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Nine Days- A Lifetime Of Hope


Chapter 1

Ancestral Warning

The ancestral bull let out a thunderous moo that rolled across the village. It stomped around the kraal, hooves striking the hard earth. Its eyes rolled wildly, and its massive body trembled as though an unseen spirit had seized it.

The sound shattered the peaceful morning.

From her bedroom window, Kundiso watched the restless beast. A chill crept down her spine.

She had known this bull all her life. It had always been calm, proud, and almost sacred. Never had she seen it behave this way.

It was not simply making noise.  

It was warning them.

Unable to ignore the uneasy feeling tightening in her chest, Kundiso hurried down the corridor to her grandmother's room. She pushed the wooden door open gently.

"Ambuya," she said softly, "have you heard the bull?"

Her grandmother lifted her head slowly. Deep wrinkles framed her worried eyes.

"I have, mwanangu."

She listened as another mournful moo echoed across the village.

"Animals chosen by our ancestors do not cry without reason."

Her words settled heavily between them.

Kundiso sat beside her on the bed.

"So... what do you think it means?"

Her grandmother did not answer immediately. Instead, she stared through the window, eyes fixed on something only she could see.

For a long moment, silence filled the room.

"Ambuya?"

The old woman finally looked at her.

"I'm afraid," she whispered.

Those words startled Kundiso.

Her grandmother had lived for more than a century. She had survived famine, disease, war, and loss. Fear was something Kundiso had never seen on her face.

"What are you afraid of?"

A small smile appeared, but it failed to hide the sadness in her eyes.

"Some burdens become heavier with age."

Kundiso frowned.

"No... this isn't just about the bull."

Her grandmother remained silent.

Kundiso knew the stories. Everyone in the village believed Ambuya was more than a healer. They believed she walked with the ancestors, that she heard voices carried by the wind and dreamed dreams that always came true.

Looking into those ancient eyes, Kundiso felt as though they carried generations of forgotten history.

"Please," she whispered. "Tell me the truth."

The old woman reached out and cupped her granddaughter's cheek.

"There are truths that cannot be taught," she said. "They reveal themselves when the ancestors decide the time has come."

She sighed deeply.

"I have spent years preparing you. Teaching you the herbs. Teaching you to heal. But that was only the beginning."

Kundiso held her breath.

"I am more than a healer," Ambuya said quietly. "I am the keeper of something older than memory."

Outside, the ancestral bull bellowed again.  

It sounded closer this time.

"The burden I have carried for many years..." she said, "...must soon become yours."

The room suddenly felt colder.

"What burden?"

Ambuya lowered her voice to a whisper.

"The Riva Stone."

Kundiso had heard the name before, spoken only in stories told beside evening fires.

"What is it?"

"It is an ancient stone bound to a curse that has chained our people for generations."

She paused.

"As long as it exists... neither this village nor my soul will ever know peace."

Kundiso stared at her.

"My soul has waited a long time to rest," Ambuya continued. "But I cannot leave this world until the curse is broken."

Tears shimmered in her tired eyes.

"You must find the Riva Stone."

"And then?"

"You must destroy it."

The words seemed to shake the room.

For a heartbeat, neither of them spoke.

Then something stirred deep inside Kundiso. It was impossible to explain: warm fire flowing through her veins, distant voices calling her name, invisible hands resting gently on her shoulders.

"I'll do it," she said quietly.  

Then louder.  

"I'll find the stone."

Pride softened the old woman's face.

"I knew the ancestors chose well."

She leaned closer.  

"But listen carefully. Time is no longer our friend."

Her breathing became slow and shallow.

"The Riva Stone lies deep within Ringa Forest, near the ancient Tree of Life."

Kundiso listened without blinking.

"You must follow the path of the setting sun. Along the journey you will cross three sacred rivers."

"Nyahake."  

"Mupfure."  

"And Mutserenge."  

"Beyond them... your destiny awaits."

Kundiso repeated each name until they settled into her memory.

Her grandmother smiled faintly.

"You remember quickly."

"I won't forget."

"You have your mother's heart."

Kundiso squeezed her grandmother's fragile hand.

"I promise, Ambuya."

"I will not fail you."

After embracing her gently, she left the room.

Outside, the village looked unchanged. Children laughed. Women swept their yards. Smoke drifted lazily from cooking fires.

Yet everything felt different.  

The journey had already begun.
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That night, sleep refused to come.

Kundiso lay on her mat, listening to crickets beyond the walls. Now and then, a hyena called from far beyond the village.

Moonlight spilled through the window.  

The bull's cries still echoed inside her mind.

Eventually, exhaustion pulled her beneath the darkness.

She dreamed.

