
ECHOES ON KIRINYAGA
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Standing at the foot of Kirinyaga. Paul gazed up at the vast spine of its rock-laden surface, interspersed with vegetation. While gazing up he wonders, how in the name of grace, did vegetation get a hold on sheer rock and stone.

However, there it was, clinging on, a fixture, one with the structure. Resilience is what lets them hold on, he concluded.  

Just like the vegetation, rock climbers become one with the rocks – their bodies etched into its surface, muscles stretching, breath intensifying, heartbeats accelerating. 

Paul and Nimonia clawed upwards along Kirinyaga’s granite face, their muscles coiled against gravity’s pull. Chalk clung to their sweat-slicked fingers, leaving ghostly prints on ancient stone.

A lizard watched them from a nearby crevice, its unblinking, black eyes reflecting nothing but the sky. Silent. Stoic. Patient.

Paul shifted his weight; his breath labored. “How are you holding up?” he called sideways.

Nimonia, cheek pressed to rock, let her fingers sink into her chalk pouch. “I’m good. You?”

He pointed upward. A narrow ledge jutted from the cliff face, like the lip of a secret. 

“Up there. We’ll take a breather.”

She laughed out loud – not because he said something funny, but out of the sheer exhilarating feel of freedom - but the sound vanished before it reached the open air. The vastness of the mountain swallowed everything.

As she reached for the crevice where the lizard had lingered, the creature darted away, vanishing into higher shadows. A sudden chill bit her spine.

“Damn thing was judging us,” she muttered. They hauled themselves onto the ledge, breathless. Nimonia slumped beside Paul and drank deep from her canister. 

“What made you choose this route?” she asked between gulps.

“You begged for a challenge,” he said. “Or did I hallucinate?”

She smirked. “Not hallucinating. Just suffering.” 

But her smile soon faded as she looked down at the plains below, bathed in afternoon gold, every shadow long and patient.

“Looks peaceful,” she murmured.

Paul brushed chalk from his palms, then - almost absently - touched the pocket where his brother’s funeral program still hid. 

“Not like last week,” he said. “Remember how fast our march turned to blood?” 

Nimonia’s throat tightened. Her voice dropped. 

“Yeah. It was wild”

He shifted suddenly. “Sorry. Don’t mean to mention it, but this quiet. Play some tricks.” Then, changing gears, he motioned out to the view. 

“But, hey - look at that. Brown, gold, and green, all bleeding into one. Magnificent! No other route will give you this.” She looked but didn’t respond. Something had shifted. As the sun dipped, shadows climbed the cliff like ghost hands.

A faint sound floated to them.

“Did you hear that?” she asked. He turned to her, tense. “The wind?” 

“No...” She strained. “Humming, sounds like whispers.”

They both froze, listening. There it was again - a soft rhythm carried by the wind, like someone repeating a mantra. Chanting? Or is it just the wind carrying the cries of the eagles floating high on the current to them?

Then the lizard returned. Same crevice. Same stare.

Paul’s spine straightened. “It’s getting late,” he muttered. “Let’s keep climbing.”

They pushed on in silence, fingers numb, breath short. But the particular sound stayed with them - high up, a lone Chege flew, its cry just out of sync. The mountain, it seemed, was watching.

By nightfall, they found a plateau tucked between crooked boulders. Nimonia spotted a rock hollow, half-enclosed behind a protruding rock wall. The wall a good windbreaker, and its there, they make camp.  

Paul was quiet. He sat sifting gravel through his fingers. Nimonia frowned. “You okay? You were chirping up there.” 

He look at her. Behind her the firelight throw shadows that dance across the stone like flickering memories. “I was thinking about our ancestors the Mau – Mau, labelled as rebels and terrorists. They hid on this mountain ranges. Some survived the persecution.”

“Oh!” She exhaled. “That’s where your mind went? What about us?”

He nodded. “That too.” 

She tilted her head. “Us?”

He smiled, his gaze softened. “You asked why I was thinking about them? Here’s why. They fought for theirs and our future. Now we are fighting for the same.”

He coughed suddenly - dry, harsh. She shifted closer, wrapping a blanket tighter around them both as the fire hissed.

