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PREFACE
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Before names were given to rivers, before the forest learned the sound of human footsteps, blood already knew its path.

The elders say blood is not silent. It remembers. It calls across distance and time, whispering to the living in dreams, in fear, in sudden longing that has no face. When it is spilt unjustly, it does not soak quietly into the soil—it seeks vengeance.

Among the people, blood has never been merely the flesh and warmth. It is a covenant. It is an inheritance. It is a burden and blessing braided together. Some believe blood binds families only by birth, that once one walks away, the bond thins like an old rope left in the rain. Others know better. They say blood stretches farther than footsteps, stronger than will, and deeper than love. It binds the living to the dead, the unborn to promises they did not make.

Some fear blood ties and those who worship them. Some wash themselves after touching spilt blood, believing misfortune clings to it like dust. Others keep it close—sealed in gourds, buried beneath thresholds, smeared upon skin in ritual—trusting it to protect, to strengthen, to call spirits to their side. 

Blood has been used to seal marriages and end wars. It has been offered to the earth in times of drought, and to the spirits in times of desperation. Chiefs have ruled by it. Children have been cursed by it. And when blood is taken without right, when it is stolen, betrayed, or denied its due, the land itself remembers.

Blood does not forget who it belongs to, and it does not forgive being silenced.

That is why some names are never spoken aloud. Why are certain paths avoided at night? Why mothers pray not only for their children’s lives, but for the histories they carry unknowingly in their veins. For blood is never just one person’s story—it is a river fed by many streams.

This tale follows such a river.

What began long before the last telling did not end when the forest released its captives. What was bound once, even in fear, remains bound until it is answered. Blood that has called will call again.

And when blood calls blood, the answer reshapes families, villages, and destinies alike.
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​PROLOGUE
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The blood moon’s red light spilt across the forest canopy, staining bark and stone alike, and the air grew heavy with waiting. In the clearing outside the hut, the round altar stood bare—its surface cold, its runes awake but unsatisfied. They shimmered faintly, ancient symbols stirring as they always did when the moon turned red every quarter of a century.

But there was no sacrifice this time. 

No bound body on the cold stone.

No blood to seal the night.

Within the hut, the old man lay breathing shallowly, his chest rising and falling with effort. For three centuries, he had endured—through wars, through droughts, through rituals that fed his strength and anchored him to time itself. Tonight, the forest felt his failing. Birds had fallen silent. Even the insects kept their distance.

Musonda knelt beside him, his hands clenched, his jaw tight with shame.

“This is my doing,” he said quietly.

The old man did not answer. His eyes, once sharp as moonlight on water, were clouded now, fixed on something far beyond the walls of the hut.

Outside, the runes on the altar stone brightened briefly, then dimmed.

The old woman stepped forward and placed a steadying hand on her son’s shoulder. Her voice, when she spoke, was calm.

“He lived longer than most spirits are allowed,” she said. “Longer than blood ever promised.”

Musonda shook his head. “The ritual—”

“Was broken,” she finished. “Yes. But not unforgiven.”

She knelt beside her mate and pressed her forehead gently to his. “He knew the cost,” she said. “And he chose it.”

As the moon climbed higher, the old man released a final breath. It left him softly, like a tide withdrawing from shore. The forest exhaled with him. The runes faded. The altar returned to stone.

No blood had been spilt.

Yet something had been set in motion.

The old woman stepped outside and lifted her gaze to the moon.

Her body began to shift. Bone folded into bone, flesh flowing as though reshaped by an unseen hand. Her clothes merged with her form, dissolving as the change took hold. Within moments, the woman was gone, and a wolf stood in her place.

She raised her head to the sky and howled—once, then again.

At first light, Musonda dug the grave himself, just beyond the hut, within the bounds of the compound. He laid his father to rest beneath the roots of an ancient tree, where the earth was thick with memory. When it was done, he stood alone, staring at the disturbed soil.

Was it worth it?

The question rose uninvited, sharp and merciless.

He had betrayed his kin and broken the law that had sustained them for centuries. He had helped a human girl escape, and in doing so had lost his father. Kasuba was gone beyond the forest, beyond his reach, carrying a life he would never see.

All this—for nothing.

A hand rested on his shoulder.

He had not heard his mother approach. He had not needed to. She was already there, where his thoughts had led her.

“Nothing is ever lost so easily,” she said, her voice low and steady. “Not where blood is concerned.”

Musonda did not turn. “He is dead,” he said. “And she is gone. I have gained nothing, Mother.”

His mother’s hand tightened slightly. “Your father is not beneath that earth,” she said. “He is in you. In your breath. In the choices you will make long after this forest forgets his name.”

She paused, allowing the truth to settle.

“Blood does not end with death,” she continued. “It follows. It watches. It waits. And when the time comes, it calls itself home.”

Musonda closed his eyes. 

The forest did not dispute her words.

A life had ended because a sacrifice had been denied.

Somewhere far beyond the forest and the mountains, a girl born under a darkened sun still breathed freely—unaware that blood had already answered blood on her behalf.

And blood, once denied its due, never forgets. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1
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The sun dipped low, laying long shadows across the village. The sky stretched in hues of burning orange and deep purple, as if the heavens themselves had lit a fire and were slowly smothering it with dusk. At the edge of the grove, Kasuba sat beside Chibuye, her gaze fixed on the shifting colours above.

