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PROLOGUE

e d 12

TWO WORLDS

The red dust of the road clung to Mwazandi's city
shoes as he stood at the edge of Gahale village,
his expensive suit jacket slung over one shoulder,
his tie long since discarded. Behind him stretched the
narrow dirt path he had traveled for three days, ahead
lay a scattering of mud- brick houses with thatched
roofs, smoke rising in thin spirals against the evening
sky. Children played with homemade toys in the dirt,
women pounded grain in wooden mortars, and elders sat
in the shade of an enormous baobab tree that dominated
the village center.

This was not where a man like him belonged. Not a man
with an MBA from the University of Nairobi, not the
financial director of a rising import company, not
someone who wore Italian leather shoes and owned a
flat in the most affluent district of Malindi.

And yet, here he stood, because he had nowhere else to go.

Three days ago, he had been Mwazandi, respected
businessman. Three days ago, before he discovered the
embezzlement, before he confronted Mary, before the
threats that made his blood run cold, not for himself, but
for Shaletty. Beautiful Shaletty with her swelling belly,
carrying his child, a daughter the fortune teller had said.
A daughter who would never know her father if Mary
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carried out his threats.
Mwazandi's hand went to the inside pocket of his suit
jacket, where he kept the last letter from Shaletty. He had
memorized every word.

I will tell our daughter that her father was a hero who
died before she was born. It Is better than the truth, that
you ran away when things became difficult. Do not try
to contact us again. Your enemies watch my apartment.
For our child's safety, you must remain deadtous.

The words still burned, but he understood. Shaletty was
practical, always had been. It was one of the things he
loved about her. She would protect their unborn daughter at
all costs, even if it meant erasing him from their lives.

A small boy approached, staring curiously at
Mwazandi's watch, the gold gleaming in the late
afternoon sun. "Hello," Mwazandi said in English, then
tried again in Swahili, though he knew this region likely
spoke a different dialect. The boy didn't respond but
continued to stare. Then, without warning, he turned and
ran back to the village, shouting words Mwazandi
couldn't understand.

Minutes later, an elderly man emerged from beneath the
baobab tree and walked slowly toward him. The man's gait
was deliberate, his posture straight despite his advanced
years. He wore traditional robes and carried a beaded
walking stick that marked him as a person of authority.

"I am Chief Mponda,"the man said in formal, accented
English.

"You are far from the city, traveler.”

Mwazandi straightened, summoning the dignity that had
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served him well in corporate boardrooms.

"l am Mwazandi. | seek refuge."The words felt strange
in his mouth—a man like him should never need refuge,
but they were true.

Chief Mponda studied him, eyes sharp despite their
cloudy appearance. "Refuge from what?"

"From men who would harm me and those I love.""And
Why should our village take on your troubles?"

It was a fair question. Mwazandi had asked himself the
same thing during his journey. Why would these people
help him? What could he offer in return?

"l am educated," he said finally. "I can teach Mathematics,
English, business principles. 1 can help with
record-keeping, with negotiations with government
officials." He paused, and then added more humbly, "And |
am willing to learn your ways, to work with my hands if
necessary."

The Chief's expression remained impassive, but he
nodded slightly. "Our school teacher died last rainy
season. The children learn little now."

Hope flickered in Mwazandi's chest."l could teach
them."

"Perhaps.” The Chief turned, gesturing for Mwazandi to
follow. "Come. You will stay in the guest hut tonight.
Tomorrow, we will speak more."

As they walked toward the village, Mwazandi felt the
curious stares of the residents. He was a spectacle in his
city clothes, his clean-shaven face, and his straight
posture that spoke of university education rather than
field work. For a moment, doubt overwhelmed him.
How could he possibly fit here? This world was as
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foreign to him as another planet.

Then he saw her.

She stood by a well, a clay pot balanced on her head, her
posture as regal as any corporate executive he'd ever
met. Her skin gleamed like polished mahogany in the
setting sun, her traditional wrapper vibrant against her
dark complexion. When she turned and saw him, her
eyes widened slightly, but she didn't look away.
Something shifted in Mwazandi's chest, recognition,
perhaps, though he had never seen this woman before.
Or perhaps it was simply the realization that beauty
existed in this world too, just in different forms than he
was accustomed to.

The woman nodded slightly in acknowledgment before
turning away, continuing toward a nearby hut with
unhurried grace.

"Who is she?"Mwazandi asked before he could stop
himself.

Chief Mponda followed his gaze and smiled for the first
time. "That is Nkechi, daughter of our medicine woman.
She is recently widowed, her husband taken by the same
fever that claimed our teacher."”

Mwazandi watched her disappear into the hut, the
strange feeling in his chest expanding. He thought of
Shaletty, carrying his child in Malindi, living her life as
if he were dead. The guilt was immediate and sharp.
"Come," the Chief said again, more gently this time.
"Rest. Tomorrow is soon enough to make decisions.

That night, lying on a reed mat in the guest hut,
Mwazandi stared at the thatched roof above him and
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made his choice. Malindi was closed to him now.
His old life was over. But perhaps here, in this place so
different from everything he had known, he could build
something new. Perhaps here, he could become someone
new.

He thought of the child he would never know, growing
in Shaletty's womb. A daughter, His daughter, Would
she have his eyes, his stubborn chin? Would she inherit
his head for numbers, his love of reading? Would she
wonder about him, this father who supposedly died
before her birth?

The pain of that separation would never leave him, he
knew. But maybe, if he made this new life mean
something, it would not have been in vain.

Outside, an owl called into the darkness. Inside his
borrowed hut, Mwazandi, formerly financial director, now
refugee closed his eyes and let his old self begin to fade
away.

He did not yet know that in this village he would find
not just refuge but purpose. He did not know that
Nkechi would become his wife, that they would have a
daughter of their own. He did not know that fifteen
years later, his past and present would collide in the
forms of two young women, sisters who never knew the
other existed.

He knew only that tomorrow, he would begin again. And
for tonight, that was enough.
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CHAPTER 1: MALINDI LIFE

he glass and steel monolith of the Apex Tech

headquarters pierced the Malindi skyline like an

exclamation mark, bold, unapologetic, demanding
attention. Much like Banice herself, who strode through
its revolving doors precisely at 7:45 AM, as she did
every weekday morning. The security guard
nodded inrecognition; the receptionist offered
a practiced smile. Banice returned both with the
efficient cordiality that had become her trademark,
pleasant enough to avoid being labeled difficult,
reserved enough to maintain  the professional
distance she cultivated like rare orchids.

"Good morning, Ms. Banice," the elevator attendant said
as she stepped into the glass capsule that would deliver
her to the marketing department on the seventeenth
floor.

"Morning, Joseph,” she replied, already scrolling
through emails on her phone, her manicured nails
clicking against the screen with metronomic precision.

The elevator ascended, and with it, Banice rose
above the chaotic symphony of Malindi, the persistent
honking of impatient drivers, the shouts of street
vendors, the pulse of a city perpetually in motion.
Up here, in the rarefied air of corporate success, the
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chaos was contained, controlled, converted into profit
margins and growth projections.

At thirty-five, Banice had constructed her life with the
same meticulous attention to detail that she applied to
her marketing campaigns. Her wardrobe consisted of
impeccably tailored suits in a carefully curated palette
of blacks, grays, and occasional strategic splashes of
color. Her apartment in the affluent district was a
minimalist showcase featured in last year's "Modern
African Living" magazine. Her social circle was
selective, composed primarily of similarly ambitious
professionals who understood that canceled dinner
plans due to work emergencies were not personal
affronts but professional necessities.

She had, by all measurable metrics, succeeded. And
if success tasted less sweet than she had imagined it
would during those hungry years at university, well,
that was simply the nature of achievement. The
summit always appeared more glorious from the base of
the mountain.

The marketing department hummed with the
energy of an approaching deadline.  Junior
associates huddled over tablets, graphic designers
argued over color palettes, copywriters muttered
taglines under their breath like incantations. Banice
moved through this controlled chaos like a ship
through familiar waters, acknowledging her team with
brief nods as she made her way to her glass-walled
office.



"The Kilimanjaro Coffee presentation is ready for your
review," her assistant, Mary, said, materializing beside
her with a tablet and a cup of green tea, no sugar, splash
of lemon, precisely at the temperature where flavor
bloomed but tongue would not burn.

