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CHAPTER 1: THE COLORFUL CITY
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The first thing Zara Mbeki noticed was the silence.

It wasn't the kind of silence she was used to—the deep, resonant quiet of the African bush at night, where even the absence of sound felt alive with potential, with the breath of hidden creatures and the whisper of wind through acacia trees. That silence had texture, had weight, had meaning. It was the silence of a world holding its breath, waiting for the dawn, for the hunt, for the cycle of life to continue its eternal turning.

This was different.

This silence was hollow. It was the silence of an empty room, a dead microphone, a heart that had stopped beating. It pressed against her eardrums with a physical weight, and in the absence of sound, her own heartbeat had become a thunderous presence in her chest, each pulse a reminder that she was still here, still alive, still breathing when everything else had stopped.

Zara opened her eyes slowly, her consciousness rising through layers of exhaustion like a swimmer breaking the surface of deep water. The first thing she saw was the glow of her laptop screen, still flickering with the frozen image of a black rhinoceros, its horn a majestic curve against the golden light of the African sunset. She had fallen asleep at her desk again, her head pillowed on her arms, the ghost of the rhino's breath still warm in her ears from the footage she had been editing.

She sat up slowly, wincing at the stiffness in her neck and shoulders. The clock on her laptop read 06:02 AM, and the light filtering through the colorful curtains of her apartment was the soft gray of early morning, still tinged with the cool blue of night. She reached up to remove her headphones—she had been wearing them when she fell asleep, the familiar weight of them now a part of her—and froze.

There was no sound coming through them.

Not the gentle hum of the city waking up, the distant murmur of traffic, the first calls of the street vendors beginning their day. Not the chatter of her neighbors in the apartment next door, or the barking of the small dog that lived three floors down and always seemed to be announcing the arrival of morning with frantic enthusiasm. Not the call to prayer from the mosque down the road, its beautiful, haunting voice that had become as familiar to her as her own breathing.

Nothing.

She pulled the headphones off and listened more intently, straining her ears against the oppressive weight of the silence. Her apartment was still, the only sound the soft ticking of her grandmother's old clock on the wall, a relic from a time when time itself had been marked by the steady rhythm of gears and springs rather than the silent counting of digital pulses.

Zara stood up, her body moving on autopilot as she walked to the window. She pushed aside the bright yellow curtain—one of her favorites, a pattern of sunbursts and geometric shapes that she had bought from a vendor in the Bo-Kaap market, the same vendor who always called her "my sister" and made her tea even when she didn't ask for it—and looked down at the street below.

The street was empty.

It wasn't just the lack of people that struck her. It was the absence of everything that made the street alive. The colorful houses of Bo-Kaap, their walls painted in shades of bright pink, electric blue, sunshine yellow, and fiery orange, stood quiet and still. A bicycle lay overturned on the cobblestones, its wheels still spinning lazily in the morning breeze. A pot of coffee sat on a stoop outside the café on the corner, steam still rising from its surface, but no one was attending it. Clothes lay in piles on the pavement—a bright green dress, a child's shirt with a cartoon giraffe on it, a pair of men's trousers—as if their owners had simply stepped out of them and walked away.

Zara pressed her palm against the cool glass of the window and stared down at the scene below. The silence was broken by a sound so familiar it took her a moment to register it—the ticking of her grandmother's clock, still marking the passage of time as if the world hadn't ended.

She checked her phone. No signal. No messages. The last received message was from her brother, Thabo, sent at 5:58 AM: "See you for lunch? Mom is making bobotie."

She called him. The phone rang once, twice, three times, and then went to voicemail. Thabo's voice filled her ear, familiar and warm: "Hey, it's Thabo. You know what to do. Leave a message and I'll get back to you when I can. Probably. Maybe. Okay bye."

"Thabo," she said, her voice sounding strange and small in the silent apartment. "Thabo, it's me. I need you to call me back as soon as you get this. I think something's happened. I don't know what. But something is wrong. Please call me."

She hung up and called her mother. The same result. Voicemail.

"Hello, this is Nomsa Mbeki. I can't come to the phone right now, but if you leave a message, I'll call you back when I can. Please speak slowly\u8212?I never can understand those fast messages. Thank you, and have a blessed day."

"Mom," Zara said, her voice cracking slightly. "Mom, I don't know what's going on. I don't know if you can hear this. But I need you to call me. Please. I need to know you're okay. I need to know Thabo is okay. I need to know—"

She stopped. The words wouldn't come. She hung up and stared at the phone in her hand, the screen showing no bars, no service, no connection to anything outside of itself.

She called everyone she knew. Her colleagues at the documentary studio. Her friends from university. Her neighbors. The woman who ran the café where she got her morning coffee. The man who sold her fresh produce at the market. No one answered.

Zara stood in the middle of her apartment, surrounded by the artifacts of her life—her cameras and editing equipment, the photographs on her walls, the colorful textiles and baskets she had collected over years of travel across Africa—and felt the silence pressing in around her.

She moved mechanically, her body following the routines of the morning even as her mind struggled to process what was happening. She dressed in her usual clothes—comfortable jeans, a simple white shirt, a bright green headscarf wrapped carefully around her hair. She made tea, though she didn't drink it. She checked her phone again, though she knew there would be no messages.

She opened her front door and stepped out into the corridor of her apartment building. The corridor was empty. The doors to the other apartments were closed. She knocked on the door of the apartment next to hers, where an elderly woman named Mrs. van der Merwe lived. No answer. She knocked harder. Still nothing.

She walked down the stairs to the ground floor, her footsteps echoing in the silence. The street door was open, swinging gently in the morning breeze. She stepped outside.

The air was cool and clean, carrying the familiar smells of the city—salt from the ocean, the faint sweetness of the fynbos that grew on the slopes of Table Mountain, the distant scent of car exhaust that she had always associated with the city's hum. But the hum was gone. The city was silent.

She walked down the street, past the empty houses, the abandoned coffee, the overturned bicycle. A car sat at the intersection, its engine still running, the driver's door open. She looked inside. There was no one there. The keys were still in the ignition, and the radio was playing soft jazz, a station she didn't recognize.

She reached out and touched the driver's seat. It was warm, as if the person who had been sitting there had just gotten up a moment ago.

She walked on, past the café on the corner, where half-eaten breakfasts sat on the tables, the plates still warm, the coffee still steaming. A plate of eggs and toast, a bowl of fruit salad, a pot of coffee untouched. She reached out and touched a fork. It was warm.

She walked to the end of the street and stood at the edge of the main road that led through the heart of Bo-Kaap. The road was empty. The colorful houses stretched away on either side, their bright facades gleaming in the morning light. A child's bicycle lay in the middle of the road, its training wheels still attached. A handbag sat on a wall, its contents spilled across the cobblestones—a wallet, a cell phone, a tube of lipstick, a small photo of a smiling family.

Zara bent down and picked up the photo. A
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