Chibuye’s voice broke the stillness. “So... you are finally feeling at home here?” His eyes searched her face, as though he feared the answer.

Kasuba’s nod was slow, thoughtful. “Strange. Isn’t it? I thought peace had abandoned me forever. But now...I feel as if my heart is beginning to heal.”

Chibuye leaned back on his hands, tilting his head toward the glowing horizon. “That is all I’ve wanted—to see you free of the weight you carry. You deserve joy, Kasuba. You deserve rest.”

His words warmed her, yet they stirred an ache. Since her return to Lwena, Chibuye had been her closest friend, her anchor in the storms that followed her. Day by day, he had drawn laughter from her lips when she thought she would never laugh again. 

Chibuye shifted, pulling a small satchel across his lap. His tone carried a nervous edge. “I have something for you.”

Kasuba tilted her head. “What is it?”

From the satchel, Chibuye drew out a folded piece of cloth. Kasuba’s eyes widened.

“My wrapper," she reached for it with trembling hands. “But... how?”

Chibuye chuckled softly. “When your father and I came to find you... I found it hanging by the hut.”

Kasuba pressed the fabric to her chest. “This used to be my grandmother’s. I thought it was lost forever.”

The silence followed, filled only by the fading cries of birds returning to roost. When he spoke again, his voice was low and steady. “Kasuba, the past is a heavy thing to carry. But you do not have to bear it alone.”

Sadness flickered in her smile. “I know... but it is not so simple. I cannot just forget him.”

“I am not asking you to forget. I only ask that you let me walk beside you. To help you find peace, in whatever time it takes.” His hand brushed hers lightly. “Let me be part of your life.”

Her heart tightened. He had walked through fire for her, risked his life at her father’s side in the eastern lands. If anyone understood the shadows that haunted her, it was Chibuye.

He drew a deep breath, as though steadying his spirit. “Kasuba... I must say this, even if it startles you.” His next words tumbled out, heavy with longing. “Will you marry me?”

Kasuba’s breath stilled in her chest. “Chibuye... so soon?”

“I know,” he said, his smile laced with hope. “I do not wish to hurry you. But my heart has chosen. I want to build a life with you—to see joy return to your eyes.”

Kasuba turned away, her thoughts swirling like restless winds. “What will people say? After everything... to move on so quickly... it feels wrong.”

His reply was firm, his voice carrying the weight of conviction. “Let the people say what they will. You have suffered more than they can understand. You deserve happiness, Kasuba. Let me share it with you.”

Her chest warmed, her spirit torn. He was offering her a future—but within her still lay the memory of Musonda, and the secret that bound her heart to silence.

She closed her eyes. “Chibuye,” she whispered, her voice trembling like a leaf in the wind, “there is something I must tell you... something I have carried in silence, for I did not know how to say it.”

He reached for her hand, his thumb tracing slow, patient circles over her skin — a quiet promise that he would not turn away.

“Speak, Kasuba,” he said gently. “Whatever storm it is, we shall face it together.”

The words tasted like ash as they left her tongue. “I am with child,” she said. “And the child... it is Musonda’s.”

Chibuye’s hand slipped from hers, and his eyes searched her face, wide and unblinking. His lips parted, but no sound came.

Kasuba lowered her head. She could not look upon the storm she feared in his eyes. His silence pressed upon her, heavier than anger itself.

“I understand,” she murmured, her voice breaking. “If you cannot take me as your wife, I will not hold it against you.”

For a long while, he said nothing. Then, at last, his voice came — low and trembling, like a reed bending before the wind.

“I have always known,” he said. “Musonda’s shadow still walks beside you. There is no shame in that.”

Her eyes lifted in disbelief. “But Chibuye... you would bear this burden? When the people see, they will know the child is not yours. You may be forced to lie for me, to live with their scorn.”

“Let them speak,” he said, his gaze steady. “Their tongues are not my heart. I would love you no less carrying his child than if you carried none. Let them think what they will — I will call the child mine. All I ask is to stand beside you.”

Kasuba’s hand trembled in his. “You deserve a marriage without shame. My name is already soiled; I cannot stain yours too.”

He smiled faintly, though his eyes glistened. “My father once told me — love is not always born on a smooth road. Sometimes it grows among thorns. If these thorns are the price of your happiness, then I will walk among them barefoot.”

Tears filled her eyes, her heart twisting with gratitude and grief. “You speak with kindness that shames my heart. But the truth cannot hide for long. By the time we marry, they will see what I carry. We cannot pretend what the eyes will soon know.”

His fingers closed around hers, firm and warm. “Then let them see,” he said. “Let them believe what pleases them. I will not explain myself to any man. If I must live my days wearing a lie, then let it be so — as long as you are by my side.”

Kasuba shook her head, her voice no louder than the sigh of grass in the wind. “To live always in hiding... I do not know if my spirit can endure such a life.”

Silence fell between them. 

That evening, Kasuba found her mother by the fire. When she looked up and saw her daughter, her smile was gentle, her voice a soothing balm.

“My child,” she greeted, the warmth in her tone wrapping Kasuba like a cloak. Yet her gaze sharpened as she studied her daughter’s face. “What burdens your heart?”

Kasuba hesitated, lowering her gaze. “Chibuye asked me to be his wife.”

