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The Witch of Mbuji-Mayi


I stood beside the FARDC sergeant, Ndobe
Ngeralt, who was tall and thin like a young tree, skin dark as
coffee beans. His green camo uniform was loose-fitting, unadorned,
and there was a matching cap on his head. He held an automatic
rifle. We watched as other men from the military of the Democratic
Republic of Congo, those troops serving beneath Ndobe, went from
hut to hut, searching.

"Is same like last village, Mr. Parsons" said
my companion, his English accented. "And village before."

"Abandoned?"

He shook his head in an affirmative
manner.

"Well, people don't just vanish," I told him.
"I mean, they must have left. Gone somewhere else."

"No where. No sign. Last time, time before.
Just gone."

A warm breeze blew across my damp skin,
cooling me down momentarily. I stood, arms crossed, and watched the
men work, calling out to each other in their native tongue, finding
no one anywhere in the small village. At least twenty or thirty
structures, I figured. No kids running about, no animals or
livestock, no cook fires, no anything. Like the last time, and the
time before. As if they'd just been scooped up and carried off
somewhere.

The local people had first sought help from
the provincial government, whom then appealed to the Congolese
government; they in turn requested aid from the African Union, who
finally asked for UN assistance after the entire population of the
fourth or fifth tiny village had simply disappeared without a
trace. The UN sent me and my team out to assist the locals, and to
help determine what was happening. Four of us altogether, to
investigate cases in two provinces; this wasn't exactly registering
as a major priority at the United Nations. But something was going
on. Was this some sort of mass kidnapping? By whom? A sudden
migration? But if so, why? And to where?

"What do you think?" I asked Ndobe. "I mean,
where do you think the people went?"

The tall man slouched much of the time,
making him just slightly taller than myself; but now he drew
himself up to full height and looked down at me sadly. "Magic,
maybe." He turned his head and spit onto the ground. The locals all
favored a bitter nut to chew on—the laffa—which acted as a
stimulant, and as a byproduct caused the user to produce extra
saliva and need to spit often. Presently Ndobe turned and pointed
off towards the hills visible several kilometers away to the north.
They shimmered on the horizon, bathed in heat. "Witch in area.
There. Lives in hills."

"Witch?"

He shook his head, Yes.

The men of his troop had reached the far end
of the village, where the last of the huts stood. There, one of the
men was now waving his arms and calling out. A few of the others
jogged to where he stood signaling; most turned their heads and
merely watched their colleague shout and signal.

"Looks like your man found something," I
said.

Ndobe's features grew dark; with his eyes
focused across the small village on the man waving and calling out,
Ndobe said, "Not good." He spit on the ground. A dribble remained
on his chin, just below his lower lip, but he ignored it. "Not
found good thing," he said grimly.

Ndobe began walking in that direction, not
fast, but his long stride carried him easily. I hurried my steps to
keep beside him. The pack on my back, stuffed with communications
equipment, recording devices, extra water and snacks, bounced as I
went. The breeze was gone; my clothes were sticking to me, and my
sweat was just hot water on hot skin. The air was thick and
damp.

#

Together, Ndobe and I crossed the length of
the village—it was no more than a collection of huts along a single
street, some sad gardens, and dried fields surrounding the
buildings—while more of the military men gathered around the first
whom had called out. Several of the troops were crossing
themselves, Father, Son, and Holy Ghost; others shook their heads
sadly. I let the shoulder strap of my pack slip off my left
shoulder, swung the bag around so that I could walk and dig into it
at the same. Whatever was over there, I was going to want to have
my camera ready.

The men were gathered inside the doorway to
one of the huts, which, like the others, was really just a simple
mud and stone building with a timber roof supporting bundles of
dried brush and leaves. The men moved aside as Ndobe and I
approached. The sergeant was barking something—orders, perhaps—in
the native language. A few men gave curt answers in reply, gestured
with their hands. They seemed more animated than usual, agitated by
something within the hut. I followed the willowy sergeant into the
hut, down a step, onto a smooth dirt floor with a few ragged rugs
thrown down. My eyes adjusted to the shadowy interior, while two of
Ndobe's men spoke quickly back and forth with their sergeant. Then,
as I came up beside Ndobe, who had stopped and was looking down at
something on the ground, I saw what had caused the fuss.