“I buried my brother in a shirt stiff with bullet-holes,” Paul said. “Now they're interrogating our friends with drills. Drills, Nimonia” 

‘What’s next? Burning villages like in 52?” Her breath caught. 

He went on. “They want to break us, looking for us the leaders. If they catch us... it won’t just be prison.”

She turned the meat skewered above the fire. “I hate them for it,” she said softly. 

“They were meant to build the country. Instead, they feast on it. We ask for bread, they offer bullets.”

Paul looked at her, and there it was. That fire in her eyes. The one he loved more than the sunlit plains. She burned with fury and purpose, and in that burn, they were kindred.

He almost smiled. Then that incessant humming. Both turned.

This time, it was closer - no longer dreamlike. Real. Metaphorical.

A red glint, an eye, blinked once from the shadows beyond the boulder. Nimonia whispered.

“Did you see that?”

In the distance, something scraped.  Steady. Patient. Inhuman. The mountain whispered.

And the night held its breath. Kept its silence.

Paul added more logs and jabbed at the fire with another log, his jaw tight. Sparks flew up, like the bullets that had torn through last week's protest. He threw the gravel in his hand like a substitute for the rocks thrown during the revolt. Shouting aloud, aimed at the red glint. “What!” Then he sit down and continue.

“Pythias warned us,” he muttered. “His uncle - Joseph. That carrion eater would sell his own mother for a shilling.”

The log hissed as it sank deeper into the embers, a sharp crack scattering flames into the dying light.

“Yes,” Nimonia replied, sliding him a tin plate of steaming ugali and meat. 

“I saw him during the riots, taking a wad of notes from a shop owner. That poor Indian - he’s squeezed like a lemon.”

Paul grunted. “Greed is that one’s god. He is sly as a jackal, cruel as a drought. If he finds us, it’s fight or hang.”

She set her plate down and met his gaze with iron. 

“If it comes to that, I’ll fight. I won’t die like an impala running from a leopard.”

He chewed slowly, then nodded. “Now we see eye to eye. They have the numbers, but we have will. If we stay sharp, we might outlast this storm.”

Twilight settled around them like a veil. Nimonia jabbed her thumb into her tumbo, the slum’s crude salute to fate and enemies alike.
“Let them come,” she hissed.
Paul reached for her and pulled her close. She rested against his chest - tough, wild Nimonia - but his heart beat for her with a weight he didn’t know how to carry. Her resolve could shatter kingdoms, but one wrong move and she’d be lost in the crossfire.

Feeling him drifting, wrapped in worry. She tugged his head down and kissed him intentionally. When she pulled back, her voice was a whisper against his skin.

“Be here. Now! We might not get another night like this.”

He hesitated. She didn’t.

“Unroll our bedding,” she breathed. “Tonight belongs to us.”

Detective Joseph Odhiambo - a beast carved from the streets of Nairobi, sharp suit, and sharper fists. Slams his nephew, Pythias, crumbling into a corner of the old station building.

“I can make that riot charge disappear,” he crooned. “One word from you, and no cop will touch your name again. I need to know - where did Paul and Nimonia go?”

Pythias met his gaze, jaw clenched. “Paul never shares his plans. He just moves.”

The punch came fast. A sickening crack of knuckles into his tumbo. “Urgh!” 

Pythias wheezed, collapsing like a bag of Ugali flour.

Joseph stood over him, adjusting his tie, wiping his hand on the fabric as if purging the filth, “One signal, just lift your hand. Or maybe... you enjoy breathing through pain?”

Pythias curled in on himself, coughing blood onto the dirty floor.
He thought of Paul. The boy who once split his last mandazi with a stranger, starving in the street. He wouldn’t betray that loyalty. Not now. Not for anything.
Joseph landed another punch. Another. Until Pythias spat blood, silence reigns.
Constable Damon Karuiki watched, hand twitching over his rungu. It was useless against a gun. Still, the urge to act lingered.
Forty-five minutes later, Joseph left, flicking sweat from his brow as he climbed into his battered Land Cruiser. He dialed, voice low and grim, “They’re heading to Kirinyaga,” he growled. “We leave at sunrise.”