"Thank you. The client call is at eleven?"

"Yes. And the creative team needs your sign-off on the
Sunset Telecom visuals by two. Oh, and your mother
called Twice."

Banice accepted the tea but not the implied obligation.
"Work first. I'll call her during lunch."

Mary nodded, accustomed to Banice's hierarchy of
priorities, and retreated to his desk outside her office.
Banice closed the door, not fully, which would suggest
secrecy or avoidance, but enough to signal her need for
concentration. She settled into her ergonomic chair,
designed to support the body during the long hours
modern success demanded.

The morning unfolded according to plan. She
refined the  Kilimanjaro Coffee presentation,
emphasizing their commitment to sustainable farming
practices, consumers were willing to pay a premium
for  ethical  consumption, her  research had
confirmed. The client call went smoothly; her
reputation for delivering results had preceded her,



transforming what could have been a hard sell into a
collegial discussion of implementation timelines.

It wasn't until after the call, as she was reviewing
the Sunset Telecom visuals, that the day's carefully
constructed rhythm faltered.

"Ms. Banice?"  Mary's voice came through the
intercom. "There's someone here to see you. He
doesn't have an appointment.”

Irritation flickered across Banice's face. "Who is it?"

"He won't give his name. He says he has a delivery that
must be placed directly in your hands." "Is it a courier
service?"

"No, ma'am, He's well, he's not dressed like a
professional courier. He's an older man, traditional
clothing. He's quite insistent."”

Curiosity temporarily overrode annoyance. In her
world of digital communications and scheduled
interactions, this analog intrusion was anomalous
enough to warrant investigation.

"Send him in."

The man who entered her office was indeed not what she
expected. He was elderly, perhaps in his seventies,
with skin weathered by sun and time. He wore a
traditional embroidered garment that had seen better



days, though it was clean and carried with dignity. His
eyes, however, were sharp and assessing, taking in
Banice's office, and Banice herself, with an
intelligence that belied his rustic appearance.

"Ms. Banice?" His voice was deep, his English formal
but accented with the rhythms of a rural dialect.

"Yes. | understand you have something for me?"

The old man reached into a leather pouch tied at his
waist and withdrew an envelope, not the crisp white
business envelopes that typically crossed her desk, but
something made of thicker paper, yellowed at the edges,
sealed with actual wax like a relic from another century.

"l was instructed to place this directly in your hands,"
he said, extending the envelope. "And to tell you that
the past is not always what we believe it to be."”

Banice surprised and in shock, accepted the envelope,
noting the weight of the paper, the slight roughness
against her fingertips so different from the glossy
digital screens that dominated her days.

"Who sent this?" she asked, turning the envelope over.
Her name was written on the front in a flowing script
that seemed vaguely familiar, though she couldn't
place it.
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"l am not permitted to say more,” the man replied.
"My task is complete. May wisdom guide your path
forward."” He bowed slightly, and then turned to leave.

"Wait," Banice called, rising from her chair. "You can't
just”

But the man was already gone, moving with surprising
swiftness for his age. Banice stood for a moment, the
strange envelope in her hand feeling suddenly like a
live thing, pulsing with potential disruption.

She should be focusing on the Sunset Telecom visuals.
She should be preparing for her afternoon meeting with
the digital strategy team. She should be returning her
mother's calls. The envelope could wait.

And yet.

With uncharacteristic impulsiveness, Banice broke the
wax seal and withdrew a single sheet of paper, folded
in thirds. The handwriting inside matched that on the
envelope, elegant, educated, but with a slight tremor
suggesting age or illness.
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My dearest Banice,

If you are reading this, then | have finally found the
courage to reach out to you, though perhaps too late
for us to meet in this life. My name is Mwazandi. | am
your father.

Your mother may have told you | died before your
birth. This was not true, though perhaps it would
have been kinder if it were. The truth is more
complicated and less forgivable. | left Malindi when
threats were made against you and your mother,
believing my absence would protect you. | have lived
these many years in Gahaleni village, where | built
another life, always carrying the weight of my
abandonment.

I am ill now, and before I leave this world, 1 wish to
make what amends | can. If you wish to know more of
your history, and of the sister you have never met, come to
Gahaleni. Ask for Chief Mponda. He will guide you.
Whether you choose to come or not, know that not a
day has passed when | did not think of you and wonder
what remarkable woman you have become.

With deepest regrets and enduring love.

Your father,
Mwazandi
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Banice felt the floor shift beneath her, as if Malindi
itself had suddenly decided to rearrange its geography.

She gripped the edge of her desk, the cool glass anchoring
her as the words on the page blurred and refocused.

Banice read the letter three times, each reading peeling
back another layer of the reality she had constructed. A
father, alive. A sister, unknown. A Vvillage called
Gahaleni that existed somewhere beyond the gleaming
boundaries of her Malindi life.

She sank back into her chair, the letter trembling in her
hand like a leaf in the harmattan wind. The careful
architecture of her understanding, that her father had
died heroically before her birth, that she was an only
child, that her mother's reticence about the past was
merely grief, collapsed like a house built on sand.

Her intercom buzzed, Mary's voice shattering the
moment. "Ms. Banice? The creative team is waiting
for your feedback on the visuals."

"Cancel my meetings for the rest of the day," she heard
herself say, her voice sounding distant and unfamiliar.
"Family emergency."

"Is everything alright?"

Was it? Would it ever be again? The letter in her hand
had torn a hole in the fabric of her existence, and
through that hole, unknown winds now blew.
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"No," she said simply. "But it will have to be."

She gathered her things, laptop, phone, the letter that
had become both compass and earthquake, and left her
office without further explanation. In the elevator,
she called her mother, the familiar number suddenly
feeling like a connection to a stranger.

"Banice?" Her mother's voice carried the perpetual
note of worry that had colored their relationship
since Banice's childhood. "I've been trying to reach
you all morning."

"We need to talk,” Banice said, stepping out into the
lobby. "About my father."”

A sharp intake of breath on the other end of the line.
"What about him? He died before"

"No, Mama. He didnt." The words fell between them
like stones into still water, ripples of consequence
expanding outward. "l know he didn't."

Silence stretched across the connection, taut as a wire.

"Come to the house,” her mother finally said, her voice
small and defeated. "Some conversations should not
happen over the phone."
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Banice ended the call and stepped out into the Malindi
sunshine. The city continued its relentless rhythm around
her, taxis honking, pedestrians weaving through traffic,
vendors calling out prices, oblivious to the fact that
Banice Banice's carefully ordered world had just tilted
on its axis.

As she hailed a taxi, the letter, secure in her handbag, a
phrase from her childhood came back to her, something
her mother used to say when Banice would ask about
her father: "Some doors are better left closed, my
love."

But now the door had not merely opened; it had been
blown off its hinges. And on the other side waited
not just the father she had thought long dead, but a
sister she had never known existed, in a village that
might as well be on another planet from the glass-
towered Malindi she called home.

The taxi pulled away from the curb, carrying Banice
toward her mother's house and the reckoning that
awaited. Behind her, the Apex Tech building rose like a
monument to the life she had built, a life that now
seemed constructed on a foundation of sand and
secrets.

Ahead lay uncertainty, a village called Gahaleni, and
the shadow of a man who had been both dead and
alive throughout her twenty-five years. As Malindi
flashed by outside the taxi window, Banice felt herself
suspended between worlds, the sleek, modern existence
she had crafted with such care, and an unknown
landscape of family ties and village ways that had
15



existed in parallel to her own life, separated by silence
and deception.

The taxi driver glanced at her in the rearview mirror.
"Where to, madam?"

"Ngala Estate,” she said automatically, giving her
mother's address. Then, more to herself than to him,
she added, "And then, it seems, to Gahaleni village."

"Gahaleni?" The driver's eyebrows rose in surprise.
"That is very far from here, madam. Another world
entirely."

"Yes," Banice said, looking out at the city that had

always been her home, suddenly seeing it as if from a
great distance. "I'm beginning to understand that."
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CHAPTER 2: VILLAGE RHYTHMS

Dawn broke over Gahaleni village like a
whispered secret, painting the thatched roofs
with gold and coaxing tendrils of smoke from
cooking fires into the pristine sky. Sonia rose with the
sun, as she had every day of her twenty-three years,
her body attuned to the ancient rhythms that governed
life far from the city's mechanical pulse. She stretched on
her reed mat, listening to the familiar symphony of
morning, roosters announcing their dominion, women's
voices calling to one another as they kindled fires, the
distant lowing of cattle being led to pasture.