My God, I thought; my first impression was
that no one was going to believe this. I couldn't quite believe it.
I stared down at the thing which lay on a bundle of mats on the
hard earthen floor for I don't know how long. Maybe only seconds.
The thing was a monstrosity. Once human, that much was obvious, but
fundamentally not human any longer, so that it was beyond all words
or descriptions other than a dreadful wrongness. I eventually broke
from my stupor, brought the camera which I had dug out of my pack
up to my eye. I began taking photographs. The military men jumped
at the flash, one of them howled—literally howled—and turned on his
heel and made for the door. He bumped up against me in his haste to
be gone. Ndobe and the remaining man began chattering in their
language.

I took plenty of photographs; but here then
is my attempt to describe the thing with words: it was a man, or
had once been, only now, where human legs and arms should have
been, there were horrible, bug-like appendages, like the legs of
some horrorshow housefly or roach, grown big as a man. The upper
body and torso were human enough, but the face was twisted and
inhuman, the skin wrinkled and grey, the eyes too big, wide open
and staring—solid black pools, but covered by some thin film which
flashed the light from my camera back at us with each photo.
He—it—was most assuredly dead, although there was not the smell of
decay and death one normally associates with a corpse in the heat
of this land; instead, there was only the hint of a rancid smell,
like torn open garbage bags somewhere nearby in the summertime, or
a patch of damp mushrooms just run over by a lawnmower.

"Mr. Parsons," said Ndobe. I continued taking
photographs. "It is time we leave this place."

I snapped a few final pictures, though I'd
already covered the dead thing from every angle. Ndobe put his hand
on my shoulder lightly, but the sergeant's words were firm. "We
go."

He went ahead, expecting me to follow. I
turned away from the corpse, still holding my camera, and followed
the tall green form of the sergeant.

Back outside, the intense sun seemed brighter
than a few moments earlier. I put a hand to my forehead for shade,
and faced Ndobe. We were several meters from the opening of the
hut.

"What is that? Some disease, or . . ."

The tall, dark man looked at me without
expression. Said nothing. What was there to say? I suppose maybe he
didn't know any better than I.

"What should we do with it?" I asked. I was
thinking quarantine, folks in Hazmat suits, blood testing.

Ndobe spat to the side. "My men, they will
take care of this."

"Take care of it?"

"Burn."

I opened my mouth and then closed it again.
His manner suggested there was no debate to be had on the
issue.

"What happened to him? That man in there?" I
glanced back at the hut, but the interior was a black curtain of
impenetrable shadow. "Have you ever . . . you know."

Ndobe shrugged and stood up to his full
height. He made a sucking sound with the nut in his mouth. "I tell
you," he said, holding my eyes with his own. Contrasted by his dark
face, his eyes were very white. "Witch." His focus shifted; he was
looking over my head, at something in the distance. I turned and
followed his gaze. Far off across the empty, flat plain were the
hazy impressions of the rocky hills; they glimmered on the
horizon.

"Witch do this."

#

Before we left the village, which they told
me was called Bena-anwatu—is it still, I wondered, a village if
there is no longer anyone living there?—I made a call with my
satellite phone. I rang up the hotel in Mbuji-Mayi, hoping I would
catch one of the others from my team still in, else I'd have to
leave a very frightful message with someone from the hotel. Ndobe
was eager to get a move on towards those hills, whatever he thought
we'd find there. Some of the other men were chattering nervously
nearby. I leaned on the military jeep, its paint the same color as
the primary green on Ndobe and the other soldiers' uniforms.

After losing the call twice, I managed to
reach the hotel. Even luckier, Karen Whitaker, one of my
colleagues, was in her room. The desk manager fetched her for me—no
phones in our rooms—and a moment later, I was talking to Karen.
Apparently, the other two members of the team, Todd and Liam, had
been given a ride ahead to Katanga, in the neighboring province.
Karen had been told by the local driver that there wasn't room in
the vehicle for all three to travel that morning, or else—as her
disgusted smirk now passing through the poor connection
suggested—she had "volunteered" to stay behind, depending on whom I
asked later. "It's because they were afraid of what's between my
legs," she said.

"What's between your legs, Karen? Should I
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