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    Dedication
The work is dedicated to the late Raila Amolo Odinga, and to the Luo patriots, who fought and often fell in the long struggle of justice, land and dignity.
to Tom Mboya, and to Argwings Kodhek, and to Robert Ouko, whose valour made memory a part of the bones of history.
And to the vast number of nameless whose names were never inscribed, but never effaced.
The story is a follow up to their rebellion. A memory stinging to protest. A statement that the fight never stopped, it just transformed itself into another type of war.

      

    



  	
        
            
            A system does not fall when it is confronted by anger, but when it is understood, dismantled, and refused piece by piece.
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SEASON 1: THE FALL OF MBITA
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EPISODE I: VILLAGE MASSACRE
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The sun had not yet cleared the ridge when the dust first appeared. Tobias Raila, twelve years old, sat on the split, log fence outside his grandmother's compound, watching the eastern road. The morning air carried the smell of burning charcoal and the distant sound of his mother's voice, high and clear, calling his younger sister for breakfast. A goat bleated from the pen. A chicken scratched in the red dirt. These were the sounds of Mbita village waking up, sounds Tobias had known every morning of his life.

He noticed the dust because it moved wrong. Vehicles on the road to Mbita traveled slowly. The track was rutted, treacherous with washouts from the last rains. Trucks carrying maize or charcoal crawled along, their drivers cursing the potholes. But this dust rose fast and straight, a plume that did not stop or weave or hesitate. It came with purpose.

Tobias slid off the fence. His bare feet hit the packed earth without sound. He stood there, shirtless in his faded school shorts, and watched the dust grow. Two plumes now. Three. The morning light caught the lead vehicle, a Land Cruiser, white, with something mounted on its roof that caught the sun like a mirror.

Not a mirror. Glass. Binoculars or a scope.

His body knew before his mind did. The knowledge traveled up from his feet, through his spine, a cold current that made his hands tingle. He had never seen a gun, not in person, but he had seen them in the old magazines Uncle Jack brought from Nairobi. He knew what that glass glint meant. He knew what three vehicles moving in formation meant.

He ran.

Not toward the house. Toward the village center, where the old market stood, where his father would be opening the shop, where the other children would be gathering for the walk to school. His legs pumped, bare feet slapping the hard, packed path, and he shouted as he ran, not words, just sound, a high desperate note that cut through the morning birdsong.

"Kimbia!" he screamed finally, the Swahili word tearing out of him. "Kimbia! Kimbia!"

Run. Run. Run.

The first vehicle crested the rise. A white Land Cruiser with tinted windows. Then a second, a pickup truck with men standing in the bed, holding rifles with wooden stocks. Then a third, another Land Cruiser, heavier, its suspension squatting under weight.

Tobias saw the man in the lead truck. He wore a green military, style jacket despite the heat, and sunglasses with reflective yellow lenses. He was smiling. That was the detail Tobias would carry with him for the rest of his life, the man was smiling as he raised his rifle.

The shot cracked across the valley like a dry branch breaking, impossibly loud. A chicken near Tobias exploded in a burst of feathers and blood. Tobias stumbled, his momentum carrying him forward, and he heard his own voice making sounds that were not words, not human, just noise torn from his throat by terror.

The vehicles did not stop. They rolled into the village center like a wave, and the men spilled out, eight, ten, twelve of them, moving with the loose coordination of men who had done this before. Tobias saw rifles swing. He saw a muzzle flash from the second vehicle, saw the wall of his father's shop suddenly sprout a flower of splintered wood where the bullet struck.

His father appeared in the shop doorway. Elias Raila, broad, shouldered, his white shirt already dust, stained from unpacking crates of soap and sugar. He had a machete in his hand, the tool he used to open boxes, nothing more, a blunt blade with a wooden handle worn smooth by years of work.

Elias looked at the trucks. He looked at the men. He looked at Tobias, running toward him, and his face changed. Not fear. Something worse. Recognition. The look of a man who had been waiting for this moment, who had known it would come, who had prayed every night that his children would be old enough to survive it when it did.

"Tobias!" His father's voice cut through the gunfire, impossibly clear. "The forest! Run to the forest! Now!"

Tobias stopped. Fifteen meters from his father. Close enough to see the sweat on Elias's forehead, the way his knuckles whitened on the machete handle. Close enough to see the man with the yellow sunglasses step out of the lead vehicle, raise his rifle, and aim.

"Baba!"

The shot hit Elias in the chest. The impact spun him half, around, the machete flying from his hand to clatter against the shop wall. Elias stumbled back into the doorway, his hand reaching up to touch the hole in his white shirt, his fingers coming away red. He looked at his own blood with an expression of mild surprise. Then his knees folded, and he went down slowly, like a tree falling, hitting the threshold with a sound that was not loud enough, not nearly loud enough for what it meant.

Tobias stood frozen. The world had become a painting, flat and distant, every sound muffled as if his head were underwater. He saw the man with yellow sunglasses work the bolt on his rifle. Saw him eject the spent casing, a small brass cylinder that caught the morning light as it arced through the air. Saw him chamber a new round and turn, scanning, the smile still on his face.

"You." The man pointed at Tobias with his free hand. A casual gesture, like selecting fruit at market. "Don't run, boy. Stay right there."

Tobias's feet would not move. His body had locked, every muscle rigid, his breath coming in shallow sips that did not seem to reach his lungs. He stood in the red dirt of the village center and watched the man walk toward him, boots crunching, rifle held loose across his body.

"Jonah." Another voice, from the second vehicle. A tall man in a blue shirt, older, with a scar running from his left eye to his jawline. "The boss wants the land clear, not a massacre. We need workers."

"This one saw." Yellow Sunglasses, Jonah, stopped three meters from Tobias. Close enough that Tobias could smell him: sweat, tobacco, something chemical and sharp like petrol. "He saw me shoot his father. He'll remember."

"Then take him with the others. The boss decides who remembers and who doesn't."

Jonah considered this. He reached out with his left hand, the hand not holding the rifle, and gripped Tobias's jaw. His fingers were hard, calloused, squeezing with casual strength that made Tobias's teeth ache. Jonah turned Tobias's face left, then right, examining him like livestock at auction.

"Skinny." Jonah released him with a small shove that sent Tobias stumbling backward. "But eyes like his father. Same stupid, staring eyes."