At that same moment, out in the bush, a leopard screamed - high, broken, and ancient. A scream that followed Joseph into sleep.

An hour before dawn, the Land Cruiser roared out of Nairobi. Joseph drove. Detective Amos Ekali sat beside him, calm and cold as stone. They were cut from the same cloth - two blades from the same forge. In the back, Damon and Tempo Maina rode with blank faces and twitchy nerves. Supposedly, handymen, muscle, and fuel for the fire ahead.

Joseph offered just enough truth to pull them along. Damon, eyes narrowed, sat as if he slept. Two stops later, in the quiet town of Sagana, they struck gold; the two were sighted at a local fuel station. Joseph nearly laughed out loud as he looked at his partner. Who took a sip of lukewarm coffee while saying. 

“Looks like the trail’s hot.”

“I hope it stays hot,” Joseph answered. “I don’t plan to be in the bush longer than I have to.”

“Shame,” Damon offered from the back. “I like it out there. The silence. The truth of it.”

Joseph’s eyes met Damon’s in the rearview mirror - flat and sharp. He said nothing, but his glare was a promise. Let’s see how long your love for nature lasts.
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UP THE SLOPES OF MOUNT Kenya, Paul and Nimonia moved with precision. Packing up early, they covered their tracks with practiced hands.

“We need to move,” Paul whispered. She nodded and began her warm-up. He joined her. Rituals helped settle the nerves.

They knew about the mist that would rise by mid-morning. The goal is to reach the next elevation, where the trails branched and footsteps vanished.

The higher they climbed, the more the weather shifted - mild chill giving way to biting wind. Up here, the air itself conspired against the lungs.

Far below, a truck raced on, it’s tires hitting the asphalt humming its own tune. Joseph’s foot pressed heavily on the pedal.

“We’re getting close,” Amos announced.

Damon smiled, hiding it behind a weathered hand. Let them be. The mountains always humble even the coldest hunter.

Fog coiled around Kirinyaga’s peaks - a serpent guarding ancient secrets. Nimonia’s fingers trembled - not from cold, but from the eerie certainty that they were being watched. Overhead, two chege birds circled, their cries of camaraderie slicing through the silence.

They moved quickly, urgency in every step. Paul had hoped they could cling to the rockface and enjoy the climb, but last night’s talk had made one thing clear: their trouble wasn’t imagined. It was coming.

“We’ll take the hiking trail,” Paul said, scanning the terrain. “We need distance more than stealth now.”

The mist thickened with every step. Paul’s eyes flicked to the sky, then to the narrowing path. “We need shelter. Fast. If this fog swallows us, we’d be blind.”

Nimonia squeezed his hand. “There’s a cabin marked on the map at the hiking camp. Somewhere near here - I just don’t know where exactly.”

Paul stumbled on a loose rock, catching himself with a grunt. “This route’s a death wish.”

Nimonia scoffed. “Says the man who picked it. Got a martyr complex, or just bad taste?”

He didn’t answer that jibe. Just picked up the pace. Minutes later, he pointed ahead. “That bend - if the cabin’s anywhere, it’s there. If not, we must find something like last night’s camp.”

They rounded the bend, and Nimonia cried out, her hand slipping from his.

“What happened?” Paul spun around. “My ankle,” she winced. “I stepped on that rock. Thought it was firm - it wasn’t.” 

He knelt beside her. “Climb on. We’ll check it once we’re safe. This fog’s closing in fast.”

She was a light weight, and he moved quickly. As they turned the corner, she gasped and pointed. “There! On your right!”

Paul looked up, heart leaping - then sinking. Not the cabin. But a deep indentation in the rock face, partially shielded by an overhanging ledge. It would have to do.

Predators roamed freely this high up - leopards, hyenas, wild dogs. Even lions. The jungle’s breath was loudest at night, and last night’s cries still echoed in Paul’s mind: the scream of a dying baboon, the bleating of a buck, the cackle of hyenas. The mountain was no place to sleep, exposed.

He gently lowered Nimonia to the ground. “Let’s see your foot.”

He unlaced her boot and slid it off; her left ankle was already swelling.