In the corner of the hut, Lena still slept, her breathing
deep and even. Sonia smiled at her foster sister's ability
to ignore the day's insistent call. "Like trying to wake
a rock,” Mama Lena often said of her biological
daughter, though always with the indulgent affection
she reserved for her own flesh and blood.

Sonia moved quietly, wrapping her colorful wrapper
around her waist and securing it with practiced
motions. She splashed water from the clay pot onto her
face, the coolness banishing the last wisps of sleep.
Outside, the village was stirring to life, each person
assuming their place in the intricate dance of
community that had sustained Gahaleni through
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droughts and floods, through births and deaths,
through the relentless march of time that seemed to
touch this place more gently than the world beyond.

"You rise before even the birds have cleared their
throats,” came Mama Lena's voice as Sonia stepped
outside. The older woman sat on a low stool, grinding
herbs with a stone mortar, the rhythmic scraping a
percussion note in the morning's melody. Though not
related by blood, Mama Lena had been mother to
Sonia since her father's disappearance ten years ago,
taking in the orphaned girl to raise alongside her own
daughter, Lena.

"The yams won't harvest themselves,” Sonia replied,
accepting the small gourd of water Mama

Lena offered. "And the rains are coming. | can smell
them on the wind."

Mama Lena nodded, her weathered face creasing into a
map of experience. "Your nose has always been sharper
than most. Like your father's.”

The mention of her father sent a familiar pang through
Sonia's chest, not the raw wound it had once been,
but a well-worn hollow, smooth-edged from years
of carrying his absence. Mwazandi had been the
center of her world for thirteen years, teaching her the
names of plants and stars, telling stories by firelight,
showing her how to read the weather in the behavior of
insects and birds. Then one day, he simply didn't
return from a journey to consult with a medicine
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man in a neighboring village.  Searchers found
nothing. Prayers went unanswered. Life, with its
merciless momentum, continued.

"Il take food to the fields later,” Sonia said,
deliberately steering away from memories that would
only cloud the day's purpose. "The eastern plot should
yield well this season.™

"Don't forget to leave an offering at the ancestor
stone," Mama Lena reminded her. "The spirits have
blessed our harvest."

Sonia nodded, though privately she sometimes
wondered if the spirits her foster mother so revered
were listening at all. If they were, why had they taken
both her parents? Why had they allowed her father to
vanish like morning mist? But such questions
remained unspoken. In Gahaleni, faith was the
mortar that held the community together, and Sonia
would not be the stone that caused the wall to
crumble.

She collected her tools, a sturdy digging stick passed
down through generations, a woven basket reinforced
with leather strips, and set off toward the fields that
stretched beyond the village perimeter. The earth was
cool beneath her bare feet, still holding the night's
chill, though she knew by midday it would radiate heat
like a blacksmith's forge.
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The yam field was her domain, a kingdom of neat
mounds and trailing vines that she tended with the
devotion of a priestess. Each plant was known to her,
each subtle variation in leaf pattern or stem strength
noted and addressed. Under her care, the village's yam
harvest had flourished, earning her respect beyond her
years.

"The earth speaks to those who listen,” her father had
taught her. "It tells you what it needs, if only you
bend low enough to hear."

And so she bent now, running her hands over the
soil, feeling its texture, gauging its moisture. The
yams were ready, their leaves beginning to yellow,
their energy retreating back into the tubers hidden
beneath the mounds. She selected a promising hill
and began to dig, carefully clearing away soil until the
first pale curve of a tuber emerged like a buried
treasure.

Time dissolved as Sonia worked, her movements
falling into the meditative rhythm of labor that
connected her to countless generations who had
harvested from this same soil. The sun climbed
higher, its heat intensifying, but she barely noticed,
lost in the sacred communion between farmer and
field.

"Even the yams need rest sometimes,” came a familiar
voice, breaking her concentration.
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Sonia looked up to see Lena approaching, carrying a
water gourd and a small bundle wrapped in banana
leaves.

Though they had grown up as sisters, their differences
were apparent, where Sonia was all quiet determination
and serious purpose, Lena moved through life with
an easy grace and ready laughter. Her distinctive
tribal markings, delicate patterns scarified on her
wrists during her coming-of-age ceremony, caught the
sunlight as she extended the water.

"And some of us need food,” Lena continued,
unwrapping the bundle to reveal millet cakes and palm
oil. "Mother says you left without eating again."

Sonia accepted the water gratefully, suddenly aware of
her parched throat. "There's too much to do before the
rains come."

"The rains will come whether you've finished or
not,” Lena said, settling beside her on the ground.
"The sky keeps its own counsel.”

They ate in companionable silence, looking out over the
field where Sonia had already harvested a dozen large
yams, their pale bodies nestled in the basket like
sleeping children.

"Chief Mponda was asking about you this morning,"

Lena said casually, though something in her tone made
Sonia glance at her sharply.
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"What did he want?"

Lena shrugged, but her eyes held a hint of concern. "He
didn't say. Only that when you return from the fields,
you should visit him."

A summons from the Chief was unusual but not
alarming. As the village's leader and keeper of
traditions, Chief Mponda often consulted with
various community members about matters ranging
from dispute resolution to ceremonial preparations.

"Did he seem troubled?" Sonia asked, trying to
recall if she had inadvertently violated any customs
or neglected any communal duties.

"Not troubled,” Lena said slowly. "But... thoughtful.
The way the sky looks before it decides whether to
rain or clear.”

Before Sonia could question  further, they were
interrupted by the approach of Aunty Zyana, Mama
Lena's closest friend and the village's most skilled
weaver. Though in her mid-fifties, Aunty Zyana
moved with the lightness of a much younger woman,
her thin frame belying the strength in her hands that
could transform raw cotton into the finest cloth in three
villages.

"Ah, | thought | would find you here, rooted to the
soil like one of your yams,” Aunty Zyana said, her
large distinctive earrings swaying as she came to a stop
before them. "Always working while others rest."
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"The harvest won't wait,"” Sonia replied, though she
smiled at the familiar teasing.

"And neither will gossip, it seems,"” Aunty Zyana said,
lowering her voice conspiratorially. "Have you heard?
There's a stranger asking questions in Kakoneni market.
About your father."

The words fell between them like stones into still
water, ripples of consequence expanding outward.
Sonia felt her chest tighten, the familiar hollow
suddenly raw again.

"What kind of questions?" she asked, striving to keep her
voice steady. "And who is this stranger?"

"A woman from the city, they say. Dressed in clothes
that cost more than a year's harvest. She's been showing
a photograph, asking if anyone has seen this man." Aunty
Zyana's expression was a mixture of concern and
curiosity. "Kache the palm wine seller recognized
your father in the picture.”

Sonia stood abruptly, brushing soil from her wrapper.
"What would a city woman want with my father? He's
been gone for ten years."

"That,” said Aunty Zyana, "is what has set tongues
wagging from here to Kakoneni. Some say she's from
the government, looking into old matters. Others say
she's a spirit seeker, trying to communicate with the
dead."
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"My father isn't dead,” Sonia said automatically, the
denial worn smooth from years of repetition. Despite
the absence of a body, despite the passage of time, she
had never accepted that Mwazandi had passed into the
spirit world. Missing was not the same as gone. Lost
was not the same as dead.

Lena rose and placed a gentle hand on Sonia's arm. "No
one is saying he is, sister. But you must admit, it's
strange, after all this time, for someone to come
looking."

It was strange indeed. In the decade since her father's
disappearance, there had been no inquiries from
beyond the village, no interest from authorities, no
mysterious  seekers. Mwazandi had vanished as
completely as if the earth had opened and swallowed him
whole, leaving behind only memories and unanswered
questions.

"l should speak with Chief Mponda,” Sonia said,
gathering her tools with hands that were not quite
steady. The yams could wait; this could not.

"I'll finish here," Lena offered, already reaching for the
digging stick. "Go."

Sonia nodded gratefully and set off toward the
village, her mind churning like river rapids. Who was
this city woman? What did she want with a man missing
for a decade? And why now, after all this time?
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The village center was unusually active for midday,
when most residents typically sought shade to escape
the sun's most punishing hours. Small clusters of
people stood in conversation, their voices dropping to
whispers as Sonia passed. She felt their eyes on her
back, not unkind, but curious, wondering. News
traveled in Gahaleni like fire through dry grass, and
clearly, word of the stranger's inquiries had reached
every corner.