Her mother’s face lit with delight. “Did he? Ah, the heir to the throne—a fine man, and one who loves you truly. Even the spirits seem to weave your paths together.

Kasuba stepped closer, the fire’s glow painting her in soft light. She drew a long, trembling breath.

“Mother... I am two moons with a child. And it is Musonda’s.”

Nkandu’s hands froze. The herbs slipped from her fingers, scattering into the dust. For a moment, she only stared, sorrow and disbelief mingling in her eyes.

“Kasuba...” Her voice quivered. “Still, your heart walks among thorns. I had prayed the season of pain was over.”

Kasuba lowered her head, her words spilling heavy as stones.

“Chibuye knows. Yet he still offers to wed me. He would even take the child as his own. But how can I agree, Mother? To live in that lie would bring shame to him, to me, to our name.”

Nkandu rose and gathered her daughter into her arms. The scent of herbs clung to her as she held her close, her hand stroking Kasuba’s hair.

“My daughter, you speak the truth. Soon, the people will see what you carry, and tongues will not be silenced. For the prince to marry a woman bearing another’s child... it would be a deep wound to his honour, and a disgrace to our house.”

Kasuba shivered against her mother, her voice breaking.

“What path is left for me, Mother? I cannot let Chibuye sacrifice his honour. Yet I do not know how to walk into that wedding.”

Nkandu rocked her gently, as if Kasuba were once more a child in need of comfort.

“Do not weep, my heart. I will speak to your father. Together we shall find a way.”

***
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That night, Nkandu sat beside Mwansa in the stillness of their chamber. Her words came slowly, trembling as she told him what Kasuba had confessed.

Mwansa listened in silence. His gaze was fixed on the flame, yet his thoughts were far away. When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet, but it carried the weight of a man who had seen many seasons.

“Ah, Nkandu,” he murmured, “the heart of a child is a deep well. We drink from it without knowing what lies beneath. Kasuba’s path will be heavy. Without Chibuye’s strength beside her, peace will slip from her like water from cupped hands. But every soul must walk the road that fate lays before it.”
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CHAPTER 2
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When morning came, the first light brushed the huts, and the sound of birds rose from the trees. Chibuye bowed before Mwansa, who sat in quiet thought.

Mwansa waved his hand. “Sit, my son,” he said. “The wind has carried your name to me. Let us speak, and let truth stand between us.”

His voice was calm but heavy with the weight of a father’s heart. “I know that you love Kasuba. But hear me well—love alone is not a shelter strong enough for every storm. The road is steep and filled with stones. Tell me truthfully: are you ready to stand beside her, and beside the child she bears? This is not a vow for a light tongue.”

Chibuye lifted his head. The firelight caught his eyes, steady and clear. “I understand,” he said quietly. “Since Kasuba returned, her sorrow has been my own. I will take her as my wife, and I will raise the child as if he were born of my blood.”

Mwansa’s gaze lingered on him. His brow furrowed as he weighed the young man’s words. 

“Chibuye,” he said at length, “the heart of a man may burn bright today, yet the wind of tomorrow may test its flame. Love is not only a feeling, but it is also endurance. There will come a day when the world will question your choice, and your own heart may echo their doubts.”

Still, Chibuye did not look away. His voice came steady, though soft with humility. “My heart is fixed, sir. Whatever trials rise against us, I will not turn my face from her.”

Mwansa drew a long breath, the sound deep as a sigh from the earth. A shadow of sorrow crossed his face, yet pride gleamed faintly behind it.

“So be it,” he said. “But understand this, my son—if you would bind your life to hers, you must first go to your father. Speak to him with truth in your mouth and courage in your heart. Only then shall the ancestors judge which path is right for you both.”

***
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Later that day, Chibuye gathered his courage and went to his father, knowing well that the battle ahead would test not his fists, but his heart. Chief Mwanza sat upon a carved ebony stool, while his wife, Mumbi, worked patiently at a cloth in her lap.

When Chibuye spoke of his desire to marry Kasuba, the chief’s eyes glimmered with interest, and a slow smile curved his lips.

“Kasuba,” he said. “Truly, she would be a fine match for the heir of this house. Her beauty is known, her strength admired, her name whispered with respect.”

Chibuye swallowed hard, then let the words fall from his mouth. “Father... there is more. I have already been with Kasuba. She carries my child.”

Shock rippled across the chief’s face before he steadied himself.

“You were reckless. A royal child, born without blessing or witness? The people will say the bloodline has grown careless.”

“Father, we love one another,” Chibuye answered quickly, his voice trembling with urgency. “Let us make it right. Allow us to marry before the whispers grow.”

But Chief Mwanza’s jaw tightened like a trap. “No. There can be no marriage. Such haste would stain the throne itself.”

Chibuye faltered, his breath shallow. “But Father... I am ready. I will stand by her.”

The chief’s eyes narrowed, cutting into his son’s spirit. “You speak of readiness, but I see only fire without discipline. Kasuba was Musonda’s wife, and she returned barely two months ago. This child you claim... is it truly yours?”

The question stung like a spear, yet Chibuye kept his voice steady, though it was laced with defiance. “It is mine, Father. I would not claim what is not my burden.”