“This need to be wrapped,” he said, digging into his pack. Luckily he’d packed salve and bandages - thank God. The boot had spared her worse damage.

He propped her against the rock wall, placing her back pack beneath her ankle. Then he sat beside her, pulling her close.

“Come here, babe.”

She rested her head on his chest. And around them, the mist thickened into a wall of white.
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CHAPTER 2
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Joseph Odhiambo’s convoy had taken the steepest route up the mountain. Four-wheel drives could only go so far. At the last stop, he barked orders, and his men scrambled to obey.

They pitched tents beneath a towering pine. Tempo started dinner. Having worked as the chef’s help in one of Nairobi’s five star hotels, the Panari, he’d pick up some tips and the love for cooking. Damon sat apart, watching the detectives from a distance. No words needed - borders and lines had been drawn.

After dinner, Joseph gave curt instructions. “We’ll move at dawn. Pack everything tonight. Tomorrow I don’t want any delays.”

Damon nodded, but the contempt in Joseph’s eyes was unmistakable. Damon knew they’d never be allies. He’d have to stay sharp - not just for the fugitives, but from the men in front of him.

He joined Tempo by the fire. Easygoing, grounded. Damon decided then - if he needed a friend out here, it would be him.

By afternoon, the mist had lifted. Paul searching for a cane that Nimonia can lean on, climbed above their shelter, scanning the terrain. He'd hope to spot the cabin - or at least a clearing. All he saw was vegetation all around - thick, the mountain silent.

Disappointed, he began his descent - then he heard Nimonia scream. Fright register through her voice. 

He slid down the slope, his heart pounding. She was hurling rocks, her shrill voice echoing loudly.

“Snake! Snake!”

He reached her side and stopped cold.

A massive ‘Kamau Cuthu’ reared before her, its body swaying high in the air, mouth agape, black inner lining visible. Its tongue flicked left to right, head weaving like a pendulum of death.

Paul’s blood ran cold. Nyoka’s head shaped like a coffin, with its cold eyes were locked on Nimonia. A warning? A message? 

He raised the cane and struck - a glancing blow. The snake hissed, furious, and turned its gaze on him. It coiled back tighter, back on itself, preparing to strike.

He remembered - somewhere, someone told him: when it coils like that, it means to kill.

Then it launched.

However, Nimonia’s rock hit it mid-strike, knocking it back a few paces. Its fangs misses Paul by inches. He lashed out wildly, striking again and again. Most blows missed. The snake, wounded and enraged, finally slithered away. Paul collapsed beside her, pulling her into a fierce embrace of thanks.

“We need to move. Now.”

He handed her the cane, grabbed their packs, and they set off again. By late afternoon, they found it - the cabin.

“Wait here,” Paul said. “Let me check it first.”

He disappeared inside, heart pounding. No snakes. No predators. Just silence. He returned and helped Nimonia inside. They began preparing for the night, grateful for walls, a roof, and each other

Before dawn lit up the horizon, Joseph was already up and about, pacing like a man with a ticking clock in his chest. The others still slept, curled in their tents. He visit Damon and Tempo’s tent and kicked at Damon’s boot. “Up. You too, Tempo. Make brunch—we’ve got a long day.”

Then he disappeared into the brush, the mountain still cloaked in dark. The Bwana in Nanyuki had warned them: the weather turned fast up here.

That’s why Joseph wanted a head start, but he still hadn’t figured out how to track the fugitives across a mountain this vast. He couldn’t split the team. He needed both of them for grunt work.

Grumbling, he squatted behind a giant lobelia to relieve himself. While he pulled up his trousers, a rustle in the undergrowth froze him. He peered through the leaves - nothing.

“Probably nothing,” he muttered, reaching for his torch. It wasn’t where he’d left it.

He groped blindly in the brush. The rustling in the undergrowth grew louder. 

Then - “Shit!” he yelped, yanking his hand back. A sharp sting flared across his palm, followed by a searing burn. Then suddenly, a shriek split the air. Not his.

A leopard struck, snatching a baby baboon from its mother. The mother’s shriek was primal, furious. Joseph, clutching his burning hand, bolted. He didn’t wait; he ran like hell, crashing through the brush, until he reached the light. Damon and Tempo had already grabbed burning logs, waving them towards the noises. Joseph didn’t stop - he sprinted straight to the Land Cruiser, slammed the door, and locked himself in.

