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After Amanda witnessed what her husband was hiding in their basement, an icy wave of terror gripped her. She wanted to leave immediately, to escape without a backward glance. What she saw there was so horrific, so utterly unnatural, that she felt her very soul recoiling. She longed to flee with her son and daughter, to take them far away, as if distance could erase the nightmare that now haunted her home.

In the 1990s, the Kagwanja family lived in a sparsely populated part of Zanzibar, Tanzania. The household consisted of Mike, the head of the family; Amanda, his wife, a dedicated nurse; Mosi, their curious ten-year-old son; and Ayanna, a spirited eight-year-old daughter. To the community, Mike was a well-respected “businessman.” His face was familiar, his deeds celebrated. He appeared soft-spoken and humble, a man who wouldn’t harm a fly, at least publicly. He funded church constructions throughout the region, earning admiration from neighbors and even some government officials who seemed to trust him implicitly. On the surface, he was a model citizen.

But Amanda knew the truth. Behind the façade of charity and church openings lay a darkness that no one else could see. The churches were massive, impressive, and well-attended, but they were built for reasons far more sinister than anyone could imagine. If the truth ever came out, it would ruin him entirely.

Mike wasn’t the “angel” everyone believed him to be. Amanda had glimpsed the real man, the one hidden beneath layers of deception. His power was carefully orchestrated, and his influence extended even to government circles. When he visited his churches, his men would masquerade as ushers, protecting a secret only he could know. Even Amanda didn’t know his real name. He went by “John” to her and her friends, while the media and his congressional contacts simply called him “Godfather.” A fake ID issued by his mother years ago concealed his true identity. His private life was locked away behind walls of secrecy, invisible to the world, and to Amanda, who had once believed she knew her husband.

Amanda lived in a toxic marriage, one defined by fear and constant vigilance. Every public outing required guards, shadows moving just beyond the eye, always watching, always ready. When she asked why they had to live in such a state of fear, Mike would lean in, eyes glinting with a mix of authority and menace. “The devil is after my family and me,” he’d say. “You don’t know when he’ll strike.”

The guards would anoint themselves, and sometimes her, with a thick, sacred oil that could not be purchased anywhere. Its source was a secret only Mike and his men knew. When Amanda pressed for answers, he would smile enigmatically and quote scripture: “It’s an anointing oil from God, through His creation.” Amanda had no idea what he meant. She tried to ignore it, brushed it off, convincing herself that perhaps there were things a wife was not meant to know. Yet, deep down, she feared the truth, knowing that the real danger wasn’t outside, they were already inside their own home.

Amanda wanted her children to live a normal life. She wasn’t only psychologically abused; Mike also inflicted physical pain on her at intervals, sometimes for hours, sometimes in sharp, sudden bursts that left her reeling. He would manipulate her with twisted logic, telling her, “The devil made me do it. The demons overcame me.” Because Amanda was deeply religious, she sometimes accepted his words as truth, trying to rationalize the terror inflicted upon her, until her mind could no longer bend to justify his actions. Each time, the rationalizations frayed and broke, leaving only the raw, bitter truth of his cruelty.

Reporting him to the authorities was out of the question. Mike had ties to corrupt officials, connections that could turn a complaint against him into a nightmare for Amanda. She had seen his reach, felt it, and understood that any attempt at intervention would escalate his abuse. He did not restrain himself to slaps or shouting. He struck with fists and boots, stomping her while she lay on the floor, her face swollen, bloodied, bruised. At times, he beat her until she fainted, leaving her unconscious in the shadows of their home while their children watched in helpless silence. She numbed herself, practicing a terrifying kind of survival: not crying, not begging, not reacting, so that she could live to see another day.

Mike’s obsession with spirituality ran parallel to his public persona as a religious philanthropist, but it was a twisted, secret devotion. He performed rituals and ceremonies that contradicted everything he preached in the churches he funded. He visited traditional doctors, engaging in grotesque practices meant to protect his family and “business” from enemies he insisted lurked in every shadow. Blood sacrifices were common, the very spirits of the offerings were invoked as guards, invisible yet unyielding.

The town they lived in had its own shadows. A powerful drug kingpin terrorized the country, known only as “The Puppet Master.” The government knew only his first name. His face was unseen. He was a ghost, a legend, terrifying because of what no one could find, a criminal beyond reach. Mike leveraged this fear for his own purposes, promising his congress and collaborators that he, alongside government officials, was hunting this unseen menace. He claimed he feared no death, convinced that divine protection surrounded him, and if he died, it would be for a righteous cause. But the truth of his intentions was far darker, known only to himself, shrouded in ritual, secrecy, and calculated terror.

