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I stood at the edge of everything I knew, asking questions I wasn’t ready to answer. The decision was simple, but the consequences were far from it. This was not just a visit. It was a return to what I had buried deep within myself. I was only five when I left Njawemba, yet the village never left me. It lingered, alive in my dreams. It remained an unfinished sentence, always hovering close but never complete.

Lost in my thoughts, I barely noticed the laughter and chatter rising behind me. The others were already inside the van, calling for me to hurry. Dennis, my fiancé, helped me step up. I slid into my seat and shut the door with a soft click. Aden took the wheel as Ras, his brother, slouched into the back, humming to himself, lost in a tune only he could hear.

The engine came to life. I looked back at my apartment; the familiar walls felt distant, claimed by someone I didn’t know. I told myself I’d return in a week.

The trip had begun.

Peter wasn’t thinking about any of this. He pressed play, and Fractured Hourglass by Ande Zolana filled the air. Everyone sang along with excitement. He turned the music up and let out a sharp “Yeeaah!” that filled the van louder than the bass. I shifted in my seat, twisting the engagement ring on my finger.

I glanced at the dashboard. The clock blinked 9:61 a.m. for a split second before Dennis reached past me to reset it to 10:00, murmuring something about tech glitches. Boni chuckled. “Wow, our van runs a little fast, huh?”

With every beat, the quiet morning faded away. Peter wasn’t the type to sit in his head for too long. He made noise, kept things moving, and belted out lyrics with zero shame, laughing at himself the whole time. He wriggled into the front seat and slapped the dashboard, grinning like he’d just won something.

“C’mon, Birona! This is gonna be the trip of a lifetime!” he shouted. I laughed, letting a little of his energy slip in.

Through the window, the sun bounced off the bright red tiles of the houses we drove past. A school bus rattled by, kids shouting. On the opposite side, a van similar to ours rolled past. For a brief moment, I thought it was playing fractured hourglass too. Every curve of that van, every reflection of sunlight on its windows, struck me as almost... repeated.

Our van seemed to pick up the pace. The anxiety that I had carried for weeks was fast slipping away. Laughter and jokes wafted from the rear seats. I looked over at Wendy, My best friend, who tucked her braids behind her ear and tapped her long purple-painted nails against the seat in front of her. She leaned slightly toward Stanoo her boyfriend, immersed in their quiet conversation. She always seemed calm, knowing when to speak and when to hold back. 

I shifted uneasily while staring at Dennis. He sat beside me, his hand lightly on mine. The touch was reassuring, yet the tension in his fingers betrayed the calm he tried to project. We had been planning this trip for a long time. This was more than just visiting Njawemba; it was about me facing the demons that had been there all along.

Dennis caught my eye and pursed his lips in a tight smile. “Uko sawa?” he asked, his voice low, soft. I nodded quickly and squeezed his hand with all my might, trying to ease the knot in my stomach. “Fine,” I said, maybe a bit too sharply. Dennis did not press further; he knew better than to ask again but wasn’t fooled. He simply waited, silently, until I chose to open up.

The van hummed steadily beneath us. Peter scrolled through his playlist, and the music changed as the tires bumped along the rough terrain. I allowed myself a moment of distraction. Everyone sounded so excited, so carefree. I almost felt guilty for the heaviness in my chest. But they didn’t know. They didn’t know the years I spent trying to forget Njawemba, or the things I had buried so deep inside me.

“Bee,” Wendy said suddenly, her voice low but firm. She handed me a tissue, her eyes filled with understanding. Only then did I realize my cheeks were wet. I wiped my face quickly, embarrassed. “Don’t be embarrassed,” Wendy replied with a reassuring smile. “You’re not the only one who’s nervous. We all are.”

I was too entrenched in thought to answer. My mind wandered to how this all came to be. I had been adopted at five after my parents were killed during the clash between the Njawemba and Lukune communities. No one ever told me much, only fragments. My adoptive parents had been kind and loving. They protected me as much as they could. But even with their love, some painful truths had already been engraved in my soul long before they found me.