Inside the tent, Damon reached for the pistol under his pillow. He didn’t trust Joseph, and now he was glad he hadn’t. He checked the magazine, then joined Tembo by the fire. The snarls and shrieks faded. The leopard likely dragged off both mother and child.

As silence returned, Damon helped Tempo with breakfast. The mountain, once again, pretended to be serene. 

Inside the vehicle, Joseph sat rigid, cradling his swollen hand under the dome light. The pain throbbed like a drumbeat in his skull. Something had stung him - what, he didn’t know. The swelling was grotesque, the skin stretched tight.

“Damn this bush,” he muttered. He debated whether to head back to Nanyuki for a doctor. That would cost them a day. But the pain was blinding.

He spotted the others by the fire, calm and unbothered. He rolled down the window.

“Constable! Come here.”

Damon approached. “Yes, sir?”

“Get Detective Ekali. I need him.”

As if hearing the summons, Ekali emerged from the tent, stretching. Damon raised an eyebrow - no way, he could’ve slept through the earlier chaos. Lazy, maybe. Or just indifferent? The two detectives huddled inside the vehicle, voices low but animated. Joseph lifted his injured hand several times, gesturing with his good one. Damon brought over two mugs of tea, hoping to catch a word or two.

Joseph took his mug with a grimace. “Ekali is taking me to Nanyuki. I need a doctor.”

He turned to Damon and Tempo. “You two stay here. Walk the area. Look for tracks. When we return, we’ll search in earnest.”

Damon nodded. “Understood.” He would’ve searched anyway. He didn’t need orders to do what needed to be done.

On the other side of the mountain, a male lions early morning roar echoed faintly through the mountain’s awakening noises. Paul jolted awake, the sound still ringing in his ears. He reached for Nimonia - but found only her bedding.

He scrambled out of his sleeping bag, tugging on his trousers. Panic rising. Then he saw her sitting by the fire, coffee in hand, smiling.

“Morning, babe,” she said. “Coffee?” He exhaled, half-laughing. “Your ankle - did it healed already?” She stood and embraced him. “It’s better. Your loving care last night. I’m ready to move.”

He frowned. “You sure? I was thinking we could rest today. Let you recover.” She raised an eyebrow. “A day of rest, huh? Sounds nice. What were you planning, exactly?” Winking at him.

He chuckled. “Not what’s in that pretty head of yours. But... yeah, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.” She gave him a look that said everything, then sighed. “Alright. Let’s pack up. The summit’s still far.”

He hesitated. “Wait. Come here.” He pulled her close, kissed her long and slow. The fire crackled. Their breath mingled in the cold air.

“Wow,” he whispered. “Mmmm,” she murmured. “Yummy. That was... really tasty.”

And just like that, the theme of the day was set.

Damon and Tempo sat cross-legged by the fire, sipping tea as the first light crept over the mountain. With the detectives gone, the air felt lighter, less charged. Damon leaned back, warming his hands.

“Have you ever guided tourists up here?” Tempo asked. Damon chuckled. “Plenty. Here and the Aberdares - those were always the favorites. Europeans love the mist. Americans love the danger.” Tempo grinned. “And what do Kenyans love?”

“Getting paid,” Damon said, raising his cup. They laughed, the tension of the past days momentarily forgotten. 

Tempo’s smile faded. “What do you think has bitten him?” Damon shrugged. “We’ll check the site at first light. Doubt we’ll find the culprit, but we might figure out what it was.” Tempo suddenly burst into laughter. “Did you see how fast he ran? Like a gazelle with its tail on fire!”

He mimicked Joseph’s frantic dash, clutching his hand and glancing over his shoulder. Damon doubled over, tears in his eyes.

“You should be stage bound,” he wheezed. “But you’re right - that torch will come in handy tomorrow. We’ll go find it.”

With the sun rising behind them, they retraced Joseph’s path into the bush. Damon crouched low, eyes scanning the ground. Years of tracking had taught him to read the earth like a book.

