t even heard herself breathe.



Morning came like an aftershock.

The power was back. The city roared again—trucks down the street, radios from open matatus, the familiar Nairobi throb of people trying to outrun time.

Zara sat on the edge of her bed, hands slack in her lap.

Her shoulder ached. A deep, low burn that had settled in overnight.

She rolled up her sleeve slowly, skin still tender.

There—three faint, curved lines. Not red. Not bruised.

Burned.

Not fresh, not angry. Old. Like something that had been part of her for years but was only now waking up.

She touched the marks lightly. They didn't hurt exactly. But her pulse seemed to change when she did.



Breakfast was quiet. Auntie Mariam didn’t ask why she looked pale. She never asked.

Instead, she flipped through a pile of papers at the kitchen table, sipped sweet tea, and tossed Zara a list of errands.

"Register for your classes. Your uncle left a parcel at the station. Pick it up by four."

Zara nodded without speaking. Her voice had grown quiet since the coast. Mombasa had taken something from her. Or maybe it had returned something she thought she'd buried.

In the mirror by the kitchen, her reflection looked slightly off—eyes too sharp, cheekbones more prominent than she remembered. Her skin, pale despite her heritage, had taken on an unhealthy hue.

She blinked, and her reflection blinked just a beat too late.

No one else seemed to notice.



The streets welcomed her with dust and echoes. Each step she took felt like walking further into a memory she couldn’t place. Past a coffee vendor she recognized from childhood. Past a street preacher crying about the end. Past a man sweeping a dry patch of sidewalk as though it were sacred.

And all the while, the hum followed her.

Not loud. Never loud.

But constant.

Just under the static of the city.

Like the breath of something sleeping in her shadow.

She made it to the university. Registered. Sat through a disinterested advisor’s instructions. But the hum didn’t leave.

And neither did the memory of the man in the street.



That night, her sleep came in fragments.

First, a dream of the sea — dark, endless, waves crashing in reverse.

Then the crossroads — a dust-swept expanse of land, two paths forming an “X” beneath a sky with no stars.

Her mother stood there, barefoot, holding the same guitar.

Zara tried to call out, but her voice was gone.

Behind her mother, a tall figure loomed. No face. No edges. Just pressure.

And then came the voice:

“The song began before you were born.
And it will end with you.”
Zara woke up choking on her own breath.

And the guitar in her closet hummed once — low, like it remembered her touch from a dream.
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The sky over Nairobi remained bruised with clouds well into the afternoon. The light it cast was heavy and grainy, like an old photograph fading at the edges. Zara moved through it slowly, as if the air itself had thickened overnight, turning every step into something deliberate.

She walked down Ngong Road, her bag slung across her shoulder, headphones in but silent. She wasn’t listening to music anymore. Not since the dream. Not since the humming started following her into daylight.

People moved around her—students heading to campus, office workers on lunch break, street kids laughing as they darted between parked cars. Life swirled past her, bright and noisy, but she walked in a pocket of silence. Not lonely—just apart.

Her shoulder still ached faintly. The burn marks had darkened overnight. When she stood too long in one place, she felt heat radiating out from them. Like old coals still breathing beneath skin.



At the edge of the Amphitheatre courtyard, where the university’s sprawl gave way to half-abandoned benches and thorn trees that had been planted without care, she saw him again.

Musa.

He was seated beneath one of the trees, guitar slung across his lap like a slumbering animal. His head was tilted back. Eyes closed. Fingers moving slowly across the strings—not playing a song, just brushing across them in loose, lazy arcs. Listening more than performing.

The moment Zara stepped closer, he opened his eyes.

"You’re early," he said softly.

She stopped. "I wasn’t coming to see you."

"You still did."

Zara didn’t reply. The words came too easily to him. Not flirtation—just certainty. As if he were reading her from the inside out.

She stepped forward slowly, her boots crunching gravel.

The guitar in his hands looked old. Older than him. Older than either of them had a right to know. The wood was nearly black, its edges dull with use. The strings shimmered faintly in the cloudy light, almost humming even without being touched.

"You’ve been following me," she said.

"No," he said. "You just keep walking toward the places I already am."

His voice had the rhythm of something remembered. Like a lullaby sung once long ago, then buried in silence.



They sat in silence for a while. She didn’t sit next to him. She found a bench nearby, shaded by a tree that creaked faintly with the breeze.

She watched him more than she meant to.

He wasn’t beautiful in the way Nairobi boys were beautiful. No flash. No cologne. No phone ever in hand. His beauty was the kind that grew on you—haunted eyes, long fingers, a calm that felt foreign.

She cleared her throat. "What’s your name?"

He looked at her for a long time. Then: "Musa."

She waited. No last name. No explanation. Just that.

"And you?" he asked.

"Zara."

"Mmm." A hum of recognition. Or maybe it was just the way he exhaled.

"Do I know you?" she asked.

He smiled, just slightly. "Not yet."



The wind shifted. It smelled faintly of ash, though no one nearby was burning anything.

Zara glanced around. Campus noise continued—students laughing by the gates, the occasional buzz of motorcycles roaring past—but the space around them felt insulated. Like the city had pulled a curtain around them and left them alone for a reason.

Musa reached for the guitar and brushed a single chord.

It rang out like a sigh. Not dissonant, but old.

The sound made Zara’s shoulder throb.

"That guitar," she said. "It’s the same as—"

He looked at her sharply. "Don’t say it."

Zara blinked.

"You dreamed it," Musa said. "Didn’t you?"

She didn’t answer.

He looked away. "You shouldn’t follow the dream too far. That road only leads one way."

"Which way is that?"

"The end."



He stood up slowly, slinging the guitar onto his back. He didn’t move like most people—his motions were too careful. Like he was always listening to something else as he moved.

"You said I’d walked toward you," she said. "So what does that mean? Are you waiting for me?"

Musa didn’t answer right away.

Then: "You’re not ready to know. Not yet. But you will be."

And he turned, barefoot on the pavement, and vanished into the crowd without a single person looking twice.



That night, the dreams returned.

But this time, they were not dreams.

Zara stood
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