At last, Mumbi lifted her gaze from her embroidery. Her voice, gentle but firm, drifted across the chamber like balm over a wound. “Husband, let us tread carefully. Kasuba is beloved among the people. To deny her and our son may bring whispers louder than the truth itself. If they see a marriage blessed quickly, they will not trouble themselves with counting the months.”

But the chief shook his head, his voice edged with iron. “This is not the way of the throne. A chief’s heir is bound to uphold the customs, not to trample them with desire.”

“Then let us act swiftly,” Mumbi urged, “before the belly betrays them.”

Yet Mwanza’s face hardened further. “And what of Musonda? His blood still runs in her story. He took her in marriage before all. Shall we pretend that bond never existed?”

“Musonda is no husband,” Chibuye said fiercely. “He was a beast in a man’s skin. He nearly gave her to the fire for a blood ritual. She barely escaped his claws. Even her family would forbid him ever to lay claim again.”

Chief Mwanza’s gaze grew distant.

But still he pressed, “Even if Musonda is dust in the wind, there are customs older than your love. Have you thought of bride service? During the period, you must work for her family, as I did for your mother. How will you honour this, when the belly will not wait?”

Chibuye’s mouth went dry. “Bride service?” he echoed.

“Indeed,” his father replied sharply. “I bent my back in your grandfather’s fields, though I was heir to the throne. Do you now ask to escape that duty?”

Frustration burned hot in Chibuye’s chest. “Is there no privilege for the blood of a chief?”

Mwanza struck the words down like an axe. “Not in this matter. Custom bows to no crown.”

The son’s temper broke. “Then I renounce the throne! Let another take it. My heart belongs to her, and I will not leave her to shame.”

The chief’s eyes turned dark. “Do not speak like a fool. You are my only son, my firstborn. Your duty cannot be abandoned for the fire of your loins.”

Sensing the storm before it broke, Mumbi lifted her hand. “Enough,” she commanded, her tone carrying the weight of a mother and a queen. “We are all unprepared for this news. Let us not quarrel like crows over scraps. We will speak again when minds are cooler.”

Chief Mwanza exhaled sharply, his anger barely contained. He fixed his gaze on his son. “Leave us, Chibuye.”

When Chibuye was gone, Chief Mwanza’s voice slipped out. “This son of mine... reckless enough to bring shame into this house.”

Mumbi folded her cloth. “Perhaps not recklessness—perhaps love.”

“Love?” Mwanza spat. “Love does not shield a throne. Love does not silence whispers. He is blind to the storm he has brought upon us.”

Mumbi spoke with quiet resolve. “We must meet with Mwansa and his wife. The children, too. The matter will not wait, nor the child within her.”

Mwanza grunted, the weight of duty pressing on his shoulders. 
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CHAPTER 3
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Mwansa sat with his family around the hearth outside their home. The fire’s glow painted their faces in shifting light, the smoke curling into the sky. Kasongo leaned forward, wide-eyed, as his father spoke, his voice weaving story and laughter into the night. 

A messenger from Chief Mwanza’s court emerged and greeted Mwansa with a bow, conveying that the chief had sent word requesting Mwansa, his wife Nkandu, and their daughter Kasuba to come to the palace the following day, mid-morning.

The smile faded from Mwansa’s face, replaced by a grave stillness as he affirmed that they would go. The messenger gave a brief nod before vanishing into the night, leaving only the fading echo of his footsteps and a heavy silence that settled over the family.

Mwansa’s eyes turned toward Kasuba. 

“Kasuba, tomorrow when you stand before the chief, be sure of yourself. If you wish to marry Chibuye, hold to your choice.”

Kasuba lowered her gaze, her voice soft. “I am willing, Father. If it is agreed, I will marry him.”

“Remember, we would never force you. But the child you carry is not Chibuye’s. No matter how willing he is to take it as his own. The child’s blood runs from Musonda. Do not forget.”

At the sound of that name, Nkandu stiffened. “Musonda is of the past,” she said sharply. “That man would have sacrificed her to his family’s dark hunger. There is no future for Kasuba with him.”

Mwansa did not answer at once. His gaze lingered in the firelight, shadows moving in his eyes. He remembered Musonda’s defiance of his own kin, his protection of Kasuba even against the will of his family of wolves. Somewhere in the wilderness, perhaps still alive, perhaps not, that young man carried a love that had risked everything.

Mwansa spoke, “Let us pray the chief’s summons brings favour, not sorrow.”

***
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The following day, they came to the palace as commanded. The guards led them into the grand chamber, where Chief Mwanza sat with his wife, Mumbi, and their son, Chibuye. Respectful greetings were exchanged, though beneath the words lay an unspoken heaviness. When the formalities were done, the chief lifted his hand, and the guards withdrew.

Chief Mwanza cleared his throat, his voice carrying the weight of a verdict.

“You may already sense the reason for this gathering. It concerns Kasuba and my son. What is spoken here must not cross these walls.”

Mwansa bowed his head. “We understand, my chief.”

The chief’s eyes darkened as he went on. “Chibuye has declared his wish to marry Kasuba. More than that, he has confessed that she carries his child.”

Mwansa and Nkandu exchanged a startled glance. Kasuba turned sharply toward Chibuye, her eyes wide with dawning realisation. Chibuye met her gaze, silently begging for trust. At last, she drew a trembling breath and nodded.