Every once in a while, around 3 a.m., he would walk barefoot to the basement and lock the door. Amanda hadn’t noticed the pattern at first, the faint scuff of his feet, the way the floorboards creaked under his weight. It seemed innocuous at first, a whisper of movement in the night, but her instincts began to sharpen over time.

One night, she woke parched, feeling the dryness of her throat like sandpaper in her mouth. Mike had already gone to the basement. She rubbed her eyes, her feet dragging her slippers across the floor as she made her way to the kitchen. The moment she poured herself a glass of water, an unbearable stench hit her. It was so pungent, so revolting, that sleep fled from her mind. She opened cupboards and checked for a dead rat or spoiled food, but the odor had a depth, a richness of rot that no ordinary source could explain.

Driven by a mix of fear and curiosity, she followed the smell down the hallway. The stench grew stronger, more acidic, more unbearable with every step. It led her to the basement door. From below, she heard faint, low sounds, muffled words in a language she didn’t recognize. Her heart froze. Basements were not meant to hold life at this hour. She removed her shoes, moving silently, her hand trembling as it reached for the cold handle. She paused, listening closer, pressing her ear to the door. The voices murmured and whispered, unintelligible yet terrifying, foreign in tone and cadence, as if they belonged to another world.

Footsteps approached from within. Panic surged through her, sharp and immediate. She darted silently back to her room, gathering her shoes along the way, and climbed into bed, feigning sleep. Mike returned without suspicion, the faint lingering stench clinging to him but fading quickly. Thirty minutes later, after his steady breathing confirmed sleep, Amanda rose again. Her pulse pounded, adrenaline sharpening her senses. She crept toward the basement door. To her surprise, it wasn’t locked.

She took a long breath and descended. The moonlight spilled through a narrow window, illuminating the space in a dim silver glow. There was no light bulb. Shadows pooled in corners, creating the illusion of movement. The stench hit her in waves, almost making her vomit, and yet she pressed on.

Her eyes fell on a trunk, strange in texture and slick with a faint, oily residue. It was heavy, but she managed to drag it into a sliver of light. Her hands shook violently as she lifted the cloth covering it. The smell struck with full force, rancid and organic, choking her with its intensity. She gagged, trying to draw air through her trembling lungs.

The texture of the trunk revealed something unspeakable: it was sewn together, human-like in its contours. Her stomach twisted violently. She hesitated, trembling, and then looked inside. What she saw froze her completely. The contents were beyond her imagination. She could not scream. She could barely breathe. She felt her body lock in place, paralyzed by pure horror.

Shakily, she dragged the trunk back to its original position. Each step up the stairs felt like walking through fire. She closed the basement door behind her, trembling violently. She stumbled to the bathroom and vomited, her body shaking from the shock and the stench that lingered in her clothes and hair. Later, she sat in the living room, wide-eyed and sleepless, reliving every detail over and over. That night, a chilling resolve solidified within her. She had to leave, for her own life and for the lives of her children. But she had to do it quietly, patiently, hiding her fear behind composure, lest Mike notice her newfound determination.

Since that night, the image of the basement, the trunk, and what it held haunted her relentlessly. She dreamed of it, woke from nightmares in a cold sweat, and yet the terror also sharpened her mind. She began planning, thinking, imagining an escape from the nightmare she had been trapped in for so long. Each memory of the horror she had uncovered only strengthened her desire to flee. The thought of her children living a normal life, free from the shadows of Mike’s cruelty, became her single guiding light in the darkness.

At that point, Amanda could only think of one thing: running away with her children. But she knew it would not be easy. Every plan, every movement would have to be calculated, precise, and executed without error. One misstep, one slip, and the nightmare that had been her life could claim not just her, but her son and daughter as well. She brainstormed tirelessly, turning every thought over in her mind, weighing risks against possibilities. After days of silent calculation, she landed on a single plan, one that was highly risky. She knew the consequences if it failed: her children growing up without a mother. And yet, despite the danger, it was the only option that offered them a chance at freedom.

Amanda’s escape would be challenging for many reasons. The Kagwanja family was well known, their name was recognized in local and government circles because of Mike’s churches. Mike’s connections reached deep, and any attempt to flee without meticulous planning could be spotted and punished severely.