He turned away, dismissing Tobias as if he were nothing, and raised his voice to carry across the village. "Round them up! All of them! Women, children, old men, everyone in the square! Burn the houses after!"

The men moved with efficiency that spoke of practice. They went house to house, kicking in doors, dragging people out by their arms, their hair, their clothes. Tobias saw old Mrs. Oduor pulled from her hut, her walking stick striking uselessly against a man's leg. He saw the schoolteacher, Mr. Kibet, emerge with his hands raised, speaking rapidly, reasonably, until the butt of a rifle struck his mouth and he went down spitting teeth.

Tobias stood in the center of it, invisible now, forgotten. The man Jonah had moved toward the shop, stepping over Elias's body without looking down, and began pulling crates from the shelves, soap, salt, matches, the small goods his father sold to keep the village supplied. He tossed them to another man, who loaded them into the pickup.

Tobias's mind began to work again, slowly, like a machine rusted from disuse. His father was dead on the threshold. His mother and sister were in the house near the eastern ridge. His grandmother, old, slow, stubborn, would not run. She would sit in her chair and wait for them to come, and they would come, and she would die sitting.

The forest. His father had said the forest.

Tobias turned. Not running, walking fast, his bare feet silent on the dirt, moving toward the edge of the village where the banana plants grew thick and the path narrowed into a track that led up toward the ridge and the forest beyond. He did not look back. He did not look at his father's body in the doorway. He did not look at Jonah Kreel, survivalist tracker, who was now kicking through the ashes of the charcoal pit, searching for hidden coins or valuables.

He walked until the gunfire faded behind him, until the screams became distant, until he reached the banana grove and the shadows closed around him like water. Then he ran.

The track climbed steeply. Tobias's lungs burned, his legs aching, his bare feet catching on roots and stones. He fell twice, catching himself on his palms, feeling the sting of scraped skin. He did not stop. The forest grew thicker, eucalyptus giving way to indigenous hardwood, the air cooling, the light dimming as the canopy closed overhead.

He found the stream by sound before he saw it. The water rushed over rocks, cold and clear, and he dropped to his knees and drank without thinking, gulping mouthfuls that made his stomach clench. He splashed water on his face, on his chest, washing away the dust and sweat and the memory of Jonah's fingers on his jaw.

Then he heard the footsteps.

Not close. Fifty meters, maybe more, moving with the same confident crunch that Jonah's boots had made in the village square. But these footsteps were lighter. Quicker. A tracker moving at a jog, reading signs that Tobias did not know he was leaving, a bent blade of grass, a disturbed stone, the wet print of a bare foot on a mossy rock.

Tobias pressed himself against the trunk of a mahogany tree, his heart hammering so hard he felt it in his throat. The footsteps approached, paused, changed direction. Coming toward him. The tracker had found his trail.

He looked around desperately. The stream ran downhill to his left, the bank steep and muddy. To his right, a tangle of ferns and fallen branches. Behind him, the tree, its bark rough against his back, offering no concealment. Above, the lower branches, thick as his thigh, starting three meters up.

Tobias had climbed this tree before. Last rainy season, chasing a monkey that had stolen his grandmother's mango. He knew the handholds, the knots in the bark, the branch that looked solid but would flex dangerously under weight.

The footsteps were thirty meters now. Twenty. He heard breathing, controlled, rhythmic, a man conserving energy for a long pursuit.

Tobias jumped. His fingers found the first hold, a knob of bark worn smooth by years of weather. His bare feet scrabbled against the trunk, toes finding purchase in the rough grooves. He pulled himself up, muscles screaming, his skinny arms trembling with the effort. The second hold. The third. He reached the lower branch and rolled onto it, pressing himself against the trunk, becoming part of the tree.

Jonah Kreel emerged from the ferns.

He moved like a predator, rifle held across his chest, his head turning slowly, scanning. The yellow sunglasses were gone, useless in the forest gloom, and Tobias saw his eyes for the first time. Pale gray, almost colorless, with a flatness that was worse than cruelty. Indifference. The look of a man for whom other humans were simply obstacles or tools.

Jonah stopped at the stream. He crouched, touching the wet rock where Tobias had knelt. His fingers came away with water, and he touched them to his tongue, tasting. Then he looked at the mud on the bank, at the slide marks where Tobias had scrambled up, at the disturbed ferns.

He looked up.

Tobias stopped breathing. He pressed himself harder against the trunk, feeling the bark bite into his shoulder, his cheek. He closed his eyes, not wanting to see those gray eyes find him, not wanting to see the rifle swing up, not wanting to see the last moment of his life.

Silence. The forest sounds returned slowly, birds, insects, the stream's endless rush. A minute passed. Two. Tobias's lungs began to burn, starved for air, but he did not dare inhale.

"I see you, boy." Jonah's voice, conversational, almost friendly. "I see where you climbed. I see the bark scraped fresh. You're up there, aren't you? In the tree?"

Tobias's eyes snapped open. Jonah stood directly below, looking up, but not at him, at the wrong branch, two meters to the left, where a bird had recently perched and left droppings on the bark.

"Come down." Jonah raised the rifle, not aiming, just holding it ready. "Come down now, and I take you to the boss. You work, you live. That's the deal. Hide up there, and I shoot the branch out from under you. You fall, you break something, maybe your neck. Then you don't work, and you don't live. Simple math."

Tobias looked at the ground. Twelve meters. The fall would kill him, or cripple him, and Jonah would finish him with the rifle either way. He looked at the next branch up, four meters higher, thinner, probably unable to hold his weight. He looked at the neighboring tree, two meters away, its branches interlacing with this one.

"Three seconds." Jonah chambered a round, the metallic click impossibly loud. "One."

Tobias breathed. One breath, deep and controlled, the way his father had taught him when they hunted birds in the dry season. Steady the hands. Clear the mind. Wait for the moment.

"Two."

Jonah's weight shifted. He was preparing to step back, to aim, to fire. His eyes, even in the gloom, were scanning the branches, moving closer to where Tobias actually hid.

Tobias jumped.

Not down. Across. He launched himself from the branch toward the neighboring tree, his hands reaching, his body twisting in midair. For a moment he hung suspended over empty space, twelve meters above the forest floor, and he saw Jonah's face tilt up, saw those gray eyes widen with genuine surprise, saw the rifle begin to swing.

Then his hands struck the other branch, the impact jarring his shoulders, his grip slipping on the smooth bark. He wrapped his arms around the branch, his legs swinging wildly, and he felt himself sliding, falling, his fingers scrabbling for purchase.