“Yes, my Chief,” she murmured. “It is true. I carry Chibuye’s child.”

The chief studied her, his gaze sharp as a spear, as though testing her words for cracks. When he finally spoke, his tone was grave. “So be it. What must be done is clear. Yet we must guard against shame. The people of Lwena must not learn of this child before the rites of marriage are fulfilled.”

Mumbi leaned forward, her voice soft but firm. “Kasuba, we will shield you from gossip. You will remain here in the palace, under our protection. The people will believe you are serving the royal household as you prepare to become the wife of the chief’s son.”

Nkandu inclined her head, relief showing in her eyes, though Mwansa’s brow furrowed with unease. “And Chibuye?” he asked. “Will he honour our law and labour on my land, as every son-in-law must?”

Chief Mwanza’s voice dropped like a stone. “He must. Without that, the union would not be worthy of the throne. Let him labour, and let the people see his strength and his commitment.”

Mwansa sighed deeply, torn between respect for custom and worry for his daughter.

“Then it is settled,” the chief declared. “In three days, the betrothal will be announced. Kasuba will remain here. After six months, the marriage shall be sealed, and by then, the child’s coming will appear a blessing timed by the ancestors.”

Nkandu smiled, comforted. “Your wisdom honours us, my chief.”

But Mwansa, still troubled, pressed on. “And when the child arrives too soon after the wedding—will that not still rouse whispers?”

The chief’s eyes flickered with a cold certainty. “By then, she will be royal blood. Their tongues will have no power.”

Mwansa bowed, though the weight on his heart remained. When the meeting ended, he, Nkandu, and Kasuba left the palace in silence, their steps heavy with the burden of the day.

***
[image: ]


Later that day, Mwansa called his daughter aside. His face carried the heaviness of a father torn between caution and love.

“Kasuba,” he began, his voice steady but edged with worry, “there is a matter we cannot leave in silence. This lie—are you certain it will not return to trouble you both? A man’s heart may be willing, but secrets are restless things. They rise like smoke; no matter how one hides them, they find their way into the open.”

Kasuba lowered her eyes, her words falling like a quiet confession. “I cannot be sure, Father. But I feel there is no other path. If the truth were spoken, Chibuye’s people would cast me aside, and with them would go every hope of a future—for myself and for this child.”

Nkandu reached across, laying her hand gently on her daughter’s shoulder, her touch carrying the warmth of both mother and protector. “Then hold fast to the choice you have made, my child. The road will not be smooth, but remember—you do not walk it alone. We will stand with you, whether storm or calm.”

Mwansa’s gaze softened, though the furrows of concern did not leave his brow. “So be it. We shall honour your resolve. But never forget, daughter: trust is like the roots of the great tree—deep, strong, yet tender. A single axe-blow may wound it, and once the roots weaken, the tree may never stand as it once did.”

Kasuba nodded, her heart heavy with his warning. She knew her father’s words were true. The path she had chosen lay before her, but it was strewn with thorns. She wondered whether the shadow of her past would ever loosen its grip.
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CHAPTER 4
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The decision to keep Kasuba within the palace had, in many ways, proven wise. Chief Mwanza’s authority carried the weight of stone; though whispers curled around the evening fires, none dared to question him openly. Still, her engagement to Chibuye was the talk of Lwena. Some said it was too soon, too sudden, for Kasuba, who had only just returned from the eastern lands—a chapter of sorrow spoken of only in hushed tones.

Kasuba was rarely seen. The palace walls held her close, cloaking her from the village’s eyes. Outwardly, she was said to be learning the ways of a chief’s wife, but in truth, her tasks were few.

Mumbi kept her well-fed and sheltered, forbidding her from labour that might weary her. To the royal family, she carried more than her own child. She bore within her the seed of the throne.

But to Kasuba, the protection was a prison. Her hands longed for the simple labours that once filled her days with meaning, and at times she pleaded with Mumbi for small tasks, if only to remember what it was to be useful. 

Nkandu was among the few allowed to visit, bringing fragments of the outside world into her daughter’s solitude. On one such visit, she found Kasuba resting in her chamber. The swelling of her belly could no longer be hidden; her youth was giving way to the weight of motherhood.

Nkandu gently took her daughter’s hand. “Do not let your spirit wear down, child. The heart of a mother must be steady, for herself and for the little one within.”

Kasuba’s expression grew taut, cutting across her mother’s warmth. “I dreamt again last night, Mother.”

Nkandu’s heart stirred with unease. “Tell me.”

Kasuba’s voice dropped low, her eyes clouded with dread.
“I held my baby—a girl, so small, so perfect. I cradled her close, and I could feel her warmth, smell her skin. Then a cold wind rose, crawling across the earth like a shadow. I wrapped her in my arms, but the wind grew fierce, circling us. I held on with all my strength...yet when I opened my arms—she was gone.”
Her hands trembled. “I called out, searching everywhere. Then I heard laughter. I looked up, and there she was. My child, standing among the wolves, staring at me with eyes I cannot forget.”

Nkandu pressed her hand upon Kasuba’s shoulder, her breath unsteady. “This dream—has it troubled you before?”

Kasuba nodded slowly. “Three times, in seven days.”

Nkandu’s thoughts turned at once to Mwambwa, the seer whose visions had once guided her through darkness. “Mwambwa has the gift of sight. She may read what the ancestors are showing you.” Nkandu said carefully. 