She used the hours before her husband returned from work to her advantage. Their house was heavily guarded, every entrance and corner watched day and night. Yet Amanda found small windows of opportunity. Every evening at dinner, when everyone, including the guards, was occupied, she would sneak out to the backyard. For more than two weeks, she dug a hole with painstaking care. Only a handful of guards remained at the entrance, leaving the backyard mostly unobserved, giving her the cover she needed.

She made deliberate choices to minimize risk. She avoided using any tools to cut the fence; metal or sharp implements could leave marks, evidence that would be discovered quickly. Amanda knew she needed every extra second she could get, and tools would not only draw attention but also slow her down. Instead, she chose a secluded spot under a large, old tree, the tree she often visited when seeking solitude. Here, her nightly excavation went unnoticed.

Her routine was carefully orchestrated. Each night, she would use water to soften the soil and a small shovel to dig for ten minutes, timing herself with precision. She would then return to the house, locking herself in the bedroom to change into fresh clothes, wiping away any trace of soil on her hands or apron. Once cleaned, she would slip back to the dinner table, joining everyone as if nothing had happened. The hole she dug was next to the massive fence that surrounded their property, a potential gateway to freedom hidden in plain sight.

Amanda also adopted additional precautions. She began washing her clothes multiple times each day and stopped using her usual expensive colognes. The scent she had once worn like armor could now betray her presence, lingering on fabrics and skin, detectable by anyone who might search for her. Every detail, from clothing to fragrance, became a part of her escape plan, each adjustment a small, secret act of defiance against the life Mike had forced upon her.
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CHAPTER 1: THE ESCAPE
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On day twenty-seven, Amanda put the final touches on the hole she had been digging for weeks. It was carefully designed to lead them to the other side of the mansion, where a cluster of trees and thick bushes would provide cover, a hidden path to freedom. Over the hole, she placed a mattress to conceal her work. Every detail was precise; every precaution accounted for. Her plan was devious, high-risk, and tonight it would finally be set in motion.

As dinner approached, Amanda donned her apron, slipping small plastic packets into its pockets. Inside each packet were the contents she had meticulously prepared for the first stage of her plan. She moved to the kitchen and began cooking, her movements calm, deliberate. She served herself and the children first, then turned to ensure nobody was watching, her heart pounding in her chest. With careful hands, she poured the contents of the packets into the pot, stirring the mixture thoroughly until it was even. She dished plates for everyone, starting with Mike, then the guards, and finally herself and the children. Each movement was measured, unhurried, hiding the storm of nerves raging inside her.

As usual, she excused herself to change her apron, locking the bedroom door behind her. She stepped outside to survey the yard, making sure her plan would go smoothly. The mattress over the hole hid her work perfectly. Adrenaline surged through her veins; she could hardly believe she had accomplished the first part of her mission.

After a quick shower, Amanda placed the dirty clothes she had worn while digging into a black plastic bag and tucked it beneath the bed. Then she returned to the dinner table, her demeanor transformed. She laughed and joked as if nothing were wrong, a spark of joy returning to her eyes. Mike and the children were momentarily taken aback; they hadn’t seen her this happy in years. Her children thought perhaps their mother had returned to them, but that was not the case. Her performance was a calculated act, meant to keep Mike off guard, to disguise the anxiety coiled in her chest like a predator.

When dinner concluded, she cheerfully carried the dishes to the sink while everyone else remained seated. Guards swapped shifts. Mike retired to his room, oblivious. Amanda moved through the house and yard with calm, measured steps, checking the time on her wrist. All that remained was patience.

Fortune favoured her. One of the guards dozed in a chair outside, limbs slack and breathing shallow. Amanda walked casually past him, careful to appear relaxed. He didn’t acknowledge her. That was her signal: the moment had come. She hurried to her bedroom, heart hammering. Mike lay deep in sleep. Her palms were slick with sweat, her stomach twisted into knots, but her resolve was steady. She approached him and, with trembling strength, shoved him.

“Honey...Mike,” she whispered, shaking him lightly.

Mike remained unresponsive, lost in the depths of sleep. Amanda exhaled sharply and moved toward Mosi’s room. Her mind raced, alternating between terror and determination. This was it, her life and her children’s lives depended on what came next.

Loud knocks on Mosi’s door

Mosi was immersed in music, headphones muffling the outside world.

Another knock, more urgent, Amanda’s hands trembling as she rapped on the door

Mosi paused, hesitating, unsure if the knock was real. Amanda, heart in her throat, opened the door carefully.

“Jesus!” Mosi exclaimed, startled, eyes wide as he removed his headphones.