She stood alone in a dry land where the earth was cracked and lifeless.

A tall figure appeared through the shimmering heat.  

Her grandfather.

He stood like an ancient baobab, unmoving against the burning sky. His eyes held both love and warning.

"Be strong, muzukuru."

His voice echoed through the empty land.

"The road before you will demand everything."

He stepped closer.  

"But remember this."  

"You are the light carried by our ancestors."  

"You are the hope they refused to bury."

Kundiso tried to answer.  

No sound came.

The ground split beneath her feet. Dark shadows burst from the cracks like living smoke and wrapped around her legs.

Her grandfather reached toward her.  

Then his face dissolved into darkness.

Kundiso gasped awake.  

Her chest rose and fell wildly. Sweat covered her skin.

The room was silent.  

Only the distant hoot of an owl drifted through the night.

She closed her eyes and forced herself to breathe.

Then...  

A voice whispered from the darkness.  

Soft. Cold. Close.  

"Run."

Her blood froze.

Chapter 2

A Burden Shared 

Later in the morning, the sun hung heavily over the village, pressing down on everything like an unseen hand. Kundiso walked slowly, each step weighed down by thoughts she could not untangle. The events of the morning before clung to her mind like smoke that refused to clear.

She was going to Maidei.  

Not just as a friend, but as someone she trusted with the parts of her soul she could not explain to anyone else.

Maidei was outside her hut beneath a mango tree, weaving a basket with steady hands. She looked up the moment Kundiso approached, her rhythm breaking.

"Kundiso!" she called with a bright smile. "You look like you've seen a ghost."

Kundiso tried to return the smile, but it faltered.

"Can we talk somewhere private?" she asked quietly.

Maidei's expression shifted at once. She stood, brushed dust from her skirt, and nodded.

"Come."

They walked behind the hut, where thick bushes formed a natural wall against the rest of the village. The air here felt quieter, as if the world itself was listening less closely.

They sat on a fallen log.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then Maidei broke the silence.  

"You're scaring me."

Kundiso exhaled slowly. "It's Ambuya."

Maidei stiffened, her hand reaching for Kundiso's.

"She's dying," Kundiso said, the words heavy in her mouth.

Maidei went still.

Kundiso continued, voice trembling. "She told me I have to go on a journey. To find the Riva Stone. It's the only way to free her soul."

A pause.  

Then softer:  

"She says I'm the chosen one. That I carry the blood of the ancestors."

Maidei blinked. "The Riva Stone... that's just a story."

"I thought so too," Kundiso replied. "But it's real. And now it's mine to face."

Silence settled between them.

Kundiso's eyes lowered. "I don't know if I'm strong enough."

Maidei squeezed her hand firmly.  

"Then you won't do it alone."

Kundiso looked up.

"I'm with you," Maidei said. "Whatever comes, I'll walk beside you."

Something in Kundiso's chest loosened. Not relief exactly... but courage taking shape.

After a moment, Maidei leaned forward.  

"So what exactly did Ambuya say?"

Kundiso took a breath and began repeating the path like something sacred.

"Ringa Forest... near the Tree of Life. Follow the setting sun. Nyahake River, Mupfure River, Mutserenge River."

Maidei frowned. "That is not a simple journey."

"It's not meant to be," Kundiso said.

Maidei hesitated, then spoke more firmly.  

"Before anything, we must consult the ancestors properly. And you must speak to Ambuya again tonight. There is more she has not told you."

Kundiso nodded. "I will."

That evening, Kundiso found her grandmother outside the hut, seated beneath the rising stars. The sky deepened into indigo, and the world felt quieter, as though it was preparing itself to listen.

"Ambuya," Kundiso said softly as she sat beside her.

The old woman did not look surprised.

"I was waiting for you," she said.

Kundiso turned toward her. "Tell me everything."

Her grandmother's gaze lingered on the horizon before she spoke.

"The Riva Stone was once a gift to our ancestors," she began. "A protection against those who came with harm in their hearts."

Kundiso listened closely.

"But power changes people," Ambuya continued. "One of our own—your grandfather's uncle—became consumed by it. He and his wife used the stone for dark purposes. They sought immortality."

A heavy silence followed.

"It destroyed them," she said finally. "And the curse they awakened did not end with their death."

Kundiso's breath tightened. "So it stayed with the family."

Ambuya nodded slowly.  

"It binds itself to bloodlines. To memory. To guilt."

Kundiso frowned. "But why you?"

A brief sadness crossed her grandmother's face.

"Because I am the last who remembers it clearly... and the last it still reaches."

Kundiso's voice softened. "And me?"

A long pause.  

Then Ambuya said quietly:  

"Because the ancestors have chosen you."