A shot cracked. Bark exploded above him, splinters raining down on his neck. Jonah had fired, but the angle was wrong, the branch between them deflecting the bullet. Tobias hauled himself up, rolling onto the new branch, and kept moving, climbing higher, faster, not thinking, just moving.

"You little, " Jonah's voice, no longer friendly, no longer patient. Footsteps crunching, moving around the base of the tree, looking for a clear shot.

Tobias reached the canopy, where the branches grew thin and the leaves closed overhead. He could see sky through gaps, blue and impossibly distant. He could see the village below, smoke rising now, black columns against the morning light. He could see the road, the trucks, the tiny figures of men moving like ants through the destruction they had made.

He moved along a branch, testing each step, distributing his weight. The branch bent under him, but held. He reached the trunk of the neighboring tree and began to descend, moving down the far side, away from Jonah, away from the village, into the deeper forest where the trees grew thicker and the undergrowth became impassable.

Jonah's voice came from below, distant now, angry. "Fine! Fine, you want to die in the trees, you die in the trees! The forest takes everyone eventually, boy! I'll find your bones next season!"

Tobias did not answer. He kept climbing down, branch to branch, his hands raw, his feet bleeding from cuts he did not feel yet. He reached the ground on the far side of the tree, in a thicket of thorn bushes that tore at his legs and arms, and he pushed through, not caring, just moving.

He walked for hours. The sun climbed overhead, then began to descend. His thirst returned, worse than before, his throat dry as the dust of the village road. He found a hollow in a fallen log, filled with rainwater from the last storm, and drank despite the floating insects, despite the taste of rot. He found a tree with edible bark, something his grandmother had shown him years ago, and chewed the bitter fibers for moisture.

When darkness came, he climbed another tree, not high, just enough to be above the ground where the predators moved. He wedged himself into a fork of branches and wrapped his arms around the trunk, pressing his cheek against the bark, and he let himself shake.

The tears came then, silent and violent, his body convulsing with sobs he could not control. His father, dead on the threshold. His mother, his sister, his grandmother, taken or killed, he did not know. His village, burning. His world, ended in the time it took a man to work a rifle bolt.

He cried until his body had nothing left, until he was empty, a hollow shell clinging to a tree in a forest that did not know his name. Then, exhausted, he slept.

He woke to the sound of birds. Morning light filtered through the canopy, green and gold, the same light that had shone on Mbita village yesterday, on his father opening the shop, on his mother calling for breakfast. The same indifferent light.

Tobias climbed down. His body ached everywhere, muscles he did not know he had screaming in protest, his feet swollen and crusted with dried blood, his hands raw and filthy. He walked, choosing direction by instinct, moving downhill because water ran downhill and water meant survival.

By midday, he found the river. Wide and slow, brown with sediment from the upstream farms. He drank carefully, watching for crocodiles, remembering his father's warnings. He bathed his feet, washing away the blood, seeing for the first time how badly they were cut, how the cuts were already swelling with infection.

He sat on the bank and looked at his reflection in the water. A thin boy, ribs showing, eyes too large for his face, hair matted with dirt and leaves. He did not recognize himself. The boy in the water was a stranger, someone who had survived something impossible, who had watched his father die and climbed a tree and jumped between branches while a man with gray eyes tried to kill him.

"I am Tobias Raila," he said to the stranger in the water. His voice was hoarse, barely a whisper, but it was his voice. "My father was Elias Raila. My mother is Naomi. My sister is Grace. My grandmother is Wanjiru."

The stranger stared back, saying nothing.

"They took our land," Tobias continued, the words coming easier now, building momentum. "They killed my father. They burned our village. They think I am dead, or they think I will die, or they think I do not matter."

He stood. His feet protested, but they held his weight. He looked downstream, where the river curved away toward the lowlands, toward the roads, toward the world beyond Mbita that he had never seen.

"I matter," he said. "I am alive. And I will remember."

He began to walk along the riverbank, following the water, moving toward whatever came next. Behind him, the forest stood silent, keeping its secrets. Above him, the sun traveled its ancient path, indifferent to the boy below, to the burning village, to the man with gray eyes who had smiled as he raised his rifle.

Tobias Raila walked. Twelve years old. Orphan. Survivor. The System Breaker, though he did not know that name yet.
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EPISODE II: LAND SEIZURE
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The river led him to the road. Tobias had walked for two days, following the brown water downstream, eating bark and the bitter fruit of a tree he did not know, drinking when he found clean pools. His feet had swollen, then cracked, then hardened into something like leather, the cuts sealing with dirt and determination. His body had stopped asking for food and simply accepted what he gave it. He had become, in those two days, something leaner and harder than the boy who had climbed the mahogany tree.

On the morning of the third day, the river widened and slowed, spreading into marshland where papyrus grew thick and herons stood motionless in the shallows. Beyond the marsh, Tobias saw the road, a straight line cut through the bush, wider than the village track, graded with gravel that glittered in the sun. A proper road. The kind that connected places.

He crouched in the papyrus for an hour, watching. A truck passed, heading north, loaded with timber that smelled of fresh sap. A woman walked south, carrying a bundle on her head, her sandals making soft crunching sounds on the gravel. A bicycle, its rider pedaling slowly, a cage of chickens tied to the back rack.

No white Land Cruisers. No men with rifles. No yellow sunglasses.

Tobias emerged from the marsh and stood on the road's edge, the gravel sharp against his hardened feet. He did not know which direction led to safety. North, where the timber truck had gone, or south, where the woman walked. He chose south, following the woman at a distance, keeping to the verge where the bush grew thick enough to hide him.

By midday, he reached the junction. A crossroads with a faded signpost pointing toward places he had heard of but never seen, Kisumu, Homa Bay, Nairobi. The road east, toward Nairobi, was paved, black tar radiating heat that shimmered above its surface. The road west, toward Homa Bay, was gravel, like the one he had walked. The road south, toward Kisumu, was dirt, well, traveled, with the ruts of heavy vehicles carved deep.

Tobias stood at the junction, turning slowly, reading the signs. Nairobi. The capital. The place Uncle Jack talked about, where buildings touched the sky and men wore suits and the government sat in big houses making laws. If there was justice anywhere, it would be there. If there was someone who could help, who could punish the men who burned Mbita, it would be there.