“There,” he said, pointing with a stick. “That’s where he squatted. And here - he reached into the undergrowth.”

The torch lay nearby, half-buried in leaves. “He disturbed something,” Damon muttered. “See the scuff marks? No snake trail - no zigzag, no displaced twigs. Whatever bit him was small. Fast. Light” Tempo leaned in. “Spider?”

“Probably, but my guess is it’s more likely a scorpion,” Damon said. “That critters love rocky crevices. And that swelling? Classic venom reaction.”

Tempo scratched his head. “Will he be okay?” Damon stood, brushing off his hands. “Depends on the venom. But honestly?” He glanced back toward camp. “I don’t care much either way.”

Tempo raised an eyebrow. “He treats us like dirt,” Damon said. “If I weren’t a cop, I’d be on the other side of this hunt.”

They walked in silence for a while, scanning the terrain for signs of Paul and Nimonia. Damon’s thoughts churned. The uprising had been a spark in a dry field. The people were tired - tired of policies that crushed more than they lifted. Especially the educated youngsters, they don’t see any future under the current regime. If justice had a face, it wasn’t wearing a badge.

Over in Nanyuki, the doctor took one look at Joseph’s swollen hand and frowned. “What bit you?” Joseph shook his head. “No idea. Something in the bush.”

The doctor listened to the story, then sighed. “We’ll need to test your blood. Could be a scorpion. Could be a spider. Either way, we need to know.”

He jabbed a syringe into Joseph’s arm, drew blood, then gave him a tetanus shot and a painkiller. Within minutes, the burning dulled. Joseph’s eyelids drooped. Sleep took him. Detective Ekali, meanwhile, made his way to the Nanyuki police station. He met with Commander Chihuaga, a heavyset man with tired eyes and a desk buried in paperwork. Ekali explained their mission, the fugitives, and the vastness of the mountain.

“We need help,” he said. “There are too many routes. We can’t cover them all.” The commander wiped the sweat from his brow. “What especially are you aiming for?” 

“We want two men per route at least. Locals. Men who know the mountain.”

Chihuaga sighed as if the weight of the entire Kenyan police force rested on his shoulders.

“I can give one man per route. Six in total. And... There are poachers in our cells. Men who have worked that mountain all these years. I’ll release three to your custody. But if one escapes, it’s on your head.”

Ekali nodded. “Understood.”

“And my brother - he’s a farmer nearby. He can liaise with your team. If you’re willing to use his expertise”

Ekali stood, grateful. “We’ll take them all. But we’ll also need transport. Supplies.”

Chihuaga met his gaze. “We serve the same government, Detective. I’ll make it happen. Just make sure Nairobi hears about my cooperation.”

Ekali saluted and left. By the time Joseph woke, the test results were in. Its Scorpion venom—class Arachnida. The doctor administered the proper antidote, along with ointment and antibiotics. Ekali was waiting outside.

“Good news,” he said. “We’ve got our reinforcements. Six officers, three poachers, and a local contact.”

Joseph grunted, still groggy. “Can we go meet the commander?”

“Yes. You can thank him yourself.”

Joseph smirked. “I’ll do more than thank him. I’ll make sure he delivers.”

He knew how these things worked. If you didn’t apply pressure, promises evaporated. And Joseph Odhiambo didn’t chase ghosts; he hunted them. 
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CHAPTER 3
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In the fading afternoon light, Paul and Nimonia took turns using the cabin’s modest bathroom - likely the last such comfort they would have until they made it home.

Outside at the foot of the mountain, an army was already mobilizing, unknowingly closing in.

Paul turned to her, his voice low. “I need your help to call on the ancestral spirits.” She raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

“For our protection,” he said.

She scoffed. “Seriously, Paul? It’s the twenty-first century. You still believe in that?” His gaze hardened. “Now more than ever. It’s who we are. And don’t pretend you don’t feel their presence too.”

She sighed, not wanting to argue. “Fine. Let’s just get it over with before nightfall.”

At dawn, they stepped onto the trail, their portable lamps casting narrow cones of light. Nimonia slipped her arm through his. “Thanks,” she whispered. “Yesterday... I’ll remember it for a long time.”