The main road stretched behind us for hours, the familiar chatter fading as we turned onto a narrower, lonely path. The van jolted over rocks and potholes, dust curling up with every turn. I must have dozed off at some point. When I woke, a coughing fit shook me, dust scratching my throat. Outside, the landscape was sparse—trees thinned, houses vanished, and the silence pressed in. For a moment, it felt like we were the only people left alive.

The whole place was...wrong. No voices, no animals. Silence pressed in from every side, heavy and alive. Only us—tires scraping against dirt, engine humming far too loud.

The landscape stretched on, empty and unwelcoming. Sparse trees leaned crookedly, ruins scattered. Foundations of old houses jutted from the dust, broken fences sagged, a toppled sign half-buried in the earth. 

“This place is creeping me out,” Ras muttered, half-laughing, half-serious, his tattooed hand stretching out the window. No one answered.

“I’m not sure I’m ready for this,” Boni said from the back, voice tight. He hadn’t spoken much all ride, but now...you could feel it. The quiet was suffocating.

I clutched the edge of the seat, nails digging into the fabric. Dust scratched my arms. My heart pounded.

I wasn’t ready.

The van shook violently. The road had gone from bad to worse. Aden groaned, pulling over and switching off the engine. His shoulders were stiff, his face tight. After a long sigh, he said firmly, “We have to leave this van. It’s just not going anywhere.”

One by one, we grabbed what we could—bags, flashlights, fire starters. Dust clung to our shoes. Ras, who had been pacing near the van, approached Kushie. She sat in the back, glued to her phone, fingers swiping furiously. Dust had settled on her long eyelashes; she had just put them on before the trip and couldn’t stop adjusting her makeup, no matter the location. Her lips pressed together in a grim line, eyes narrowing at the screen.

“You really ought to change those shoes, Kushie,” Ras muttered under his breath, glancing at the jagged terrain. “Put some runners on.”

Kushie didn’t look up. “I’m fine, Ras,” she muttered, tapping at her phone again. “Just trying to get some signal.” She sighed, grimacing. “No network, of course.”

Ras exhaled quietly, not wanting to push. Kushie was a social media influencer, chasing the next big post. Bad service, rough terrain, even a deserted, dangerous place wasn’t going to stop her. The internet was her stage, and we were just extras in her scene.

Aden slid up to us—Dennis and I—voice low. “This place doesn’t feel right,” he said, eyes scanning the empty land. “Maybe we should turn back. We’ve all heard the stories. Journalists, tourists... they vanish. No one hears from them. The authorities don’t even care. We’re walking into something we don’t understand.”

Dennis and I shared a look. Aden actually sounded worried for a reason. The stories about people disappearing... they were enough to scare anyone. But we were already too close.

"I'm hearing you, but come on," I said, trying to put confidence into words I didn’t feel. "We're almost there. Let's just quickly see my parents' house. Maybe we can find something that explains the haunting nightmares. Then we can head back. But if you want to go, I could go alone. I have to do this."

Aden didn’t hesitate. "No, we’re all in this," he said firmly.

Dennis nodded. "We’re with you, Birona. We’ll go together."

Peter had already gone ahead. He marched like nothing could stop him. To him, this was all adventure. Everything was a thrill.

"Come on, you guys!" he shouted over his shoulder with that dazzling grin. "Let's get going! What’s the worst that can happen?"

Ras stared at him for a moment, then turned back to Kushie, still absorbed in her phone. 

"Guys, we keep moving but stick together and stay sharp," Aden said, and we plunged deeper into the unknown.

My thoughts wandered to Dad’s house. It wasn’t far from the Njawemba Cattle Dip. If I remembered correctly, we were close. I could hardly believe I was trusting memories from when I was five, but what choice did I have? I just hoped I remembered it right.