Chief Mponda's compound stood at the village's heart,
a collection of well-maintained structures surrounding
a central courtyard where community gatherings were
held. The Chief himself sat beneath the sprawling
branches of the ancient iroko tree that had witnessed
generations of village leaders dispensing wisdom and
justice.

At Forty-something, his exact age a subject of good-
natured debate, Chief Mponda remained a
commanding presence. His traditional robes, though
simple, carried the dignity of his office, and the beaded
walking stick he carried was said to have been passed
down through seven generations of village leaders. His
eyes, cloudy with age but sharp with intelligence,
tracked Sonia's approach.

"Ah, daughter of Mwazandi,"” he greeted her, using the

formal address that acknowledged her lineage. "You
have heard the whispers, | see."
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Sonia knelt respectfully before him, touching her
forehead to the ground briefly before sitting back on
her heels. "Yes, Honorable Chief. They say a woman from
the city asks about my father.”

The Chief nodded slowly, his expression grave. "She
has sent messages to me directly, seeking permission
to enter our village. She claims a connection to
Mwazandi that must be addressed in person."

"What connection?" Sonia asked, her heart quickening.
"Did my father have family in the city? Friends who
are only now looking for him?"

Chief Mponda studied her face for a long moment,
as if weighing what burden of truth her shoulders
could bear. "The woman claims to be Mwazandi's
daughter.”

The words struck Sonia like a physical blow, driving
the air from her lungs. "That's not possible," she said
when she could speak again. "I am my father's only
child."”

The Chief sighed, a sound heavy with the weight of long-
held secrets. "There are things about your father you do
not know, child. Before he came to our village, he had
another life in Malindi."”

"No," Sonia said, rising to her feet in agitation. "My
father was born in this region. He told me stories of
his childhood here, of learning the old ways from his
grandfather.”
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"Stories,” the Chief said gently, "can be both true and
false at once, like a river that changes course but
keeps its name."

Sonia felt the ground beneath her feet suddenly less
solid, as if the earth itself, the earth she knew so
intimately, had become unstable. "Are you saying my
father lied? That everything he taught me, everything
he was, was false?"

"Not false,” Chief Mponda corrected. "Incomplete. A
man can have many chapters in his life's story. Your
father shared some chapters with you, but kept others
closed."

He reached beside his stool and lifted a small
wooden box, intricately carved with symbols of
protection and continuity. "Mwazandi left this with
me before his last journey. He said if anyone ever
came looking for him, I should give this to you."

Sonia stared at the box as if it might contain a
venomous snake. Part of her wanted to refuse it, to
walk away and return to the certainty of her yam field
where the world still made sense. But a deeper part, the
part that had never stopped looking to the village
entrance at dusk, hoping to see her father's familiar
silhouette, reached out and took the box.

It was lighter than she expected, as if whatever secrets
it contained had no physical weight. The wood was
smooth beneath her fingers, polished by time and
handling.
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"Should I open it now?" she asked, her voice small.

The Chief shook his head. "Some revelations are better
faced in private. Take it home. When you are ready,
the box will speak its truth."

Sonia clutched the box to her chest and rose, feeling
suddenly much older than her twenty- three years.
"When will the city woman come?"

"Tomorrow," Chief Mponda said. "I have granted her
permission to enter Gahaleni. What happens after that
will depend on many things, not least the courage of
two daughters who never knew the other existed."

Two daughters. The phrase echoed in Sonia's mind as she
left the Chief's compound, the wooden box a burning
presence against her heart. She had always been
Mwazandi's only child, his beloved daughter to whom
he had taught the ways of plants and seasons, stars and
spirits. The possibility of sharing that sacred place in
his heart was like discovering a stranger in your
bed, shocking, invasive, fundamentally wrong.

As she walked through the village, Sonia was aware
of eyes following her, of conversations pausing as
she passed. News of the city woman's claim had
clearly spread. Tomorrow, this stranger would arrive,
bringing with her questions Sonia wasn't sure she
wanted answered and truths she wasn't certain she
could bear.
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The wooden box seemed to grow heavier with each
step. What secrets did it contain? What revelations
about the father she thought she knew? And what would
she say to this woman who claimed to share her
blood?

By the time Sonia reached Mama Lena's hut, the sun
was beginning its descent, casting long shadows across
the village. Lena had returned from the fields, the
basket of harvested yams beside the doorway testament
to her diligence. Inside, Mama Lena was preparing
the evening meal, the familiar scents of palm oil and
spices momentarily grounding Sonia in the routine
that had structured her life since childhood.

"You've spoken with the Chief,” Mama Lena said, not a
question but a statement. Her eyes went to the wooden
box in Sonias hands, and something like
resignation passed across her features.

"Did you know?" Sonia asked, her voice tight with
emotion. "About my father's other life? His other...
daughter?”

Mama Lena set down her cooking utensils and wiped
her hands on her wrapper. "l suspected. Your father
sometimes spoke in his sleep, especially when fever
took him. He mentioned Malindi, and once, a woman's
name, Shaletty."”

"And you never told me?" The betrayal stung, salt in a
wound freshly opened.
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"What good would it have done?" Mama Lena asked, her
voice gentle but firm. "You were a child who had lost
her mother. Then your father disappeared. Would
knowing he had another life have eased your pain or
deepened it?"

Lena entered the hut, her expression concerned as she
sensed the tension. "What's happening?"

"The city woman claims to be my sister,” Sonia said,
the words still strange on her tongue. "My father's
daughter from Malindi."

Lena's eyes widened. "Is it true?"

"Chief Mponda seems to think so." Sonia held up the
wooden box. "And my father left this, in case someone
came looking for him."

The three women stared at the box, its presence altering
the familiar space of the hut like a stone dropped into
still water, ripples changing the reflection.

"Will you open it?" Lena asked softly.

Sonia traced the carved symbols with her fingertip,
protection, continuity, truth.  Whatever the box
contained had been important enough for her father to
entrust to the Chief, to preserve for this moment he
had somehow anticipated even as he vanished from her
life.
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"Not yet,” she decided, setting the box carefully on a
shelf. "First, 1 want to meet this woman who claims to
be my sister. I want to look into her eyes and see if my
father's spirit lives there, as it does in mine."

Outside, the village was settling into evening rhythms,
cooking fires being stoked, children being called home,
elders gathering to share palm wine and wisdom. Life
in Gahaleni continued as it had for generations,
measured by seasons and ceremonies, births and
deaths. But for Sonia, standing in the doorway of
Mama Lena's hut with the weight of imminent change
pressing upon her, nothing would ever be quite the
same again.

Tomorrow, a stranger from the city would arrive,
bringing with her questions about a past Sonia had
never known existed. Tomorrow, the carefully tended
garden of her understanding would be uprooted, the soil
of her identity turned over to reveal what lay beneath.

Tomorrow, she would meet the sister she never knew
she had, and together they would begin to unravel the
mystery of Mwazandi, the man who had lived two
lives, fathered two daughters, and left them both with
nothing but questions and a wooden box of secrets.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the
sky in shades of fire, Sonia felt a strange certainty
settle in her bones. Whatever truths tomorrow
brought,  whatever revelations the wooden box
contained, she would face them with the same strength
that had carried her through a decade without her father.
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After all, she was her father's daughter, whether his only
child or one of two remained to be seen.

The question that haunted her as night fell over
Gahaleni was simpler and more profound: If she was
not who she had always believed herself to be, the only
daughter of Mwazandi, then who, exactly, was she?
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CHAPTER 3: UNEARTHED SECRETS

Shaletty Banice's home in an affluent district of

Malindi, casting long shadows across furniture
too pristine to suggest comfort. Banice sat rigidly on
the edge of a white leather sofa that had likely never
known the indignity of spilled wine or carelessly
dropped food. Across from her, her mother perched
with similar tension, the space between them charged
with unspoken accusations.

The afternoon sun slanted through the windows of

"How long have you known he was alive?" Banice
finally asked, breaking the silence that had stretched
since she'd shown her mother the letter.

Shaletty's fingers twisted the gold bangle on her wrist, a
nervous habit Banice had observed since childhood, a tell
that truth was being measured, parceled, perhaps diluted.