Amanda glanced back constantly, scanning the hallway for any sign of danger before closing the door behind her. She leaned against it, chest heaving, eyes closing as she drew a deep, steadying breath.

“What’s...what’s wrong? Is everything okay?” Mosi asked, voice tinged with fear.

“Honey, I finally have a plan to get us out of here. Start packing...now!” whispered Amanda, her voice low but firm, cutting through the quiet of the room.

“(Sighs)...Mom, it’s been weeks since then. You made that promise fo...for more than a year now. Arggh!” Mosi groaned, rolling his eyes as he lay on the bed, pressing his phone against his face, a mix of irritation and disbelief.

Amanda sits on the bed, her fingers twitching with nerves.

“Honey, honey, look, I know I’ve been saying this over and over again, but...but I’ve finally fulfilled that promise,” Amanda said, forcing an anxious smile, while Mosi curled up, lying on his side facing away from her, trying to hide his growing curiosity.

“Mom, there’s no need to make all of these promises, okay? You’re probably going to say the same thing anytime soon, and it’s okay because...” Mosi began, but Amanda cut him off.

“Will you just listen to me?!” she demanded, her voice sharper than intended, trembling slightly beneath the command.

“Okay?” Mosi said, confused, still half-turned.

Amanda swallowed hard, her voice shaking now, “Okay...okay...we are leaving tonight.”

“(Laughs) You are joking, right?” Mosi asked, disbelief coating every word.

Amanda stared at him, her eyes narrowing, her face hard with seriousness. Slowly, his smile faded. He realized that this was no joke; the gravity of the situation finally hit him.

“How are you going to do that, Mom? With that amount of security, we’ll barely make it out without being seen. They take you to work, shopping, they’re everywhere,” Mosi whispered, panic creeping into his voice.

“Let me show you something. Come,” Amanda said, standing quickly, urgency lacing every movement.

They slipped outside, careful to remain unseen. Mosi’s eyes widened in shock. To his disbelief, the guards had fallen asleep, slouched in chairs, guns lying carelessly on the floor. He froze, confusion and awe locking his limbs as he tried to make sense of what he was seeing.

Amanda stopped and glanced at him, motioning silently with her hand. “Let’s go. Hey!”

Mosi was speechless, frozen in place, the enormity of the moment hitting him like a wave.

He began following her, moving almost mechanically, his mind racing, anxiety spiraling as he questioned what he was witnessing. They finally arrived at the fence. Beneath the tree, Amanda carefully removed the mattress covering the hole. Its corners were nailed to prevent it from slipping, and Mosi staggered back, trying to process the sight before him. A hole leading out, hidden for weeks, right under his nose.

Amanda nervously scanned their surroundings, shadows stretching in the moonlight, each movement echoing in the stillness.

Mosi’s voice stuttered as he asked, curiosity and fear mingling, “When...how...what...what’s this, Mom? How long did it take, how long have you been doing this?! What happened to everyone out there?”

“Don’t worry about that,” Amanda whispered, her voice tight with nervousness. “Listen, go and pack your stuff as soon as we go back inside. Pack your sister’s stuff too, okay?”

“Just tell me what’s going on. Are they dead? Did you poison them? What’s really happening here, Mom? I wanna...” Mosi began, but Amanda cut him off firmly.

“Will you just listen to me!! Hey...let’s go inside and pack, I’ll explain everything to you,” she commanded, urgency boiling beneath her whisper.

“What if he finds us? Where are we going to live?” Mosi asked, panic creeping back in.

“Leave everything to me,” Amanda replied, moving the mattress away from the hole, revealing the escape path they had painstakingly prepared.

As Mosi went to prepare their things, Amanda crept silently toward her room one last time. Her heart raced as she approached the other side of the bed, where Mike lay deep in slumber. She loomed over him, resentment and fear battling in her chest. She paused, making sure he was fully asleep, positioning herself with careful precision.

“Honey, Mike?” she whispered.

Shoves Mike, her hands trembling with adrenaline.

Mike didn’t respond, just as Amanda had expected. She exhaled softly, barely letting her relief show, and immediately grabbed a backpack. She stashed her clothes, cards, and a stack of money she had quietly taken from Mike’s drawer, making sure every movement was deliberate and silent. Each item was a safety precaution, a lifeline for the uncertain night ahead. Carefully, she removed her wedding ring and placed it on the bed, a quiet gesture of leaving behind the life that had held her captive.

She moved swiftly to Mosi’s room. To her relief, he already had his bags ready.

Knocks on Mosi’s door

“Who is it?” Mosi whispered, cautious and alert, needing confirmation that it was Amanda and not his father.