We walked for what felt like hours. The path we took as kids was now almost completely covered with shrubbery. Shortcuts carved over the years had been swallowed by nature. The air grew heavier as darkness crept in. The further we went, the more the weight of failure pressed on me. I had brought my friends here, sure I could find my father’s house, but now I wasn’t even sure where it was. This shouldn’t be hard. I had been here before.

Aden walked beside me. I felt a storm brewing in my head. "What do you remember? Anything?" he asked softly, calm but concerned.

I tried to grab the memory from the fog in my head. "I... I think there was an old cattle dip nearby," I said, the image barely there. "Dad used to take me to see the cows. We’d stand at the gate, him holding my hand." That was all I had.

"Anything else?" Boni asked, calm as always. I could see the worry in his eyes. He was Stanoo’s best friend, quiet, and a professional dancer. And somehow, the best gamer I’d ever met. None of us could beat him.

I shook my head. The silence pressed down. "No... not really. I was too small. I barely remember anything else."

"Hey, I see it! The cattle dip!" Peter shouted from ahead.

We ran to him. My heart hammered. There it was, where I remembered it. Dad’s house was opposite the dip, worn and tired. Grass and shrubs hid most of it. The door hung slightly open. Nature was slowly taking it back.

We stepped through the gate and everything hit me at once. I was the little girl again, running around the yard with our dog Mbanito. My chest ached. I hadn’t thought of him in years. The old bike was under leaves, colors faded but familiar. And I remembered Dad teaching me to ride, hands on the handlebars, his proud smile.

Peter pushed the door. Stuck. Left half-open for ages. We had no choice. We squeezed in, cobwebs brushing our faces, sticking to clothes. Some of us coughed. Dust hung thick. Darkness swallowed the room. The torches cut slices of light, shadows dancing on the walls.

This wasn’t anything like I remembered. The house was empty. Bare walls, nothing left. No furniture. Just echoes of a past I barely knew. It had to be the Lukune people. They killed everyone and took everything.

Wendy, walking behind me, picked up something from the floor. A picture frame, broken. She handed it over and we huddled around it. There we were—my mom Gundume, my dad Rukume, our dog Mbanito, and me in that blue dress I used to cry so hard to wear. 

Tears came anyway. It had been so long since I’d seen them. Their faces, their smiles, the memory of it all came back in a rush.

"I look just like my dad," I said, my voice thick, sniffling. Kushie had been looking at the photo too. She pointed at something I hadn’t noticed. "Your mom’s pregnant," she said quietly.

Pregnant. I blinked. I was just a kid. I had missed that. And suddenly I realized—I would have been someone’s elder sister. I had never thought about it. Never wanted it, really, but now it hit me.

Before I could think more, Ras came running from another room. “We have to leave! There’s a dead body in one of the rooms!” His voice was sharp, frantic.

I froze. For a stupid second, I hoped it might be my parents. But they’d been gone more than twenty years. Maybe just bones, if anything. 

The others ran out. I stayed, drawn by instinct, toward the room Ras had said.

A young man lay there, cold, lifeless. I didn’t know him. The way he lay made it clear it hadn’t been peaceful. A camera lay nearby. No batteries. What was he filming? What had happened?

Aden and Dennis came in with me. We looked him over. No injuries, nothing that looked like a fight. It was like he just... stopped. Hunger? Disease? We didn’t know. The air in the room was thick and heavy. 

We joined the rest outside. The sky was growing dark and cloudy. Even if we went back to the van, we couldn’t drive at night. Not with the rain coming down. So we looked for a place to stay. Stanoo said he had seen a house not far from the cattle dip. It looked okay. The moment he said it, I realized—it was my grandparents’ house. I hadn’t thought about it in years, but the memory was sharp.

As we walked, I noticed Aden and Dennis talking quietly. They were looking at something on the ground. Curious, I went over. Burnt remnants of firewood. Someone had tried to start a fire here recently. Maybe it was the cameraman we’d found inside my parents’ house. Maybe one of the missing journalists.