"l suspected,” her mother said carefully. "I never
knew for certain." "Suspected for how long?"

"Five years after he left. A business associate of your
father's returned from a trip to the interior. He claimed
to have seen Mwazandi in a village market."
Shaletty's eyes remained fixed on her bangle. "I chose
not to investigate."

"You chose." Banice's voice was flat, controlled, though
beneath it churned a tempest of emotion. "You chose to
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let me believe my father was dead. You chose to invent
heroic stories about his character. You chose to deny
me the truth.”

"l chose to protect you," Shaletty countered, her chin
lifting in defiance. "You were a child. What would
you have had me say? "Your father abandoned us when
business dealings went sour'?

'He fled rather than face his responsibilities? Would
that have been better?"

The question hung in the air like smoke, acrid and
suffocating. Would it have been better? To know her
father as a flawed, fallible man rather than the
mythic  figure her mother had constructed? To
understand that he had chosen to leave rather than
believing he had been taken by fate's cruel hand?

"The truth is always better,” Banice said finally,
though even as the words left her mouth, she
wondered if they were entirely honest. Had the myth
of her heroic, deceased father not shaped her in ways
she was only now beginning to recognize? Had the
narrative of his brilliance, cut short by tragedy, not
fueled her own ambitions?

Shaletty sighed, suddenly looking older than her fifty-
three years. "The truth is rarely pure and never simple,
Banice. | did what | thought best at the time."

"And the sister?" Banice pulled the letter from her bag,
holding it up like evidence in a trial. "Did you know
about her too?"
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A flicker of genuine surprise crossed her mother's face.
"Sister? What sister?"

"According to this, | have a half-sister. In Gahaleni
village." Banice watched her mother's reaction
carefully, searching for signs of deception. "You truly
didn't know?"

"No." Shaletty's response was immediate, unguarded.
"Mwazandi never... There was never any indication he
had another child."

Banice believed her, which only opened new
questions. Had her father established his second
family after fleeing Malindi? Or had he somehow
maintained dual lives even before his
disappearance? The possibilities multiplied like cells
dividing, each new question spawning two more.

"I'm going to Gahaleni,” Banice said, the decision
crystallizing even as she spoke it. "l need to see him.
To understand."

"Banice, no." Alarm sharpened her mother's voice.
"These rural villages, they're not like Malindi. It could
be dangerous. And what if he doesnt want to be
found? What if this letter is some kind of trap?”

"A trap? Orchestrated by whom? For what purpose?”
Banice gestured around the immaculate living room
with its imported furniture and original artwork.
"We're  comfortable, Mama, but hardly worth
kidnapping for ransom."
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"There are other dangers. Cultural misunderstandings.
Health risks. And..." Shaletty hesitated, then continued
more softly, "And emotional risks. What if he rejects
you again? What if this other family is his real family
now?"

The question struck Banice like a physical blow,
activating a fear she hadnt allowed herself to
acknowledge. What if her father had not only built
another life but preferred it? What if this letter was not
an invitation but merely a confession, a clearing of
conscience before death?

"l have to know," she said, as much to herself as to her
mother. "One way or another, | have to know."

Shaletty studied her daughter's face, recognizing the
determination that had been present since childhood,
the same stubborn set of jaw that had propelled
Banice through university with honors, that had
secured her position at Apex Tech when more
experienced candidates were available, that had built a
life of accomplished independence.

"You are so like him," Shaletty said quietly. "The same
fire in your eyes when your mind is set."

The comparison, intended perhaps as a caution, instead
strengthened Banice's resolve. If she was indeed her
father's daughter, then perhaps in understanding him,
she might better understand herself.

"I'll leave tomorrow," she decided. "I'll take a few days
of personal leave from work."
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"So soon?" Alarm returned to Shaletty's voice. "At
least prepare properly. Research the  area. Perhaps
hire a guide who knows the region."

"The letter mentions a Chief Mponda. He will be my
guide." Banice stood, signaling an end to the
conversation. "I'll call you when 1 arrive."

"Banice.” Her mother rose as well, reaching out to
grasp her daughter's hand. "Whatever you discover
there... remember that | have always loved you.
Everything 1 did, the stories, the silence, it came from
love.

Banice looked at their joined hands, her own with
manicured nails and a designer watch, her mother's
with the faint age spots that had appeared in recent
years. Love was a complicated currency, she
reflected. It could purchase both protection and
imprisonment, both nurturing and suffocation.

"l know, Mama,"” she said, because it was true, and
because some bridges should not be burned until one
was certain there was no need to cross back over them.
"I'll be careful."

Outside, the Malindi afternoon had shifted toward
evening, the quality of light changing from harsh
clarity to something softer, more forgiving. Banice
hailed a taxi, directing the driver to her apartment in
the affluent district. As the vehicle navigated the city's
congested streets, she found herself studying Malindi
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with new eyes, not as her home and habitat, but as a
place her father had fled.

What had driven him away? The letter mentioned
threats, but what kind? Business rivals? Creditors?
Criminal elements? And why had he never returned, or
at least made contact, once the danger had presumably
passed?

The questions multiplied as the taxi inched through
traffic. By the time Banice reached her apartment
building, a sleek high-rise with a uniformed doorman
and a marble- floored lobby, she had formulated a
plan. She would need appropriate clothing for a rural
village, medical supplies including antimalarial
medication, a detailed map, and cash, villages like
Gahaleni were unlikely to have functioning ATMs or
accept credit cards.

Her apartment, like her office, reflected the careful
curation of her life, minimalist furnishings in neutral
tones, abstract art on the walls, a Kkitchen with
professional-grade  appliances that rarely saw use
beyond coffee-making. It was a space designed for the
woman she had believed herself to be: independent,
sophisticated, unburdened by messy emotional
entanglements.

Now, as she moved through the rooms gathering what

she would need for her journey, Banice wondered if that
woman had ever truly existed, or if she had been as
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much a construction as the heroic father of her
childhood stories.

She pulled a rarely-used duffel bag from her closet and
began to pack. Practical clothing, jeans, t- shirts, a light
jacket for evenings. Sturdy walking shoes instead of her
usual heels. A first-aid kit, insect repellent, a
flashlight. Her laptop and phone, though she suspected
connectivity would be limited. And finally, the letter
itself, folded carefully and placed in an inner pocket of
the bag.

As night fell over Malindi, Banice stood at her floor-
to-ceiling windows, looking out at the city lights.
Somewhere  beyond those lights, beyond the
highways and suburbs and sprawling settlements,
lay Gahaleni village. And in that village waited
answers to questions she had never thought to ask,
about her father, about the sister she had never known
existed, and most fundamentally, about herself.

"Who are you, Mwazandi?" she whispered to the
glass, her Dbreath creating a small cloud of
condensation. "And who am I, if not who I've always
believed myself to be?"

The city offered no answer, only the distant hum of
traffic and the glittering indifference of a million
lights. Tomorrow, she would leave this familiar
landscape for unknown territory. Tomorrow, she
would begin to unearth the secrets that had shaped her
life from shadows.
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Tomorrow, Banice Banice would discover that some
journeys, once begun, irrevocably alter the traveler, and
that the distance between Malindi and Gahaleni
village could not be measured merely in kilometers.

The journey to Gahaleni proved more arduous than
Banice had anticipated. After a three-hour drive on
increasingly deteriorated roads, her GPS failed entirely,
leaving her to navigate by a combination of paper
maps and directions from locals whose accents she
sometimes struggled to decipher. The sleek SUV she
had rented in Malindi, chosen for its air conditioning
and Bluetooth connectivity, now seemed absurdly out
of place as it bounced over rutted dirt tracks, its
undercarriage occasionally scraping against rocks.

By mid-afternoon, sweat dampened her shirt despite the
vehicle's air conditioning, and dust had worked its way
into every crevice, her hair, her clothes, even the seams
of her expensive luggage. The landscape had transformed
from the urban sprawl of Malindi to farmland, then to
increasingly wild bush dotted with small settlements.
The few people she encountered stared at her vehicle
with undisguised curiosity or suspicion.