Paul kept his eyes on the path. “Thank you too. You gave of yourself magnificently. I hope I’ve lived up to your expectations.”

“You exceeded them,” she said, resting her head on his shoulder. “I love you for it.” The trail steepened. Words gave way to silence.

Elsewhere, Joseph roused his men long before the forest spirits had fully retreated. The air was thick with purpose. He organized them in pairs, assigning routes and objectives with military precision.

He and Detective Ekali had stopped at the hiking camp the night before, pressing the Bwana for maps. But, the real insight came from the poachers - men who knew the mountain’s hidden veins, paths tourists never touched.

Joseph’s mind, possibly sharpened by the venom of the scorpion sting, worked through the logic. If he were the prey, he’d avoid visibility. He would have moved quietly, taking the lesser-known paths, and never climbed at night. That narrowed the options.

He briefed the men: Bugureti, Tunau, Kamweti, Meru, two men per route. Radios issued. Rifles loaded. The hunt had begun.

Paul and Nimonia scaled a rock wall, racing the mist that crept up the mountain like a living thing.

“We need to find shelter before the fog traps us,” Paul warned.

“Let’s push a bit further,” she said, while continuing to climb.

They reached a plateau, and soon found a shallow cave, its floor littered with the remains of an old fire and scattered animal bones. Paul dropped his pack to gather wood. The air was thin, clouds heavy with rain, hang black and thick. He muttered, “We’ll need enough wood to last the night.”

While wrestling with a log half-buried within the gravel, he disturbed a hidden bee nest. A furious swarm erupted. He froze, instincts clashing, should he run or stay pliant? Village wisdom told him to stay still. Pain flared - stings to his face, neck, arms. He backed away slowly, stumbling into the cave.

Nimonia looked up. “Where’s the wood?”

“No wood!” he gasped. “It burns - damn, it burns!”

She rushed to him. His face was swollen, grotesque.

“Bees,” he groaned. “Inside the log.”

She retrieved herbal ointment and antibiotics from her pack, her hands steady as she administered the treatment. “Rest. I’ll get the wood later.”

The mist thickened. Paul slept, laying on his sleeping bag, she opened up her sleeping bag and jacket and wrapped that too around him. At the cave’s mouth, she stared into the gray swirl. Cold air clung to her skin like breath from the mountain itself.

She sat down and brew some soup to keep her hands busy, her thoughts drifting to the past – she thought how she’d fallen for Paul’s pride, his fearlessness, his refusal to wait for life to hand him anything. But, beneath that boldness, she sensed fear - deep, driving, unspoken.

She loved him for all of it. Want him for all of it. A sudden draft swept into the cave, colder than before. Shivering, she turned and look out, then froze. A shadow stood large at the entrance. It didn’t move. Didn’t speak. Just stood there silent.

Her breath caught. There shouldn’t be a shadow, if the mist still swirls outside. Meaning, seeing it, there must be sunlight. She reached for a rock, her fingers curling around it - an old friend. She’d learn to throw during the uprisings. She crept forward, weapon ready. The shadow didn’t move. It just shrank in time with her steps as she approached without her noticing it. She glanced at Paul - still asleep. Then back to the entrance. The shadow shifted. Now it was etched on the cave floor.

And still, it didn’t move. Nimonia squinted into the mist. Something lay at the cave’s threshold - tattered, dark, and motionless. An animal? Animal skin? Rags? It hadn’t been there moments ago. She edged forward, each step deliberate. Sweat of fear trickled down her temple, stinging her eye. She blinked, wiped at the sweat, then looking; it was gone.

Behind her, Paul stirred with a groan. She turned, startled. “Paul?”

He sat up slowly, rubbing his eyes. She rushed to the entrance, needing to confirm what she’d seen. But there was nothing—only the thick, swirling mist pressing against the world. She dropped to her knees, searching for tracks. If it had been an animal, there should be spoor. Paul joined her, puzzled.

“What are you looking for?”

She looked up, breathless, and froze. His face. Smooth. Unmarked. No swelling. No sign of bee stings.

“Paul,” she whispered. “How do you feel?” He blinked. “Should something be wrong with me?”