When we reached my grandparents’ house, it looked almost like someone still lived there. The timber walls had darkened with age but still stood firm against the rain. The windows, framed with wood, held their shape. The veranda floor was cracked, its edges crumbling, but the house itself endured. We knocked, half-expecting a reply, but only the rain answered, steady on the roof and dripping from the eaves.

Peter and Boni went to the door. They rattled the handle, pulled, pushed, and tested it from every angle. The wood groaned under their effort, and after what felt like an eternity, the door gave way with a creak. The rain was coming down hard now, hammering the roof and soaking our clothes, so we stepped inside as quickly as we could.

The air smelled faintly of wood smoke and dust. There was no separate kitchen. Instead, someone had set three stones in the middle of the living room. They were blackened from years of burning, their edges chipped and dark. Between them lay the remains of half-burnt firewood, covered in a thin layer of grey soot. Stools were arranged around the small fireplace .The floor around it was stained with ash, and the roof above carried the memory of smoke, the rafters dark. We moved carefully through the rooms, checking each one. They were empty.

We then started a fire in the fireplace. The first sparks made the room glow, and the warm crackling sound eased some of the tension in our chests. Slowly, we rummaged through our bags, pulling out blankets, cushions, anything soft enough to make makeshift beds. Outside, the rain battered the roof and windows, relentless and loud. Inside, we tried to push the fear and unease aside, filling the space with small distractions; jokes, card games, laughter forced through damp and tired bodies.

But my thoughts kept drifting. Back to the photo. To my parents. To the sibling I never had. Maybe a brother. Maybe a sister. Someone to grow up with. My chest ached for Mbanito, our dog. I imagined him alone, waiting. Starving, hoping we’d come back.

I wished I had grown up in Njawemba. I loved seeing the kids walking to Njawemba Primary School in their blue uniforms. It was one of the things I enjoyed most, since our house was so close to the main road. Their laughter and chatter would fill the air as they marched down the road, a steady noise in the quiet morning. I would watch them from the window, my dad always telling me that one day, I’d be joining them at school. I loved how life here felt simple. 

“Ras, can you massage my legs?" Kushie's voice interrupted my line of thought, instantly bringing me back to the present. Ras’s hands pressed and rubbed her sore muscles. They had been on and off for five years. Breakups, makeups, never fully leaving. It wasn’t healthy, but it was their life. Both were tired of it, but letting go wasn’t in them.

I looked across the room at my friends: Wendy and Stanoo leaning against each other, her head on his shoulder, with Stanoo wrapping an arm around her; Peter by the window, drinking and gazing out at the rain; Boni stood at the doorway. He seemed to smoke while his eyes were glued to the downpour I watched them silently. Aden sneezed. He was standing by the window, hands shoved deep in his pockets, eyes vacant, lost in the storm outside. The room was very quiet apart from the crackling of the fire. Dennis cleared his throat, looking at me, softening his eyes for that moment. "You okay? Do you feel cold?" He offered his hand to gently feel whether I was shivering. I smiled at him, hoping it would make him feel better. But the silence in the room felt strange, and I couldn’t help but wonder: why was everyone so quiet? Were they scared, even though they’d all gone along with my crazy idea to come here? They were my good friends, but I couldn’t help but question if I was being a good friend to them.

Peter broke the silence. "I need to pee. Out of the way, Boni," he grumbled as he headed for the door, the rain slapping against the house as it swung open and closed behind him.

"We have to leave first thing tomorrow," Kushie said calmly. I stared back at her and nodded faintly.

"But I thought we'd stay longer," said Wendy with some concern and a dash of curiosity, as she turned to take in the whole group, letting her gaze linger on each one of us. Then she turned to face me. Her gaze was firm but tender. "Have you found what we came for, Bee? We came here for you
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