“It’s me!!” Amanda answered in a low, urgent voice.

Mosi opened the door, and Amanda helped him with the bags. Every step was calculated, each movement measured to avoid noise. They crept through the house, hearts pounding, until they reached the hidden hole. Amanda lifted the mattress, and Mosi slipped through first, the tension coiling tighter with every second. Amanda then passed the bags down carefully, her hands shaking slightly with adrenaline.

“(Panting) Alright, I’m going to fetch your sister. Just make sure you’re on standby if anything happens while we’re inside, okay?” Amanda instructed.

Mosi nodded, eyes wide with nervous anticipation

Amanda’s pulse raced. She sprinted down the hallway to Ayanna’s room, heart hammering in her chest. This was the last step before freedom. Every nerve in her body screamed urgency as she entered the room, scanning carefully, then approached her daughter.

Shoves Ayanna gently

“Honey, honey! Wake up, we have to get going,” she whispered, urgency dripping from her voice.

Ayanna rubbed her eyes, still half-asleep.

“We’re leaving! Get up,” Amanda said, her voice firm but low, the tension in her body palpable. 

She grabbed a bag and began stuffing Ayanna’s clothes in hurriedly, not pausing to fold anything.

“Mhhhh {stretches} What? Where are we going?” Ayanna murmured, still groggy.

“There’s no time to explain, let’s go!” Amanda said sharply, moving with purpose.

Ayanna tried to lie back down, but Amanda’s whisper carried weight.

“Ayanna!”

“I’m coming, jeez Mom,” Ayanna said, annoyed, rubbing her eyes as she climbed out of bed.

Packing done, Amanda held Ayanna’s hand firmly. “Honey, please don’t make any noise. Be as quiet as you can, okay?”

Ayanna nodded, eyes wide but obedient

Amanda asked, “Did you even hear what I said?”

“I heard you, Mom,” Ayanna replied softly.

“Shhh! Keep your voice down!” Amanda whispered urgently.

Ayanna put on her shoes, and together, they snuck quietly out of the house. Every movement was careful, silent. As they walked, one of the guards slumped forward in a chair behind them, making a loud thump that froze both Amanda and Ayanna in place. Heartbeats racing, Amanda quickly turned to check. Relief flooded her, they hadn’t been seen. They continued, stepping cautiously toward the hole.

Amanda waited until Ayanna had fully slipped through before making her own way. Once outside, she repositioned the mattress to partially cover the hole and pushed the fence slightly, hiding the entrance from view. They had done it. They were outside, unseen, but the danger was far from over. The first step toward freedom had been taken, but every second after required vigilance.

The three of them moved quickly but carefully, donning hoodies and caps to conceal their identities. People who knew they were Mike’s family could turn them in, and any eyes on them could spell disaster. Bags in hand, they slipped through the small bushes and a row of trees along the hidden pathway, emerging finally at the edge of the road.

Amanda pulled out her phone and requested an Uber, her eyes constantly scanning the surroundings, every shadow a potential threat.

Ayanna, her voice soft and innocent, whispered, “Mommy, where are we going?”

Amanda adjusted her height to match Ayanna’s, lowering herself so her voice could be soft and comforting.

“We are going somewhere safe, honey,” she said, her tone gentle but filled with promise. “A place where you’ll finally have friends and get to know people, somewhere we’ll go out and have fun...you’ll be able to see your friends whenever you want, okay?” Her lips curved into a hopeful smile.

Ayanna nodded, trusting her mother’s words.

Amanda kissed her forehead softly, lingering for a moment.

When a taxi arrived, they slipped inside and drove a few minutes to a small hotel. Amanda paid for the night, ensuring they had a place to rest and regroup. Once inside the room, she contacted her colleague and best friend, Mary, explaining the situation in hushed, urgent tones. She asked if they could stay until a more permanent home was arranged. Mary, shocked but sympathetic, agreed immediately.

After the call, Amanda helped the children settle in, cleaned up, and they were served dinner. After eating, Ayanna went to bed, lights out, the room quiet except for the soft hum of the city outside. Amanda finally allowed herself a moment to breathe, but rest was fleeting. Mosi, restless, couldn’t suppress the questions burning in his mind.

Lying on his separate bed, he turned to Amanda and whispered, “Mom...”

No response

“Mom!” he tried again, his voice barely above a breath.

Amanda jolted awake, heart racing with paranoia. She scanned the room quickly, confirming that nothing was amiss, then placed a trembling
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