He started walking east.

The paved road was harder on his feet than the gravel had been. The tar held the sun's heat, burning through the calluses he had built. He walked on the shoulder, where the dirt was cooler, where he could step into the bush if a vehicle approached. Vehicles did approach, matatus, their sides painted with Jesus and football stars, music blasting from open windows. Private cars, their drivers looking straight ahead, never at the thin boy walking beside the road. Lorries, heavy with goods, their slipstreams pulling at his clothes.

None of them stopped. None of them even slowed.

By late afternoon, Tobias had covered perhaps fifteen kilometers. The sun was descending toward the lake, painting the sky in colors that reminded him of the fire in Mbita, orange, red, the color of destruction. His legs shook with exhaustion. His throat was dry again, his stomach a hollow pit that sent cramps through his body.

He saw the farm from the road.

It sat back from the pavement, behind a fence of rusted wire and wooden posts. A dirt track led through a gate that hung crooked on its hinges. Beyond, a field of maize stood tall and green, irrigated by a channel that drew water from a nearby stream. A house, proper, with a corrugated roof and concrete walls, sat in the center of the compound. Smoke rose from behind it, the smell of cooking fires.

Tobias stopped. He had not seen a farm like this since Mbita. The orderly rows of maize, the tended compound, the smoke that meant food and warmth and people. His body ached with wanting, to be inside that fence, to sit by that fire, to eat whatever was cooking.

But his mind, sharpened by three days of survival, warned him. The gate was crooked, not because of neglect, but because it was used constantly, pushed open and left to swing. The track showed fresh tire prints, the tread pattern of a heavy vehicle. The maize was too green for this season, the field was irrigated, which meant pumps, which meant money, which meant this farm was owned by someone with power.

Tobias stood in the shadows of the roadside bush, watching. The sun touched the horizon, the light going golden, the shadows stretching long across the field. He saw movement near the house, a woman, middle, aged, wearing a kitenge wrap, carrying a bucket toward the stream. He saw a child, small, running between the maize rows, laughing.

Then he saw the vehicle.

It came from the east, from the direction of Nairobi, moving fast on the paved road. A pickup truck, white, with a covered bed. Not a Land Cruiser, but close enough to make Tobias's chest tighten. The truck slowed at the junction, turned onto the dirt track, and rolled toward the farm gate.

Tobias pressed deeper into the bush, thorns catching his clothes, his skin. He watched through the leaves as the truck stopped at the gate. Two men got out. The driver wore a blue shirt with a logo on the breast, some company name, Tobias could not read it at this distance. The passenger wore a brown jacket and carried a clipboard.

The woman with the bucket saw them. She stopped, her body going still, the bucket hanging at her side. The child in the maize stopped running.

"Mrs. Ochieng?" The man in the blue shirt called, his voice carrying across the evening air. "Felix Aran, representing Lugonzu Holdings. We spoke on the phone."

The woman, Mrs. Ochieng, set down her bucket. She walked toward the gate, her movements deliberate, controlled. Tobias saw her hands clasp in front of her, the way her shoulders squared. Not fear. Defiance.

"I told you on the phone." Her voice was clear, strong, carrying the same authority Tobias had heard in his grandmother's voice. "This land is not for sale. This land has been in my family for three generations. My husband is buried here. My children were born here. You cannot have it."

The man, Felix Aran, smiled. It was not a kind smile. It was the smile of a man who had heard this speech many times, who had developed a patience for it, who knew how the story ended.

"Mrs. Ochieng." Aran consulted his clipboard, though Tobias suspected he did not need to. "The title deed you hold is for forty acres. Our survey shows this farm occupies sixty, three acres. The additional twenty, three acres were illegally settled, according to the 2019 land review. Lugonzu Holdings has acquired the legitimate title to those twenty, three acres, and we are exercising our right to survey and develop."

"Develop?" Mrs. Ochieng's voice rose. "You mean evict. You mean destroy. I know what Lugonzu Holdings does. I know what happened in Mbita last week. I know what happened in Gembe. You come with papers and you leave with our lives."

Aran's smile did not waver. He reached into the truck and withdrew a document, official, looking, stamped with seals. He held it out, not to Mrs. Ochieng, but toward the passenger, who produced a camera and began photographing, Mrs. Ochieng, the house, the maize field, the child who had emerged from the rows and now clung to her mother's leg.

"This is a legal process, Mrs. Ochieng." Aran's voice was smooth, practiced, the voice of a man who spoke to courts and officials and never to the people whose lives he destroyed. "You have thirty days to vacate the disputed twenty, three acres. After that, Lugonzu Holdings will enforce its property rights. I suggest you consult a lawyer. I suggest you do not make this difficult."

"Difficult?" Mrs. Ochieng stepped forward, her hand rising to point at Aran's chest. "You come to my home with papers written in Nairobi by men who have never set foot here. You tell me my grandfather's land is illegal. You photograph my child like she is a criminal. And you tell me not to make this difficult?"

Aran's smile finally flickered. His eyes, which had been looking past Mrs. Ochieng, now focused on her face. They were dark eyes, set deep in a face that was handsome in a polished way, the face of a man who took care of his appearance. But the warmth did not reach them. They were cold, calculating, the eyes of a tracker who had found his prey and was simply deciding when to move in for the kill.

"Mrs. Ochieng." His voice dropped, losing its official smoothness, gaining an edge. "I am a reasonable man. I have offered you thirty days. I could have offered you none. I could have come with the police, with the land officers, with the men who enforce these decisions. But I came alone, with my associate, with papers. I came politely."

He stepped closer to the gate, close enough that Mrs. Ochieng stepped back, her hand falling to her child's shoulder, pulling the girl behind her.

"But politeness has limits." Aran continued. "The next time I come, I will not be alone. The next time I come, there will be trucks, and men, and the papers will not matter because the land will be cleared. Do you understand?"

Tobias understood. He understood perfectly. This was how it happened. Not with guns and fire, not always. Sometimes with papers and smiles and men in clean shirts who spoke of legal processes while they took everything you had. The guns came later, when the papers failed, when the smiles were not enough.

He understood something else, too. He understood that Felix Aran was not just a man with a clipboard. The way he stood, the way his weight balanced on the balls of his feet, the way his free hand hung loose but ready at his side, this was a man who knew how to fight. A tracker fighter, Uncle Jack would have called him. A man who found people, who cornered them, who finished them when they had nowhere left to run.