But Kasuba’s face hardened; she lifted a hand as if to push the thought away. “No, Mother. I do not wish to know. Already, I live with the weight of deceit. Chibuye’s family believes this child is his, and I have allowed that lie to stand. I fear that to seek answers from Mwambwa is to walk deeper into the same darkness.”

***
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Later, as Nkandu walked home, her feet, almost of their own will, carried her down the narrow path that wound toward Mwambwa’s hut. Beneath the shadow of the ancient baobab, the seer stood as if expecting her. 

“There you are,” Mwambwa said.

Nkandu sat before her and spoke of Kasuba’s dream in every detail. Mwambwa listened without a twitch. When Nkandu’s words fell away, the old woman stepped forward and began to speak.

Mwambwa’s gaze pierced the dim air, her words drifting like smoke.

“Nkandu, this child,” she whispered, “moves between worlds unseen, her spirit unbridled, a flame no chain can touch. Not the might of kings, nor the will of men, can bow what the winds themselves have claimed. Her path is marked by secrets older than the earth.”

Mwambwa’s words came like mist over a sleeping valley, thick with shadows and portent.

“The visions whisper of a child straddling the worlds,” she said, her tone both warning and awe. “No hand shall bend her. Only the one whose blood echoes hers will call her forth.”

The old seer’s words clung to Nkandu like smoke that would not lift. She carried the warning in silence, like a scar hidden beneath a cloth. But how could Nkandu share such a burden? Her daughter was already walking under heavy skies. To place another stone on her back would be cruelty.

When Nkandu returned home, she kept her silence even from Mwansa. If he learned she had sought Mwambwa’s counsel in secret, his anger would fall on her like a whip. He would call it betrayal. He would call it folly.

Yet what choice had she? A mother’s heart does not rest until it knows. And now that she knew, she carried the truth alone, fearful of the day when the hidden scar would bleed into the open.

Musonda. The name she had prayed to bury. The shadow Kasuba had fought to forget. He was the one bound by blood to the unborn child.

She whispered prayers that Mwambwa’s prophecy might not come true. Yet in her heart, Nkandu knew—Mwambwa’s visions had never failed.
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CHAPTER 5
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Chibuye had fulfilled his bridal duty, bringing in a harvest so plentiful that the elders declared it a sign of prosperity. His success was hailed as a blessing for the marriage. Everywhere, hands worked with devotion. Artisans carved patterns into wood and bone, ornaments to crown the day. Women wove cloth bright with colour, threads dancing into symbols of fertility and unity. Young men and women rehearsed dances. Truly, it seemed as if the whole village wore joy.

And yet, in the stillness of her heart, Kasuba wrestled with doubts. But whenever her eyes met Chibuye’s, she found a strength there. Though he knew the child in her womb was not his, he stood at her side without faltering. In that gaze, Kasuba gathered hope, fragile yet enough to carry her forward.

Meanwhile, Chief Mwanza took it upon himself to spread word of his son’s wedding far and wide. Messengers crossed rivers and plains, carrying invitations to neighbouring villages and distant chiefdoms. Soon, guests began to arrive, bearing treasures: cloth dyed in colours that caught the sun, carved figures of wood and stone, bundles of rare herbs, and jewellery beaded so finely it glittered like drops of morning dew.

Nkandu moved among the preparations, her smile steady, her hands always busy. Yet when night came, silence pressed on her heart. Sleep was slow to find her, and when it did, it carried Mwambwa’s warning back into her mind. 

At last, the day arrived. The village itself seemed transformed, as though it, too, had dressed for the occasion. Torches lined the path to the palace, their flames bending in the breeze. 

In her chamber, Kasuba was prepared for the day. Her bridal garment shimmered with beadwork and feathers; each thread spoke of her family’s lineage. Nkandu’s hands were gentle as she fastened the final beads around her daughter’s neck, her eyes heavy with tears she dared not shed.

“Are you ready, my daughter?” she whispered.

Kasuba drew in a breath, steady but uncertain. “I think so, Mother.”

Nkandu forced a smile. “Then may this day bring you joy, Kasuba. May it be the first step into a life filled with light.”

Outside, Chibuye waited in garments fit for a chief’s heir, his face calm. When Kasuba stepped out to meet him, his heart swelled with pride. He took her hands, and together they walked to the village square, where the people gathered in expectation.

Chief Mwanza raised his arms for silence. His voice carried like a drumbeat across the square, weaving blessing and wisdom. “Today, we witness a union bound not only by love, but by the strength of two families. May their joining bring peace to this village. May their love burn as a light for generations yet unborn.”

The villagers answered with cheers. Drums rolled, flutes sang, rattles shook, and dancers leapt into rhythm, their movements rising like praise to the sky.

Nkandu let the joy wash over her, though her heart did not rest. For now, she told herself, the shadows could wait. This day belonged to Kasuba and Chibuye, and nothing—not even her deepest fear—would be allowed to take it away.

As evening settled over the village, painting the sky in deep purples and indigo, the first stars peered out like shy watchers. A massive ceremonial fire at the village square drew villagers, their faces bright with excitement. The fire was meant to burn steadily and strongly throughout the night, honouring Kasuba and Chibuye’s union.

Yet tonight... something was off.