When she reached a fork in the road with no signage,
Banice pulled over, frustration mounting. Her phone
showed no service, the GPS was useless, and the
map's details grew vague in this remote area. As she
studied the weathered paper, a figure appeared on the
road ahead, an elderly man leading a goat on a length of
rope.
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Banice rolled down her window. "Excuse me,"” she
called in English, then attempted the same in halting
Swabhili, one of the few phrases she remembered from
childhood lessons.

The man approached cautiously, his eyes taking in
the  wehicle, her city clothes, her obvious
disorientation.

"I'm looking for Gahaleni village,” Banice said,
speaking slowly and clearly. "Can you direct me?"

The man studied her for a long moment, then pointed
to the left fork. "Gahaleni," he said, adding something
in a dialect she didn't understand.

"Thank you," Banice replied, relieved to have direction.
She offered him a bottle of water from her supplies,
which he accepted with a slight nod.

As she prepared to continue, the man spoke again, this
time in heavily accented but understandable
English. "You seek someone in Gahaleni?"

"Yes," Banice said, surprised. "My father. Mwazandi."

The man's weathered face remained impassive, but
something flickered in his eyes— recognition, perhaps,
or wariness. "The teacher,” he said.

"You know him?" Excitement surged through Banice.
"Is he still in the village?"

41



The man shook his head slowly. "Not seen. Many
seasons."” He made a gesture with his hand, a wave
toward the horizon, which Banice interpreted as indicating
departure or distance.

"But he was there? In Gahaleni?"

"Was." The man nodded. "Ask Chief Mponda." He
pointed again to the left fork, then turned and
continued on his way, the goat trotting obediently
behind him.

Banice watched him go, her mind racing. The man
had recognized her father's name. He had called him
"the teacher”, a detail not mentioned in the letter.
These small confirmations that Mwazandi had indeed
lived in Gahaleni, had established an identity there,
made the reality of her mission suddenly more
tangible.

She followed the left fork, her determination renewed.
The road deteriorated further, in some places becoming
little more than a trail through encroaching vegetation.
Twice she had to stop to remove fallen branches from
her path. The sun began its descent, casting long
shadows across the landscape, and Banice felt a flutter
of anxiety. She had not planned to arrive after dark,
when navigation would be even more challenging.

Just as she was considering whether to find a place to
stop for the night, the vegetation thinned, and she
crested a small rise to see Gahaleni village spread before
her in the golden light of late afternoon. It was
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smaller than she had imagined, perhaps thirty
structures arranged in a rough circle around what
appeared to be a central gathering area. Most
buildings were traditional mud-brick with thatched
roofs, though a few showed more modern
construction with corrugated metal roofing.

Banice stopped the SUV at the village's edge, suddenly
uncertain of protocol. Should she drive in? Would that
be seen as intrusive? Should she wait for an invitation
or escort?

As she deliberated, children playing nearby noticed the
vehicle and ran toward it, their curious faces appearing
at her windows.

Behind them, adults emerged from huts, their
expressions ranging from curiosity to wariness. Banice
felt acutely conspicuous in her air-conditioned bubble,
separated from this world by glass and metal and a
lifetime of different experiences.

Taking a deep breath, she turned off the engine,
gathered her courage along with her bag, and stepped
out into Gahaleni.

The impact was immediate and multisensory. Heat
enveloped her despite the late hour, not the dry heat
of air-conditioned Malindi but a living heat that
smelled of earth and cooking fires and animals.
Sounds surrounded her, children's excited chatter,
women calling to one another, the distant lowing of
cattle. And the stares, every eye in the vicinity fixed on
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her, the stranger in city clothes with her expensive
vehicle and obvious disorientation.

Banice had never felt more foreign, more out of
place, than in this moment. In international business
meetings, in luxury hotels around the world, she
moved with confidence born of education and
preparation. Here, all her usual tools for navigation
failed her. She didn't speak the language. She didn't
know the customs. She had no idea who held authority
or how to properly address them.

A young boy darted forward and touched her SUV,
then ran back to his friends, all of them dissolving
into giggles. An older woman watched from the
doorway of a nearby hut, her expression unreadable.
Banice stood frozen, uncertain how to proceed, when
a figure detached itself from the gathering crowd and
approached.

It was a young woman, perhaps in her late twenties,
dressed in a simple but clean wrapper with a colorful
headscarf. Unlike the others, she moved with purpose
rather than curiosity.

"You are the woman from Malindi,” she said in
clear, formal English. "The one who seeks
Mwazandi." It wasn't a question but a statement.
Banice nodded, relief washing over her at finding
someone who spoke English and seemed to expect her
arrival.

"Yes. I'm Banice Banice. | received a letter"
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"Chief Mponda is expecting you,” the woman
interrupted, her tone neither friendly nor hostile, merely
efficient. "I am Tabitha. | will take you to him."

"Thank you," Banice said, reaching back into the SUV
for her bag. "Should I bring my vehicle further into the
village?"

Tabitha glanced at the SUV, then at the narrow paths
between huts. "Better to leave it here. The paths are not
made for such machines."

Banice locked the vehicle, hoping the precaution wasn't
offensive, and followed Tabitha into the village.
Children  trailed behind them, whispering and
occasionally giggling  when Banice glanced back.
Adults paused in their activities to watch their passage,
some nodding in acknowledgment, others simply
observing.

"The Chief has prepared for your arrival,"” Tabitha said
as they walked. "Word reached us that you were asking
questions in Kakoneni market."

"l wasn't in Kakoneni market,” Banice replied, confused.
"This is my first time in this region."

Tabitha gave her a sidelong glance. "Not you personally.
Your messenger. The man who showed your father's
photograph.”

"l didn't send any messenger,” Banice said, increasingly
puzzled. "I came directly after receiving the letter."”
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This information seemed to surprise Tabitha, who fell
silent as they continued toward the village center.
Banice took the opportunity to observe her surroundings
more carefully. Desp ite its small size, Gahaleni showed
signs of organization and purpose. Gardens flourished
beside many huts, chickens scratched in penned areas,
goats were tethered near feeding troughs. Women
worked at outdoor cooking fires, the aromas of
unfamiliar dishes filling the air. Men gathered in small
groups, some working with tools or materials, others in
conversation.

It was, Banice realized, a functioning community,
different from Malindi in scale and sophistication, but no
less purposeful. These people weren't living in some
primitive time capsule; they were adapting traditional ways
to present circumstances, making choices about what to
preserve and what to modify.

They reached a larger structure near the village center,
distinguished by its size and the quality of its
construction. An elderly man sat on a low wooden
stool outside, his traditional robes and beaded walking
stick marking him as a person of authority. This,
Banice presumed, was Chief Mponda.

Tabitha approached the Chief and spoke briefly in their
local language, gesturing toward Banice. The Chief
listened, his expression thoughtful, then nodded and
addressed Banice directly.
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"Welcome to Gahaleni, daughter of Mwazandi,"” he
said in formal, accented English. ™Your journey has
been long."

Banice wasn't sure of the proper protocol, so she
bowed slightly, hoping the gesture conveyed respect.
"Thank you for receiving me, Chief Mponda. I've
come seeking information about my father."”

"So | understand.” The Chief studied her face with
eyes that, despite their cloudy appearance, seemed to see
more than most. "You have his forehead. And his way of
standing, straight, like a young palm tree."

The comparison startled Banice. No one had ever told
her she resembled her father; there had been no
photographs in her mother's house, no relatives to
make such observations. To be seen as connected to
him, to bear his physical imprint, was both unsettling
and oddly affirming.

"You knew him well?" she asked, trying to keep her
voice steady.

"He lived among us for fifteen years,” the Chief
replied. "He taught our children. He learned our ways.
He married one of our daughters and fathered a child
with her."

Though Banice had known from the letter that her
father had another daughter, hearing it stated so plainly
by this stranger made the reality suddenly, painfully
concrete.
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Somewhere in this village was a young woman who
shared her blood, who had grown up knowing the
father Banice had believed dead.

"l would like to meet her,” Banice said. "My... sister."

The word felt foreign on her tongue, a shape her
mouth had never formed before. She had grown up
an only child, accustomed to the solitary focus of
her mother's attention and expectations. The concept
of a sibling, half or otherwise, was abstract, theoretical.

Chief Mponda nodded slowly. "Yes. That meeting
must happen. But first, there is something you should
know." He gestured to a young boy nearby and spoke
briefly in their language. The boy ran off, presumably
to carry a message.