Mrs. Ochieng stood tall, her chin raised, but Tobias saw the tremor in her hands, the way her fingers gripped her child's shoulder too tight. She was brave, but she was alone. Her husband was buried here, she had said. She was a widow, defending her land and her child against a company that had already burned a village.

Tobias stepped out of the bush.

He did not plan it. His body moved before his mind caught up, driven by something that was not courage, courage required choice, and Tobias felt he had no choice. He could not watch another village fall. He could not watch another father die, another mother stand alone, another child learn that the world was made of men with papers and smiles and cold eyes.

"She's not alone." His voice surprised him, hoarse, cracked, the voice of a boy who had not spoken in days. But it carried. Aran turned. The passenger with the camera turned. Mrs. Ochieng turned, her eyes widening at the sight of the thin, dirty boy emerging from the roadside bush.

Tobias walked toward the gate, his bare feet silent on the dirt. He stopped three meters from Aran, close enough to smell the same chemical sharpness he had smelled on Jonah Kreel, something that spoke of vehicles and machinery and the world that destroyed villages. Close enough to see the muscles in Aran's jaw tighten, the tracker instincts assessing this new variable.

"Who are you?" Aran's voice had changed again, losing the official tone entirely, becoming something harder, more direct. The voice of a man who dealt with problems.

"Nobody." Tobias said. The word felt true. He was nobody now, no village, no family, no name that mattered to men like this. "But I saw what you did to Mbita. I saw the trucks. I saw the fire. And I'm telling you, this woman is not alone."

Aran's eyes narrowed. The tracker assessment deepened, reading Tobias the way Tobias had learned to read the forest, looking for weakness, for strength, for the truth of what a person was capable of.

"Mbita." Aran said the name slowly, tasting it. "You're from Mbita? The boy from the tree. Jonah mentioned you. Said you jumped between branches like a monkey. Said you were probably dead by now, eaten by something in the forest."

Tobias felt the cold again, the same current that had run through him when he first saw the dust on the road. Jonah had spoken of him. Jonah had told this man, this company, that a boy had escaped. They knew. They were looking.

"I'm not dead." Tobias said. He forced his voice steady, his body still, though every instinct screamed at him to run, to climb, to hide. "And I'm telling you what I told him. This land is not yours. These people are not yours. You cannot take what does not belong to you."

Aran laughed. It was a short sound, without humor, the laugh of a man who had heard this before and found it quaint.

"Boy." He stepped closer, close enough that Tobias could see the pores in his skin, the small scar above his left eyebrow. "You don't understand how the world works. The land belongs to whoever holds the paper. The people belong to whoever has the power. That is the only law. Your village, this farm, all of it, it's already gone. You just don't know it yet."

He reached out, the same casual gesture Jonah had used, the grip of a man accustomed to handling things that could not resist. His hand closed on Tobias's shoulder, the fingers digging in, and Tobias felt the strength there, the strength of a man who trained, who fought, who tracked people through forests and brought them back or left them dead.

But Tobias had changed in the forest. He had learned something about his body, about movement, about the way the world worked when you had nothing but yourself. He had learned that trees could be climbed, that branches could be jumped, that a boy who was small and fast could survive what a man who was large and strong could not.

He moved.

Not away, into. He stepped toward Aran, inside the reach of the arm that gripped his shoulder, and drove his elbow into Aran's stomach. The impact was not hard, Tobias was twelve, malnourished, exhausted, but it was unexpected, and it was precise, hitting the soft spot below the ribs where breath lived.

Aran grunted, his grip loosening, his body folding slightly. Tobias twisted free and ran, not away from the farm, but toward it, through the crooked gate, past Mrs. Ochieng and her child, into the maize field where the tall green stalks closed around him like the forest had closed three days before.

"Get him!" Aran's voice, no longer smooth, no longer patient. The voice of a tracker who had been touched by his prey. "Don't let him reach the stream!"

Tobias ran. The maize whipped at his face, his arms, leaving thin cuts that stung. He heard footsteps behind him, Aran, moving fast, the tracker instincts taking over, reading the signs of broken stalks, disturbed earth, the path of a boy who did not know how to move without leaving traces.

But Tobias had learned. Three days in the forest had taught him that movement was not just speed, it was placement, weight, the angle of a footfall. He ran on the edges of the rows, where the soil was hardest, where his bare feet left the faintest impressions. He broke stalks when he had to, but only when he had to, and he changed direction often, doubling back, circling, the way a hunted animal moves to confuse its pursuer.

He heard Aran curse, the sound of a man who had lost the trail, who was stopping to read signs that no longer made sense. The passenger was shouting from the gate, something about the police, about calling for help. Mrs. Ochieng was shouting too, her voice high and defiant, creating noise that covered Tobias's movement.

The stream. Aran had said not to let him reach the stream. Which meant the stream was the way out.

Tobias found it at the field's edge, a narrow channel of water running clear and fast toward the marshland he had left that morning. He dropped into it, the cold shocking his legs, and began to move downstream, crouched low, using the banks for cover, the water for silence.

He heard Aran crashing through the maize behind him, the tracker losing patience, moving on sound rather than signs now. "I know you're here, boy!" The voice was closer than Tobias expected, too close. "You can't hide forever! The company owns everything now, the land, the water, the forest. There is nowhere you can go that we won't find you!"

Tobias kept moving. The stream widened, the banks growing steeper, the water deepening. He swam when he had to, his arms weak but functional, his body lighter than it should be, buoyed by emptiness. The light was failing, the sunset colors deepening to purple, then to the first blue of evening.

He reached the marsh where the papyrus grew thick. He pushed through, the stalks closing around him, the mud sucking at his feet. Behind him, he heard Aran stop at the stream's edge, heard the splash of boots entering water, heard the muttered curse as the tracker realized that signs ended here, that water carried no footprints, that the marsh was a maze that could swallow a man who did not know its paths.

Tobias kept moving. The papyrus gave way to deeper water, to channels where the current ran stronger, to places where the mud was treacherous and the footing uncertain. He moved by instinct, by feel, his hands reading the stalks for direction, his feet testing each step before committing his weight.

He emerged finally, miles from the farm, in a stand of acacia trees where the ground was firm and the darkness was complete. He climbed a tree, not high, just enough to be above the ground, to see the approaches, to rest his body while his mind stayed alert.