The flames danced, but not as they should. They twisted and split in strange patterns, flickering as if caught between two unseen forces. The air was still; no breeze disturbed the night, and yet the fire swayed as though it had a will of its own. Some guests laughed, blaming shadows and the fickle light. But the elders’ murmurs grew, a low hum of superstition and unease passing from one to another. 

At the edge of the crowd, Mwambwa frowned. Her gaze followed the fire’s odd movements. Nkandu felt her own heart tighten. She shifted her gaze from the flames to her daughter, Kasuba, who sat beside Chibuye. A cold dread pressed against Nkandu’s chest—something was wrong.

Then Kasuba felt a sudden stir from within, a movement from her unborn child that made her hand instinctively clutch her stomach. Before she could steady herself, a long, piercing howl split the night. It echoed through the village, cutting into the hearts of those gathered.

The villagers froze, every eye flicking to the dark tree line beyond the village. Wolves were rare here, and the sound struck fear into memory and imagination alike. 

In the shadows, Mwambwa’s gaze never wavered, darting between flames, Kasuba, and the guests. Nkandu’s face glistened with sweat, her heart hammering. She tried to mask her fear, but it was a fragile mask. Mwansa noticed her discomfort and leaned close, concern furrowing his brow.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

“Yes... Yes,” she replied too quickly, wiping her brow. “It’s just... the heat of the clothes.”

Mwansa’s eyes lingered knowingly, but he said nothing more. He stood up to offer his blessing. He turned to his daughter and her husband, his voice warm but firm.

“My daughter, Kasuba,” he began, eyes softening. “You have faced many trials, and through them, you have shown courage and resilience. Today, you are joined to Chibuye, a man who has shown you kindness and strength. I bless this union, and may it bring peace to your heart.”

But even as he spoke, Mwansa caught movement from the corner of his eye. Mwambwa, who had watched from the shadows, now moved toward Nkandu with urgency. She bent low, whispering into Nkandu’s ear. Nkandu rose silently, following the seer into the darkness. 

A weariness settled over Kasuba. She leaned closer to Chibuye. “I need to rest,” she murmured.

Chibuye’s expression softened with understanding. He bowed slightly to his mother, Mumbi. “Mother, Kasuba needs to rest,” he said quietly.

Two guards fell in step beside them, escorting the bride and groom to their chambers. 

Another howl cut through the darkness, long and mournful. Kasuba’s heart skipped. The sound stirred memories of the nights in the eastern lands. Chibuye noticed the shiver that ran through her and squeezed her hand. “Everything is fine,” he whispered, though the shadows in his own eyes betrayed his worry.

Even as he spoke, a question pressed at his mind, stubborn and unsettling. Why now—on this night of celebration—would the howl of a wolf echo through the village? Wolves had never been seen in these lands. They lived only in fireside tales, warnings whispered to children of dangers lurking in the wild, spirits of the night, creatures that prowled in stories rather than reality.

In the quiet shadows at the edge of the village square, away from the laughter and music of the wedding, Mwambwa pulled Nkandu aside. Her eyes scanned Nkandu as if she were trying to read the secrets that lay hidden beneath her heart.

“There is a conflict here,” she whispered, “a struggle between Kasuba’s past and her present. I feel it in the air. What is being kept from me?”

Nkandu hesitated, caught between fear and the need to speak the truth. “I thought... with your extra eye, you would have seen everything,” she said softly, almost trembling.

Mwambwa’s gaze sharpened, unwavering and cold.
“There are things even I cannot see,” she said. “Things that hide themselves when the truth is held close. Nkandu... what is happening?”
Nkandu shuddered, barely able to meet her gaze. “The child Kasuba carries... it is not Chibuye’s. Musonda is the father.”

A shadow flickered across Mwambwa’s face, hardening like iron.

“And Chibuye... he knows?”

“Yes,” Nkandu admitted, wringing her hands, her voice trembling. “He has accepted the child as his own. But Chief Mwanza and Mumbi... they do not know.”

Mwambwa closed her eyes, her words rolling like distant thunder. “This is dangerous. Secrets such as these do not remain buried, not when blood binds them.”

Nkandu’s voice was little more than a shiver. “What should we do?”

Mwambwa’s eyes opened, cold and unwavering. “It is too late.”

As Nkandu returned to her seat, Mwansa’s gaze followed her, lined with worry. “Where did you go?” he asked.

She drew a shaky breath. “Mwambwa... she needed to speak with me urgently. About a prophecy concerning Kasuba’s pregnancy.”

“Not again,” Mwansa muttered, glancing warily toward where the seer was sitting, but she had disappeared. 

The village continued to celebrate, drums and laughter carrying into the darkness. Secrets weighed on those who bore them, and the fire—still twisting in impossible patterns—cast strange, ominous shadows across the square, as if the flames themselves whispered warnings the villagers could not yet hear.
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CHAPTER 6
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Musonda sat on the edge of his bed. The air smelled faintly of herbs and smoke, lingering reminders of nights spent tending to his father until the end. This place—the wolves’ compound hidden deep in the eastern forest—had become a place of sadness, a shadow of the family he had once known. Here, he had promised his parents: when they passed, he would lay them to rest in this very spot, honouring their last wishes.

A soft knock pulled him from his thoughts. His mother stepped inside, her frame bent with age, yet her eyes were sharp, catching every flicker of his emotion.