“You were stung - badly. Your face was swollen like a pumpkin. You were in pain.”

He touched his cheek, confused. “I remember... but your care must’ve healed me. I had the most vivid dream. It felt real - like I was being... watched over. Did you apply more ointment while I slept?”

She shook her head slowly. “No. Just once, before you fell asleep. After that, I only covered you with my sleeping bag and jacket.”

Paul frowned, guiding her to a boulder near the entrance. They sat in silence, the mist curling around the cave like a living thing.

“Maybe it was just a dream,” he said. “But you were awake. What did you see?”

She told him. The cold. The shadow. The thing at the entrance. Her voice trembled by the end.

He nodded, thoughtful. “Not as creepy as it sounds.”

She stared at him, wide-eyed.

“Remember - we called on the ancestral spirits yesterday. Down at the cabin.”

“I didn’t believe it would do anything,” she admitted.

Paul smiled gently. “In the old legends, they call Kirinyaga the mountain of the ancestral Gods. The Gikuyu believed it’s sacred. With the arrival of the pale faces that belief was erased. But the spirits never left.”

She shivered.

“If whatever you saw meant us harm,” he said, “it would’ve acted. But we asked for protection. And I believe we receive it.”

Nimonia struggled to reconcile what she’d seen. Raised in a Christian home, her mother had forbidden her from visiting her grandmother, who still practiced the old ways. But now... now she had seen something she couldn’t explain.

“I don’t understand it,” she whispered. “But I saw it. And your face - Paul, it shouldn’t be healed yet.”

What she saw, was meant for her - a lesson, the bee stings, the shadow all of it, showing her to relinquish her doubt. The mist broke suddenly, sunlight bursting through like a blade. The cave warmed instantly. Nimonia turned to him. 

“Are we moving on? Or staying another night?” Paul shrugged. “We’ll need wood, we are staying. I also need to befriend our protector”

She grabbed his hand. “I’m scared to sleep here again.” He laughed and pulled her outside. They walked hand in hand, gathering more dry logs. As they passed the hornet-infested log, she paused.

“Why not take this one? It’s big enough. It’ll burn all night.” Paul stiffened. “No. That’s the one. Their nested inside.” She ignored him, bent down, and lifted it easily. No buzzing. No swarm. Paul grabbed her arm. “Leave it! Hornets -”

She held on. “There’s nothing, Paul. No bees. No sound. Nothing.” He grabbed her arm, still wary. “This is the same log. I swear it.” She dropped it, picked it up again, and still nothing. “If they were here,” she said, “we’d be running. This log will keep us warm tonight. I’m not going to freeze out here.”

Paul hesitated, then nodded. Together, they carried the log back to the cave and dropped it at the caves entrance

On the lower slopes of the Meru route, two figures trudged reluctantly through the heat. Constable Samuel Baraso and the shackled poacher Simon Masai moved from patch to patch of shade, both men lost in their discontent.

Baraso’s mind was not on the hunt. It was in Nanyuki with his girlfriend. He couldn’t shake the image of her laughing too easily with his colleague last weekend. Something about the way she leaned in, the way his colleague smiled back — it gnawed at him. Orders had dragged him here, and disobedience meant losing a job he couldn’t afford to lose. But his heart wasn’t in it.

Simon Masai, on the other hand, simmered with quiet resentment. The police caged him like spoiled meat, and now they expected him to serve them? However, still in the servitude he saw an opportunity. This assignment was a gift. He knew the mountain like the lines on his palms. And the constable, distracted, weary - ripe for manipulation.

The poacher's ankles were chained and linked to Baraso’s belt by a long chain. The key to that was in Baraso’s possession. As they walked, Simon veered toward a thorn bush.

“Look,” he said, plucking a thread from his pocket and hooking it on a branch. “They might’ve passed through here.”

Baraso squinted at the thread, feigning interest. “Where exactly?”

“Here,” Simon gestured. “Let me check for tracks.”

Baraso nodded absently, his thoughts drifting again. Simon knelt, pretending to study the ground. The mountain held its breath. Then, an African Emerald Cuckoo called out, its haunting cry slicing through the silence. Baraso turned toward the sound. That’s
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