He sat in the fork of branches and listened. The night sounds came slowly, crickets, frogs, the distant call of a nightjar. No footsteps. No voices. No engines. Aran had stopped, or turned back, or lost the trail entirely.

Tobias breathed. His body shook with delayed reaction, the adrenaline fading, leaving him cold and empty. His shoulder ached where Aran had gripped it. His elbow ached where he had struck. His feet, his hands, his legs, everything ached.

But he was alive. He had faced a tracker fighter, a man trained to find and finish, and he had touched him, escaped him, lost him in the marsh. He had stood in front of a gate and spoken to a man with papers and power, and he had not broken.

He looked up at the stars, bright and indifferent, the same stars that had shone on Mbita, that would shine on the farm where Mrs. Ochieng stood with her child, waiting for the next visit from Lugonzu Holdings. The stars did not care. The land did not care. Only people cared, and the people with power used that caring as a weapon.

"I am not nobody," Tobias whispered to the darkness. "I am Tobias Raila. I am alive. And I am learning."

He slept finally, wedged in the tree, his body holding him in place through exhaustion alone. He dreamed of his father, standing in the shop doorway, the machete in his hand, the hole in his white shirt. He dreamed of Jonah Kreel's gray eyes, looking up, finding the wrong branch. He dreamed of Felix Aran's smile, the smooth voice saying the land belongs to whoever holds the paper.

He woke before dawn, the stars still bright, the world silent. He climbed down and began to walk again, following the marsh's edge, moving north now, away from the road, away from the farm, away from the men with papers and smiles and cold eyes.

He did not know where he was going. He knew only that he could not stop, that the world was larger than Mbita, that somewhere there must be people who did not burn villages, who did not steal land, who did not smile while they destroyed lives.

He walked. The sun rose behind him, painting the marsh in gold, turning the papyrus to flame. A heron took flight, its wings enormous, silent, carrying it toward the lake where the water met the sky. Tobias Raila walked. Twelve years old. Orphan. Survivor. Fighter.
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EPISODE III: REFUGE ESCAPE
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The marsh became a lake. Tobias had walked for two more days, following the papyrus channels northward, eating the tender shoots of plants he did not know, drinking from clear pools where the water tasted of earth and roots. His body had entered a strange state, neither hungry nor full, neither tired nor rested, simply moving, a machine of bone and will that processed distance and danger with mechanical precision.

On the third morning, the papyrus thinned. The ground firmed beneath his feet, changing from sucking mud to packed earth, then to sand. The air changed too, carrying a new smell, salt, vastness, something that spoke of open water rather than enclosed channels. Tobias pushed through the last stand of reeds and stood on a beach.

Lake Victoria stretched before him, impossibly large, the horizon a straight line where brown water met gray sky. Waves lapped at the sand, small and regular, the sound rhythmic and hypnotic. Fishermen's boats dotted the near shore, dugout canoes with patched sails, men casting nets in the early light. A village, larger than Mbita, more spread out, houses climbing a low hill away from the water, crouched along the beach.

Tobias stood in the reeds, watching. His instincts, sharpened by Aran's pursuit, told him to observe before moving. He scanned the beach for white vehicles, for men in clean shirts with clipboards, for the casual posture of trackers waiting for prey. He saw only fishermen, women carrying water, children playing in the shallows. A normal morning. A living village.

He stepped onto the sand.

The beach was coarse, shell fragments mixing with the brown grains, sharp against his hardened feet. He walked toward the water, needing to wash, to drink, to feel something clean after days of mud and sweat and fear. The lake was warm, surprisingly so, the water brown with sediment but clear enough in the shallows to see his feet, his legs, the cuts and bruises that mapped his survival.

He knelt nd drank. The water tasted of earth and fish and something metallic, but it was wet, it was liquid, it was life. He cupped it in his hands, pouring it over his face, his neck, his matted hair. He scrubbed his skin with sand, feeling the layers of dirt and dried sweat flake away, revealing the boy beneath, thinner than before, harder than before, but still there.

"You from Mbita?"

Tobias spun, water flying from his hands, his body dropping into a crouch without thought. The voice had come from behind, close, too close, someone who had approached while he was distracted, while his guard was down, while he was vulnerable.

A man stood five meters away, on the dry sand above the waterline. He was young, perhaps twenty, wearing faded jeans and a t, shirt with a football team logo. He held a net in one hand, the mesh dripping lake water, and his other hand hung loose at his side. His face was open, curious, without threat. But his eyes, dark and watchful, moved over Tobias with assessment, reading the dirt, the cuts, the thinness, the feral posture.

"I asked if you're from Mbita." The man's voice was soft, carrying the lilt of the lake region, the same accent Tobias had grown up hearing. "I saw you come out of the marsh. No one comes from the marsh unless they're running from something. And Mbita burned three days ago. Everyone's talking about it."

Tobias said nothing. His body remained crouched, ready to run, to dive, to fight if necessary. The water lapped at his knees, a barrier that was no barrier at all. The man could wade in after him, or simply wait, or call others. Tobias was trapped by his own need for cleanliness, his own moment of weakness.

"My name is Daniel." The man set down his net, a gesture of peace, empty hands rising slightly. "I fish here. I saw the smoke from Mbita. I saw the trucks go past on the road. White trucks, going fast. I know what that means."

He stepped closer, slowly, giving Tobias time to see the movement, to evaluate it. Two meters now. Close enough to touch, to grab, to strike. But Daniel's hands remained open, his body angled slightly away, presenting no threat, offering no target.

"You're just a boy." Daniel's voice had changed, losing its casual tone, gaining something softer. "How old? Twelve? Thirteen? You can't survive alone out here. The lake takes people. The marsh takes people. And the men in the white trucks, they take people too."

Tobias found his voice, hoarse from disuse. "They took my father."

The words hung in the air, simple and terrible. Daniel's face changed, the assessment deepening into something else, recognition, pain, the look of a man who had heard this story before, who knew what came after.

"Lugonzu Holdings." Daniel said. Not a question. A statement. "They're everywhere now. Buying land, taking land, burning what they can't buy. The government helps them. The police help them. No one stops them."

He reached out, slowly, his hand moving toward Tobias's shoulder. Tobias flinched, his body remembering Aran's grip, the fingers digging in, the strength that could break. But Daniel stopped, his hand hovering, waiting for permission.