“Where were you yesterday?” she asked softly, worry threading her voice. “I searched until the stars rose. You were gone.”

Musonda exhaled, fingers tightening on the edge of the bed. “Kasuba... she is married now,” he said, a bitter edge cutting his words.

His mother’s face softened. “I know how much you loved her,” she said, settling beside him. “The heart remembers, even when it should not.”

Silence filled the hut, heavy and quiet, broken only by the whispering wind outside. Then, as though a dam had burst, Musonda began to speak.

“I went to her village,” he said, his voice thick with longing. “After all this time, I only wanted to see her... to know she was safe. I had no thought of speaking to her, nor of letting her catch sight of me. I only wanted a single glimpse to know she was alive.”

His fists clenched tightly. 

His mother nodded slowly, understanding without judgment. 

Musonda’s jaw tightened. “The village was alive with a celebration. I stayed at the edge, hidden in the shadows. His voice grew rougher. “When darkness fell, I shifted and entered the village, weaving among the crowd. And then I saw her surrounded by people, dressed in the bridal finery of her tribe. She was the bride.” He spat the word as if it tasted bitter. “And the groom... Chibuye, the chief’s son.”

A shadow flickered across his mother’s face, though she tried to hide it. 

“The joy on her face, the way she looked at him...” His voice broke. “She looked happy. I thought she loved me. I thought she would never move on so quickly. And then...” He swallowed hard, voice tight with pain. “...I saw it. She was carrying a child. I could tell.”

Musonda’s eyes glimmered, a storm of longing and loss, of love that could not be reclaimed. Musonda’s mother placed a hand on his shoulder, her touch warm, grounding him in the quiet.

“And you believe it could be yours?” she asked, her voice soft yet carrying the strength of a wolf’s resolve.

“It is mine,” Musonda replied, firm, almost shaking with conviction. “I know it. Chibuye may try to claim the child as his own, but I can feel it—the blood, my blood, flowing within her. How could she betray me like this?” His fists trembled, and he forced them to unclench, exhaling slowly. “I... I could not contain myself, Mother. I ran to the edge of the village, shifted into my wolf form again. I howled into the night, carrying all the anger and pain inside me.”

She listened without interruption, then tightened her grip on his shoulder. “Musonda,” she said softly, “you are your father’s son, and his blood runs through you as strong as ever. If that child is yours, then the blood of the wolf flows through her as well. And believe me,”—her eyes glinted with an uncanny knowing, “the wolf’s blood always finds its way back to the source.”

Musonda searched her face, disbelief and longing mingling in his eyes. “But... how can you be certain? What if Chibuye raises the child as his own? What if I am forgotten?”

She let out a low, knowing chuckle, the kind born of years of wisdom and untold secrets. “Musonda, you cannot sever blood ties, no matter how hard you try. If that child is truly yours, a day will come when they will sense it. The wolf within will call—and it will come searching for you.”

He lowered his gaze, struggling to hold back the torrent of emotions swelling inside him. “I wish I had been stronger, Mother. If I had made different choices... maybe things would be different now.”

Her expression softened, full of sadness and pride. “Your father forgave you, Musonda. He told you to live your life and find your path. That is why he allowed himself to go. You do not bear this burden alone.”

He nodded, though the weight on his shoulders remained heavy. “And yet, I feel the pull—the need to know my child.”

She regarded him steadily. “Then be patient. The wolf’s blood is strong, stronger than you realise. It will call her. You’ll see. But until that day comes, honour your father’s wish. Stay here, at least for now.”

A chill ran down Musonda’s spine as he met his mother’s gaze. Her words held a truth he could not yet fully grasp—a prophecy wrapped in the mystery of their bloodline.

That night, in the stillness of his hut, memories of Kasuba haunted him. He saw her smile, heard her laughter, felt the ghost of her touch. And in his mind’s eye, he pictured the child he believed to be his—born of wolf blood.

A vow formed in his heart, whispered into the dark as if the stars themselves could hear him. “I will find you. No matter what.”
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CHAPTER 7
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The days that followed Kasuba and Chibuye’s joining passed like a river after the rains—calm and steady, carrying a promise in its gentle current. Each dawn found them laughing softly, speaking to one another in voices that rose and fell like birds greeting the sun. Peace dwelt in their home, a peace born not of silence but of shared love and quiet understanding.

In time, the rhythm of Lwena settled again. The drums of celebration fell silent, leaving only their memory behind—echoes fading as the feast smoke carried away by the wind. Yet within Kasuba and Chibuye’s hearts, a new fire stirred—tender, hidden, sacred.

Then, one morning, while dew still jewelled the grass and birds had not yet finished their first songs, the child arrived. A girl—strong, lusty in cry, her eyes deep as river water, her smile quick to warm the soul. They named her Tawanda—our family has grown. The name rolled easily from every tongue, for it was truth spoken into flesh.

The joy of her birth poured outward, spreading through Lwena like the scent of rain striking dry earth.

Mumbi was beside herself with delight. She clothed herself in her role as grandmother like a well-worn wrapper, tending to Tawanda with a love fierce as fire. Nkandu too felt her heart blossom anew. Once tied only by the bond of marriage, she and Mumbi now shared something deeper: the heartbeat of the same child. They often sat side by side
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