"What should | know?" Banice asked, anxiety creeping
into her voice. "Is my father here? Is he well?" The
Chief's expression grew grave. "Mwazandi left our
village ten years ago. He has not returned.”

The statement hit Banice like a physical blow. "Left?
But the letter... it came from him. Recently."

"That," said the Chief, "is one of many mysteries we
must unravel together.” He looked past

Banice, his expression changing subtly. "Ah. Here she
comes."
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Banice turned to follow his gaze and saw a young
woman approaching from across the village center.
She was perhaps a few years younger than Banice,
dressed in traditional clothing, her posture straight and
proud. Her skin was darker than Banice's, her build
more muscular, the body of someone accustomed to
physical labor rather than office work. But as she drew
closer, Banice felt a shock of recognition.

The eyes. They were her father's eyes, the same shape,
the same intensity that Banice saw in her own mirror
each morning.

The young woman stopped a few paces away, her
expression guarded, assessing. For a long moment,
the two women simply looked at each other, separated
by a few feet of dusty ground and a lifetime of different
experiences.

"Banice Banice,"” Chief Mponda said formally, "meet
Sonia Mwazandi, daughter of Mwazandi and

Nkechi. Your sister."

Sister. The word hung in the air between them, a bridge
neither seemed ready to cross.

"That's not possible,” Sonia said finally, her English
accented but clear. "My father had no other children.™

"Nor did mine,"” Banice replied, finding her voice. "I
was told he died before | was born."
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They stared at each other, these two women from
different worlds, each confronting the possibility that
everything they had believed about their father,
and by extension, about themselves, might be built
on shifting sand.

In that moment, standing in the dusty center of
Gahaleni village with the sun setting behind the simple
huts, Banice felt the foundations of her carefully
constructed life begin to tremble. The father she had
mourned had not died but chosen to leave. The identity
she had built, successful daughter of a tragic hero, was
revealed as a construction of convenient lies.

And the woman standing before her, with her proud
posture and wary eyes, was not a stranger but blood of
her blood, another branch of the same tree, another
victim of Mwazandi's divided life.

"l received a letter,” Banice said, reaching into her bag
for the weathered envelope. "From our father.
Recently."

Sonia's eyes widened slightly, her composure slipping
for the first time. "That's not possible,” she repeated, but
with less certainty. "My father disappeared twenty years
ago."

Chief Mponda raised his hand, a gesture that
immediately commanded attention from both women.

"There is much to discuss, and the day grows late.
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Sonia, your foster mother has offered to host Banice for
the night, as is proper for family." "She is not family,"

Sonia said quickly, though her eyes remained fixed on
the letter in Banice's hand. "We share nothing but a
man's name."

"Blood is blood,” the Chief replied with quiet
authority. "Even when the heart does not yet
recognize it."

Sonia's jaw tightened, but she did not argue further.
Instead, she addressed Banice directly. "You may stay
with us tonight. Tomorrow, we will determine the truth
of your claims."

It wasn't a warm welcome, but it was a beginning.
Banice nodded her acceptance, suddenly aware of her
exhaustion after the long journey and the emotional
shock of this encounter.

As she followed Sonia through the village toward
what would be her lodging for the night, Banice felt
the weight of eyes upon them, the entire
community watching this reunion or confrontation or
whatever it might become. She wondered what
they saw: two strangers awkwardly navigating
unfamiliar terrain, or two fragments of a broken
whole, drawn together by forces beyond their
understanding?

The sun dipped below the horizon, casting long
shadows across Gahaleni. In the gathering darkness,
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Banice followed her newly discovered sister toward a
hut where light glowed from within, a beacon in
unfamiliar territory, guiding her toward answers she
both craved and feared.

Behind them, Chief Mponda watched their departure,
his aged eyes reflecting the wisdom of one who had
witnessed many of life's complexities. "Two branches
from the same root,” he murmured to himself,
"growing in different soils, reaching toward different
skies. Yet beneath the earth, the connection remains.”

The night settled over Gahaleni village, wrapping its
inhabitants in darkness pierced only by cooking fires
and oil lamps. And in that darkness, two daughters
of Mwazandi prepared to confront truths that would
forever alter the stories they had told themselves about
who they were and where they belonged in the world.
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CHAPTER 4: RELUCTANT HOSPITALITY

ama Lena's hut stood apart from the main

cluster of dwellings in Gahaleni, surrounded

by a carefully tended garden of medicinal
herbs and flowering plants. As the village's healer
and midwife, she occupied a position of respect that
granted her both privilege and responsibility. Her
home reflected this status, larger than most, with walls
decorated in traditional patterns and a small covered
porch where patients often waited for consultations.

As Sonia led Banice toward this dwelling, neither
woman spoke. The silence between them was dense
with unasked questions and unvoiced suspicions.
Villagers watched their passage  with undisguised
curiosity, conversations pausing mid-sentence, activities
momentarily abandoned. News of the city woman's
claim had clearly spread through Gahaleni with the
efficiency of modern telecommunications, despite the
absence of cell towers or internet connections.

"This is where 1 live,” Sonia said finally as they
approached the hut, her tone neutral, revealing nothing
of her feelings about bringing this stranger, this
purported sister, into her home. "With Mama Lena and
her daughter."
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Banice nodded, taking in the neat compound with its
swept dirt yard and carefully arranged cooking area.
"Thank you for your hospitality,” she said formally,
aware that her presence was an imposition, not a
welcome guest.

"It is not my decision,” Sonia replied. "Chief Mponda has
spoken. And Mama Lena believes in the obligations of
blood, even when that blood is... contested."

Before Banice could respond to this pointed remark, the
door covering was pushed aside, and a woman emerged,
tall, broad-shouldered, with a face that combined
strength and gentleness in equal measure.

Her wrapper was of better quality than most Banice had
seen in the village, and around her neck hung multiple
strands of beads, markers of her status and knowledge.

"Welcome to our home, daughter of Mwazandi,” the
woman said in accented but clear English, her gaze
direct and assessing. "l am Mama Lena."

Banice inclined her head respectfully. "Thank you for
receiving me. I'm Banice Banice."

"Banice,” Mama Lena repeated, as if tasting the
name. "Your mother's family name. Mwazandi spoke
of her once, in fever dreams. A proud woman, he said."

The casual mention of her father speaking of her
mother sent a jolt through Banice. It was one thing to
read about her father's dual life in a letter, quite
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another to stand before someone who had heard him
speak of the family he left behind.

"My mother would say ‘determined' rather than
‘proud,™ Banice replied carefully.

A hint of a smile touched Mama Lena's lips. "Often they
are the same quality, seen from different angles." She
gestured toward the hut's entrance. "Come. The evening
meal is prepared, and night brings cooler heads than the
heat of day."

Inside, the hut was surprisingly spacious and
meticulously organized. The central room was
dominated by a low table surrounded by woven mats
for sitting. Shelves lined the walls, holding clay pots
of wvarious sizes, bundles of dried herbs hanging
from the ceiling beams, and an assortment of tools
and implements whose purposes Banice could only
guess at. A small fire burned in a central hearth, the
smoke escaping through a cleverly designed vent in the
roof.

A young woman about Banice's age looked up from
where she was arranging wooden bowls on the table.

Her resemblance to Mama Lena was unmistakable,
though her features were softer, her build more -
slender. Distinctive scarification patterns adorned her
wrists, delicate geometric designs that caught the
firelight as she moved.
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"This is my daughter, Lena,” Mama Lena said. "And
this," she continued, gesturing to Banice, "is

Banice Banice, from Malindi. Daughter of Mwazandi."

Lena's eyes widened slightly, darting between Banice
and Sonia, clearly gauging the tension. "Welcome,"
she said simply, her voice melodious and gentle.

Sonia moved to the far side of the room, busying
herself with a water jug, her back deliberately turned
to the gathering. The message was clear: she was
complying with hospitality requirements but refusing
genuine engagement.

"Please, sit,”" Mama Lena directed Banice to a mat at
the table. "You must be tired from your journey. The
roads to Gahaleni are not kind to travelers."

Banice sank onto the mat, suddenly aware of the
aches in her body from hours of driving over rough
terrain. She placed her bag beside her, conscious of
the letter inside, the catalyst for this strange
gathering.

"Thank you," she said again, feeling the inadequacy of
the words. How did one properly thank someone for
sheltering a stranger who had arrived to disrupt their
family's understanding of itself?