"Come." Daniel said. "My mother cooks for the fishermen. She has food. She has water that won't make you sick. You can rest, eat, decide what to do next. I won't force you."

Tobias looked at the hand, at the face, at the village on the hill where smoke rose from cooking fires and children played and life continued despite the trucks and the papers and the men with cold eyes. He looked at the lake, vast and indifferent, and at the marsh behind him, dark and concealing.

He took Daniel's hand.

The house was small, a single room with a corrugated roof and walls of mud and wattle. But it was clean, swept, smelling of fish and charcoal and something sweet, cassava, perhaps, or plantain. An old woman sat by the fire, stirring a pot, her face wrinkled and sharp, eyed, her hands moving with the efficiency of decades of practice.

"Another stray, Daniel?" She did not look up, but her voice carried awareness, the tone of a woman who missed nothing in her domain. "The lake brings you boys like the current brings dead fish."

"He's from Mbita, Mama." Daniel guided Tobias to a stool by the fire, pressing him down with gentle hands. "The trucks burned it. He walked through the marsh."

The old woman, Mama, looked up now. Her eyes were cloudy with cataracts, but they fixed on Tobias with precision, reading him the way Daniel had read him, the way Aran had read him, but without the coldness, without the assessment of prey.

"Mbita." She said the name slowly, tasting it. "I had a cousin there. Old Wanjiru. She made the best millet beer in the region. Is she dead?"

Tobias's throat closed. His grandmother's name, spoken here, in this strange house, by this strange woman. The world was smaller than he had thought, or larger, or simply connected in ways he had never understood.

"I don't know." He forced the words out. "I ran. I didn't see what happened after."

Mama nodded, as if this were answer enough. She ladled something from the pot into a tin bowl, thick, yellow, smelling of fish and spices and the comfort of childhood meals. She pressed it into Tobias's hands, her fingers warm and dry and strong.

"Eat." She said. "Then sleep. Then we talk about what comes next. You cannot fight on an empty stomach. No one can."

Tobias ate. The food was hot, burning his tongue, but he did not care. He ate without tasting, without chewing properly, shoveling it in with his fingers, the bowl emptying too fast, his stomach clenching with the shock of sustenance. Mama watched without comment, without judgment, simply refilling the bowl when it was empty, then again, until Tobias's body finally signaled enough, his hand slowing, his eyes growing heavy.

Daniel led him to a corner, to a mat on the floor, to a thin blanket that smelled of fish and sun. Tobias lay down, his body sinking into the mat, his mind drifting. He heard Daniel and Mama speaking, low voices, words he could not catch. He heard the fire crack, the pot settling, the lake wind against the roof. He slept.

He woke to shouting.

Not close, outside, on the beach, voices raised in alarm, in anger, in the particular pitch of fear that Tobias had learned to recognize. He rolled from the mat, his body moving before his mind cleared, the survival instincts taking over. The room was dim, the fire reduced to coals, the light coming from the doorway where Daniel stood, silhouetted against the afternoon sun.

"They're here." Daniel's voice was tight, controlled, but Tobias heard the fear beneath. "White trucks. Three of them. Coming down the hill road."

Tobias was on his feet, his heart hammering, the food in his stomach turning to stone. He moved to the doorway, pressing beside Daniel, looking out at the village, the beach, the road that descended from the hill.

Three white trucks. Two Land Cruisers and a pickup, the same formation he had seen in Mbita, the same dust rising behind them, the same purposeful speed. They rolled into the village center, stopping near the fish market, and men began to emerge, men in uniforms, some police, some private security, the colors mixing in a way that suggested partnership rather than opposition.

"They're looking for someone." Daniel said. His eyes scanned the trucks, the men, the way they moved. "See how they're splitting up? Going house to house? This isn't a land seizure. This is a search."

Tobias saw it too. The men moved with coordination, but without the casual confidence of the Mbita attackers. They were checking, verifying, searching for something specific. Or someone specific.

"Me." Tobias said. The word was flat, certain. "Aran reported me. They know I escaped. They're looking for the boy from the tree."

Daniel turned to him, his face serious, his eyes meeting Tobias's with a directness that was almost painful. "Then you need to run. Now. Before they reach this part of the village."

"I can't outrun trucks." Tobias said. The truth of it was heavy, final. He was twelve, malnourished, exhausted. They had vehicles, radios, men with guns. The math was simple.

"You don't outrun them." Daniel grabbed Tobias's shoulder, the grip firm but not cruel, the grip of a man making a decision. "You outthink them. Come."

He pulled Tobias through the house, past Mama who stood by the fire, her face set, her hands clasped. She did not speak, but her eyes followed Tobias, and in them he saw something that might have been blessing, or farewell, or simply the acceptance of a woman who had seen too much loss to be surprised by more.

They emerged from the back of the house, into a narrow alley between mud walls, the space barely wide enough for a man to walk. Daniel moved fast, crouched, his body low, using the walls for cover. Tobias followed, matching his posture, his movements, learning in seconds what Daniel had learned over years of living in a place where danger came without warning.

"The lake." Daniel whispered, his voice barely audible over the distant shouting. "There's a boat, hidden in the reeds. My uncle's, he keeps it for night fishing. You take it, paddle south, stay close to the shore. There's a village, Sindo, about ten kilometers. They don't know you there. You can hide."

"What about you?" Tobias asked. The question surprised him. He had not thought to ask about others since Mbita, since his world had narrowed to survival alone.

Daniel smiled, a quick flash of teeth in the shadows. "I fish. I have nets. I have nothing they want. But you, they want you. Aran wants you. Jonah Kreel wants you. You're a symbol now, Tobias. A boy who escaped, who spoke back, who ran. They can't let that stand."

They reached the beach, the sand opening before them, bright and exposed. Daniel pulled Tobias into the shadow of a boat overturned for repair, its hull a dark cave smelling of tar and fish. They crouched there, watching the village, watching the trucks, watching the men move systematically through the houses.

"There." Daniel pointed to a stand of reeds fifty meters along the shore, where a darker shape hunched against the water. "The boat. Go now, while they're searching the upper village. I'll create a distraction."

"How?" Tobias asked.

Daniel did not answer. He stood, stepping into the sunlight, and began to walk toward the trucks, his hands raised, his voice rising in a shout that carried across the beach. "Officers! Officers! I have information! The boy from Mbita, he was here! He stole food from my mother's house! He went that way, into the marsh!"