Kundiso's heartbeat quickened.

"You carry something your father carried before you," Ambuya added. "A hearing. A sensing. A connection."

Kundiso swallowed. "I don't understand it."

"You will," her grandmother said gently. "You do not learn it. You awaken to it."

The night wind moved softly through the trees.

Ambuya's voice lowered.  

"The path ahead is dangerous. Not everything that watches you will be seen."

Kundiso looked up. "So I should be afraid?"

Her grandmother shook her head.  

"No. You should be aware."

She reached into a small woven pouch and placed a charm in Kundiso's hand.

"Go to the sacred grove before dawn," she said. "Ask the ancestors to walk with you. Do not leave without their sign."

Kundiso closed her fingers around the charm.

"I will go," she said.  

"And I will not fail."

Ambuya studied her for a long moment, then nodded once.  

"I believe you."

Before dawn, Kundiso and Maidei entered the sacred grove.

The air inside felt heavier, older. The great muhacha tree stood at the center like a silent guardian, its twisted branches stretched outward like listening arms.

Offerings had already been placed beneath it.  

A calabash. Herbs. Smoke rising faintly.

Kundiso knelt first.  

"Tinotenda madzitateguru edu",she whispered. "We come seeking guidance."

Maidei followed. "Protect us on this journey."

For a moment, nothing moved.

Then the wind shifted.  

The leaves above them trembled, though the air around the village remained still.

A deep silence settled over the grove.  

Not empty.  

Waiting.

Kundiso lifted her gaze.  

And the muhacha tree shuddered.  

Not from wind.  

From something beneath it.

The leaves rose into the air, circling slowly around them.  

A voice followed—low, ancient, and layered like many speaking at once:  

"The path has been heard."

The leaves fell at once.  

Silence returned.  

But nothing felt the same anymore.

Kundiso and Maidei looked at each other.  

The journey had already begun.

Chapter 3

The Journey Begins

Kundiso and Maidei stood outside the hut as morning light spread across the village. The air carried the scent of wet grass and blooming flowers. Birds moved between the trees, calling softly, and cattle lowed in the distance, as if the world itself had not yet learned what the day would bring.

Kundiso's grandmother stepped out slowly, holding a small pouch of fodya.

"Take this," she said. "Offer it to the ancestors as you walk. Let it guide your steps and protect your path."

Kundiso accepted it with both hands. "Thank you, Ambuya."

Maidei adjusted her bag. "We are ready."

Kundiso nodded, though her heart was tight. She inhaled deeply, as if trying to remember the village in a single breath. Then they began walking.

The village fell behind them. The sounds of life softened until only footsteps and rustling grass remained.

By midday, the sun was high and heavy. The path curved through valleys and hills until hunger slowed their steps. Maidei pressed a hand to her stomach.

"I cannot pretend anymore. I am hungry."

Kundiso remembered her grandmother's words about the spirits of the muhacha tree. She stopped beneath a shaded clearing where a young, twisted tree stood alone. Its bark spiraled strangely, like something older than its years.

She knelt and sprinkled a pinch of fodya at its roots. Her voice was soft. 

"Varikumhepo, tisu vana venyu, tinokukumbira kudya kwanhasi"

The air stilled.

For a moment, nothing happened.  

Then the ground beneath the tree shifted gently. A calabash rose slowly from the earth and settled at its base. Steam lifted from it, carrying the smell of fresh sadza and wild mushroom stew.

Maidei stepped back in shock. "Kundiso, what did you do?"

Kundiso shook her head. "Not me. The ancestors."

They ate quietly with their hands. The food was warm and filling in a way that felt unnatural yet comforting. When they finished, the calabash sank back into the soil as if it had never been there.

They continued their journey.

By late afternoon, the sound of rushing water reached them. The Nyahake River stretched wide and fast ahead of them. Its surface moved like something alive, carrying reflections that shifted too slowly to feel natural.

They followed a narrow path downstream until they reached a still pool where the river calmed completely. The water there was dark and reflective, like glass.

Maidei stopped at the edge. "This is the place they spoke about. They say the river people guard it."

Kundiso studied the water. It was too quiet. Even the wind refused to touch it.

She knelt and scattered the last of the fodya. "We come in peace. We seek passage only."

The surface rippled once.  

Then a soft humming rose from beneath the water, like distant singing.

A stone path appeared beneath the surface, stretching across the pool.

Maidei whispered in disbelief. "It is allowing us through."

Kundiso stepped forward. "Then we walk."

Together they stepped onto the hidden path. Water moved around them but did not touch them. Something unseen watched from below but did not interfere.

They crossed safely.

On the far side, the world changed again.  

The air grew colder. The sunlight weakened even though the sun was
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