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For the children who walked to save their lives.

For those who are still walking.

For those who never arrived.

Author's Note

This book is a story.

But it is also an echo.

In certain parts of the world, children walk.

They walk to flee, to survive, to hope.

This novel does not tell only of flight.

It tells of silences, of fears, and of eyes that age too quickly.

And it tells of something stronger than all of that: the capacity to keep moving forward.
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On the Road of the World

I was eight years old when Boundi disappeared from my childhood.

That night, I was sleeping on my mat, my back against the earthen wall of our house. The air was warm and still. You could hear the crickets in the darkness and, far off, the muffled rumble of a truck on the main road—familiar sounds, sounds that meant the world was sleeping too. Then a light crossed the sky. Brilliant, almost silent. I half-rose, still lost in sleep. A few seconds later, the sky seemed to split open and sparks began to fall like slow, indifferent rain.

In those days, I still believed the world was simple. I believed that a small village like ours could stay quiet forever.

I was wrong.

On school maps, Boundi did not exist. An invisible dot, nameless, swallowed up by the great green patch representing the province. The teacher's pointer would slide right over it without ever stopping, as though even her hand knew there was nothing to show. To the world, Boundi was nothing. But to me, it was everything.

My village lay at the edge of the great equatorial forest, in the west of the Central African Republic. An immense forest—ancient, alive, breathing like a living thing. Trees grew so tall that their canopies sometimes vanished into a fine mist. On some mornings, the sun had to struggle long before piercing that cathedral of leaves. And when it finally broke through, the light fell in slanted columns onto the red earth—slow and almost solemn, as though it knew it was entering something sacred.

Our houses were simple. Packed earth, bricks of sun-dried clay, roofs of raffia palm. When it rained, the water slid over them like rain running off the back of a sleeping animal. Sometimes, at night, sounds came from the forest. Sounds the adults never commented upon, as if they had long since learned not to name certain things—so that those things would keep their distance.

The paths of the village were red. A deep, rich red earth that clung to the bare feet of children and rose in clouds behind travellers during the dry season. For Boundi also lived along a road—a long brown road that split the forest, coming from very far away and going still further. For us children, it led simply towards the rest of the world.

Each day, trucks passed with a powerful roar. Sometimes a few would slow down. Their dusty drivers would climb out, eat, drink, and tell stories I couldn't quite follow—the names of unknown cities, tales of washed-out roads, rains that no longer came at the right time. Then they would leave, and Boundi would immediately become again a small forgotten dot between the forest and the horizon.

My mother never stopped. Since my father's death, she had become the engine of our household. She spoke little. But in the mornings, before the village woke, I could already hear her outside—the sound of the mortar and pestle, or her hands blowing on the fire. She always began before daylight, as though she feared the day might steal time from her.

With the help of some neighbours, she had built a small stall by the roadside: a shack of planks, bamboo, and old battered tin sheeting that gleamed in the sun. She sold warm cassava there, golden fritters, sometimes grilled fish. Every evening after school I would come to help. I washed the glasses, cleared the plates, swept the red dust. My hands were still a child's hands. But I loved working at her side, because I knew that thanks to that small enterprise, we were still standing.

I was the eldest, and behind me walked two small shadows: Kendra and Nikita. Kendra was five and laughed all the time—a laugh that started from nothing and lasted too long, like a song you can't stop. Nikita, four years old, still spoke in the hesitant voice of children who learn the world one word at a time, as though each thing deserved to be weighed before it was named. They both looked at me as though I were already a grown man. So I pretended to be one.

But in truth, I was mostly a boy with a ball made of old rags and a dream too big for Boundi. That ball had been made by my friend Séraphin. One dry-season afternoon, we had spent three hours winding strips of cloth around a core of melted plastic. Once finished, it was neither round nor light. But when I kicked it across the dusty field behind the village, the dust became in my mind an enormous crowd, and I scored goals beneath thunderous applause.

One day, I would earn a great deal of money. I would come back to Boundi. I would build a big house for my mother—a solid house where the rain could never enter again, where my sisters would each have their own bed, and where my mother could finally lay down her hands and rest. That was my dream. A child's dream, simple and immense at once.

But dreams don't always know what the night is preparing. And that night, when sparks began falling from the open sky, I did not yet know that they were announcing the flames that would consume everything I loved.
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What the Sky Already Knew

The day before, the birds had already vanished.

I noticed it on the way home from school, walking alone along the path, my rag ball under my arm, the sky above me strangely silent. Usually at that hour, clouds of birds crossed the village in a black, noisy wave before disappearing towards the forest. That evening, there was almost nothing. Only the light breeze rustling the leaves, and the sound of my own footsteps in the dust. I stopped a moment in the middle of the path, scanning the sky. Nothing came. So I walked on.

The teacher had been strange that day. A thin woman with a hard gaze, capable of silencing the entire class with a single look—our fingers and backsides knew her well. But that day, it was not the same teacher. Her voice was softer. She had hit no one. Even when Jonas knocked over his inkwell onto his exercise book, she did not shout; she let out a long sigh and handed him a rag, like a mother with a very young child.

The strangest moment came at the end of the lesson. As we were putting away our books, she stepped in front of the blackboard and looked at us for a long time, as if she wanted to engrave each of our faces in her memory. Then she said:

"Today, go straight home. Straight home, without stopping to play along the way."

In Boundi, children played everywhere all the time, and she knew it. Yet that day she repeated the order, her voice stripped of its usual authority.

"Do you understand?"

We exchanged surprised glances before answering in unison.

"Yes, Miss."

She briefly raised her hand to her mouth—a quick, almost invisible gesture, as if to hold something back. Then she smiled. A small smile. A sad smile, like that of someone who knows something they cannot say. On the way home, that smile kept coming back to me, and a quiet anxiety took root in my stomach.

Fortunately, it was Monday. Monday was a special day: my mother didn't work on Mondays. She stayed home to cook. Throughout the whole village, people said she made the best food. Her sauces had an aroma that spread through the entire street—warm, spiced, making stomachs growl. Approaching our compound, I caught it: the smoke of a wood fire, the smell of meat, the softer fragrance of roasted peanuts.

I pushed open the mat door. It creaked slightly. I crossed the courtyard bathed in the golden light of the sun. But the anxiety had not quite left me. It was there, lurking somewhere beneath the hunger.

I made my way to the kitchen. And when I stepped through the door, I stopped dead.

My mother was there, standing before the pot, a large wooden spoon in her hand. Steam rose around her like a white cloud. But she was not alone. Seated in a corner of the kitchen
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