The men turned. Three of them broke from the house they were searching, moving toward Daniel, their hands on their weapons. Tobias saw Daniel gesture, pointing toward the marsh, away from the lake, away from the hidden boat. He saw Daniel's body language, the hunched shoulders, the nervous hands, the posture of a man who was afraid but trying to be helpful.

He ran.

Not toward the marsh, toward the reeds, toward the boat, his bare feet silent on the sand, his body low, using the overturned hulls for cover, the shadows for concealment. He reached the reeds and pushed through, feeling them close around him, the familiar embrace of concealment.

The boat was small, a dugout canoe with a patched sail and two paddles. It sat low in the water, half, hidden by the reeds, tied to a stake driven into the mud. Tobias untied it, his fingers clumsy with haste, and pushed it into deeper water, jumping as it floated free, landing in the bottom with a thump that seemed impossibly loud.

He grabbed a paddle and began to move, digging into the water, pulling with arms that shook with exhaustion. The boat moved slowly, sluggishly, the patched sail useless without wind. Tobias paddled, his back to the village, his eyes on the southern shore, on the distance that meant safety.

"Hey!"

The shout came from behind, sharp, authoritative. Tobias did not turn. He paddled harder, the paddle biting deep, his body leaning into each stroke, using the weight shift his father had taught him when they fished together, the rhythm of pull and recover and pull again.

A shot cracked. Water exploded near the boat, a spout rising and falling. Tobias flinched but did not stop. Another shot, closer, the bullet striking the hull with a sound like a hammer on wood. The boat shuddered but held, the old timber thick enough to deflect or absorb.

"Stop the boat! Now!"

Tobias turned, just for a moment, just enough to see. A man stood at the water's edge, in the reeds where the boat had been hidden. He wore a green jacket, military style, with patches that suggested some official capacity. He held a pistol, not a rifle, and his stance was wide, balanced, the stance of a man who knew how to shoot and was deciding whether to do so.

But it was not the man that made Tobias's blood freeze. It was the figure beside him, stepping from the reeds, brushing water from his boots. Felix Aran. The tracker. The man with the clipboard and the smile and the cold eyes.

Aran looked at Tobias across the water, fifty meters and growing. He did not raise a weapon. He simply stood there, his hands in his pockets, his face composed, and he smiled. The same smile. The smile of a man who knew that time was on his side, that the lake was large but finite, that a boy in a leaky boat could not escape forever.

"Ezekiel!" Aran called, not to Tobias, but to the man with the pistol. The man in the green jacket, Ezekiel Nox, ambush fighter, the name fitting him like a glove. "He's heading south. Radio the checkpoint at Sindo. And get a boat. We'll follow."

Ezekiel raised a radio to his mouth, speaking words Tobias could not hear. Aran kept watching, his smile unchanging, his eyes tracking the small boat as it grew smaller, as the distance expanded, as Tobias paddled with everything he had.

"You can't run forever, Tobias Raila!" Aran's voice carried across the water, clear and calm, the voice of a man making a promise rather than a threat. "The lake is ours. The land is ours. The papers say so. And soon, you'll say so too."

Tobias turned away. He paddled, his arms burning, his breath coming in gasps, the paddle striking water that seemed to grow heavier with each stroke. The shore slipped past, fishermen's huts, drying racks for fish, children who pointed and shouted and were pulled away by mothers who knew better than to be involved.

He paddled for an hour, maybe more. The sun descended toward the lake, painting the water in colors that reminded him of blood, of fire, of the end of everything. His arms gave out finally, the paddle slipping from fingers that could no longer grip. He lay in the bottom of the boat, his chest heaving, his body shaking, the small craft drifting with the current.

The shore was close. He could see trees, beach, the signs of another village. Sindo, perhaps, or somewhere else, somewhere new. He did not know. He did not care. He simply needed to reach land, to hide, to rest, to survive one more night.

He dragged the boat onto the sand, his body barely functional, and pulled it into a stand of papyrus where it could not be seen from the water. He covered it with reeds, his movements mechanical, his mind blank. Then he walked into the trees, away from the beach, away from the lake, into the darkness that was falling fast.

He found a hollow between roots, a space barely large enough for his body, and he crawled in, pulling leaves over himself, becoming part of the forest floor. He lay there, his heart slowing, his breath evening out, his mind drifting toward sleep.

But before sleep took him, he heard it. The sound of an engine on the lake, distant but approaching. The sound of a boat, larger than his, faster than his, moving with purpose through the darkening water.

They were coming.

Tobias pressed deeper into the hollow, his body tense, his mind racing. Ezekiel Nox, ambush fighter. Aran had called him by name, had given him orders, had sent him in pursuit. This was not a tracker who waited for signs. This was a hunter who laid traps, who anticipated movement, who struck when the prey was most vulnerable.

The engine sound grew, then cut. Silence. Then the splash of an anchor, the creak of wood, voices carried across the water. Tobias could not make out words, but he heard the tone, professional, patient, the sound of men who knew their target was close and were simply closing the net.

Footsteps on the beach. Crunching sand, moving with the same careful placement Tobias had learned, the same weight distribution that left minimal traces. But these were boots, heavy, deliberate, moving in a pattern that suggested search rather than flight.

Tobias held his breath. The footsteps approached his hiding place, paused, moved on. He heard Ezekiel's voice, close enough to touch, speaking into the radio. "South beach, no sign. He's here somewhere. Spread out. Check the tree line."

More footsteps, more voices, the net tightening. Tobias felt the panic rising, the same panic that had frozen him in Mbita, that had made him climb the mahogany tree, that had driven him to jump between branches while Jonah Kreel aimed his rifle. He fought it down, forced his breathing to slow, his mind to work.

Ambush fighter. Ezekiel was an ambush fighter. Which meant he expected Tobias to run, to panic, to move blindly into whatever trap he had set. The tree line was the obvious escape, the forest offered cover, darkness, the chance to disappear. Which meant the tree line was where the ambush waited.

Tobias did not move toward the trees.

He moved toward the water.

Slowly, inch by inch, he extracted himself from the hollow, sliding across the ground like a snake, using his elbows and toes to propel himself forward without rising, without exposing his silhouette against the sky. He reached the water's edge, the lake lapping at his chest, his chin, his nose. He took a breath and submerged.

The water closed over him, cold and silent, the world becoming a muffled place of pressure and darkness. He opened his eyes, seeing nothing, and began to
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