Mama Lena began serving a thick stew from a clay
pot, ladling it into wooden bowls with practiced
efficiency. The aroma was rich and unfamiliar, a
complex blend of spices Banice couldn't identify.
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Lena distributed the bowls, placing one before Banice
with a small, encouraging smile.

"It is cassava and groundnut stew," she explained. "With
wild greens from the forest edge.”

Sonia finally joined them at the table, sitting as far
from Banice as the space allowed. She accepted her
bowl without comment, her eyes fixed on its
contents rather than meeting anyone's gaze.

For several minutes, they ate in silence. Banice found
the stew surprisingly delicious, the flavors bold and
satisfying after a day of travel snacks. She was acutely
aware of being observed, Mama Lena watching how
she handled the unfamiliar food, Lena stealing curious
glances, Sonia determinedly not looking at her at all.

"The letter,” Mama Lena said finally, setting down her
spoon. "May we see it?"

Banice hesitated only briefly before reaching into her
bag. The letter was the reason she was here, the
evidence of her claim. Withholding it would only
deepen suspicions. She withdrew the envelope and
placed it on the table.

"It arrived three days ago," she explained. "Delivered by
an elderly man I didn't know."

Mama Lena picked up the envelope, examining the
handwriting on the front with careful attention. "This
IS Mwazandi's hand,” she confirmed, glancing at
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Sonia. "l recognize it from the school records he
kept."

Sonia’'s jaw tightened, but she said nothing as Mama
Lena removed the letter and read it silently. When she
finished, she passed it to Sonia, who took it with
obvious reluctance.

Banice watched Sonia's face as she read, noting the
subtle shifts in her expression, disbelief, confusion, a
flash of pain quickly suppressed. When she finished,
Sonia placed the letter on the table as if it were
something unclean.

"Anyone could have written this,” she said flatly. "It
proves nothing."

"It is his handwriting,” Mama Lena repeated gently.
"And his way of expressing himself."

"Then why now?" Sonia demanded, her composure
cracking. "He has been gone for ten years. Ten years
of silence, and suddenly he sends a letter to... to
her?" She gestured dismissively toward Banice. "It
makes no sense."

"Perhaps he is dying," Lena suggested quietly. "The
letter mentions illness."

"Or perhaps it is not from him at all,"” Sonia countered.
"Perhaps someone is using his name, his handwriting,
for purposes we don't understand."
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Banice had considered this possibility herself during
the journey to Gahaleni. "What purpose would that
serve?" she asked. "Who would benefit from bringing
me here under false pretenses?"

"The land,” Mama Lena said thoughtfully.
"Mwazandi's ancestral land has become valuable.
There are those who might use his daughters to gain
control of it."

This was new information. "What land?" Banice asked.
"The letter mentioned nothing about land."

"Because it is not your concern,” Sonia said sharply. "It
is family land. Our family." The emphasis on "our"
made it clear who was excluded from that category.

Mama Lena gave Sonia a reproving look. "The
land belonged to Mwazandi's grandfather's people, in
the hills beyond Kakoneni.

When Mwazandi came to us, he spoke of it sometimes,
land his grandfather had shown him as a child. Land
that had been in their family for generations."

"And now it has value?" Banice asked.

"There are minerals,” Lena explained. "A company has
been buying parcels all around that area. They offer
much money."

"And they would use me how, exactly?" Banice was
struggling to see the connection.
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"Perhaps they think two daughters making a claim
together would have more legal standing than one,"
Mama Lena suggested. "Or perhaps they hope to create
conflict that would lead to a quick sale.”

The theory seemed far-fetched to Banice, but she
had to admit she knew nothing about land disputes
in rural areas. In the corporate world she inhabited,
such machinations were common enough, creating
divisions among stakeholders to force advantageous
deals.

"l have no interest in land,” she said firmly. "I came
because | wanted to know the truth about my father.
About who he was... who he is, if he's still alive."

"A convenient claim,"” Sonia muttered.

Banice felt a flare of irritation. "I have a life in Malindi.
A career. An apartment. | don't need land in a place I'd
never heard of until three days ago."

"Then why come at all?" Sonia challenged, finally
meeting Banice's eyes directly. "If your life is so
complete, why disturb ours?"

The question hung in the air, demanding an answer
Banice wasn't sure she could articulate. Why had she
come? What was she seeking that her successful life in
Malindi couldn't provide?

"Because everything | thought | knew about myself
was built on a lie,” she said finally, the words
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emerging with unexpected rawness. "My father didn't
die heroically before my birth. He chose to leave. He
built another life, had another daughter. 1 need to
understand why. | need to know who he really was,
because until I do, I can't be certain who | am."

The admission seemed to catch Sonia off guard. For
a moment, something like recognition flickered in her
eyes, a shared wound, a common uncertainty. But it
vanished quickly, replaced by the protective wall of
suspicion.

"You had a father for twenty-five vyears,” she said
coldly. "A story of him, at least. | had thirteen years of
a real father who taught me, who loved me, who
promised never to leave, and then he vanished. Which
of us has the greater claim to grievance?"

"Its not a competition of pain,” Mama Lena
interjected gently. "Both of you have lost the same
man in different ways."

"We don't know that,” Sonia insisted. "We have only
her word and a letter that could be forged.” Mama Lena
sighed, the sound heavy with the weight of secrets
long carried. "There is more

evidence than the letter, Sonia. Your father spoke of
another  life sometimes, especially  when fever
loosened his tongue. And there is..." She hesitated,
then continued, "There is the resemblance. Look at
her eyes. They are Mwazandi's eyes. The same shape,
the same way of looking directly at what others
avoid."
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Sonia refused to look, turning her face away. But Lena
studied Banice openly now, her expression thoughtful.

"It's true,” she said softly. "I see him in your face. In the
way you hold your head when you're thinking."

Banice felt a strange emotion at these words, a
mixture of validation and grief. All her life, she had
wondered who she resembled, having been told she
took after her mother's side of the family. To be
recognized as her father's daughter by people who
had actually known him was both comforting and
painful.

"The wooden box,” Mama Lena said suddenly,
addressing Sonia. "Did you open it?" Sonia shook her
head. "I was waiting... | wanted to be alone."

"Perhaps now is the time. What it contains may help us
understand."

Sonia hesitated, then rose and went to a shelf where
the intricately carved box Banice had seen earlier
rested. She brought it back to the table, holding it
protectively against her chest for a moment before
setting it down.

"My father left this with Chief Mponda before his
last journey," she explained reluctantly to

Banice. "With instructions that it should be given to me
if anyone ever came looking for him."
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The box was beautiful, its dark wood polished to a soft
sheen by years of handling. Symbols were carved into
each side, patterns Banice didn't recognize but which
clearly held meaning for the others, judging by the
reverent way Mama Lena touched them.

"Protection,” she murmured, tracing one symbol.
"Truth. Continuity. The old symbols, carved by
someone who knew their power."

Sonia took a deep breath and lifted the lid. Inside,
nestled on a bed of faded cloth, lay several items: a
small leather pouch, a folded piece of paper, and a
photograph. Sonia removed the photograph first, staring
at it for a long moment before wordlessly passing it to
Banice.

The image showed a much younger version of the man
Banice had seen in the single photograph her mother
possessed, Mwazandi in his early thirties, standing
proudly in front of a small school building. Beside
him stood a beautiful young woman in traditional
dress, her arm linked with his, her face radiant with
happiness. And between them, a small girl of perhaps
five or six, her smile revealing missing front teeth, her
hand clasped firmly in her father's.

"My mother,"” Sonia said, her voice tight with emotion.
"And me. The year before she died."

Banice studied the image, taking in the details of her
father's face, more relaxed, more open than in the
formal portrait her mother had kept hidden in a
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drawer. This was a man at ease in his world,
surrounded by family, secure in his place. Nothing like
the ambitious, restless figure her mother had
described.

"He looks happy,” she said softly.

"He was," Sonia replied, the simple statement carrying
layers of implication. He was happy here, with us. Not
there, with you.

Mama Lena reached for the folded paper next, opening
it carefully. It was a map, hand- drawn but detailed,
showing what appeared to be a section of land with
boundaries marked by natural features, a river, a
distinctive rock formation, a cluster of ancient trees.

"The ancestral land,” she confirmed. "He marked it
exactly as his grandfather showed him."

The leather pouch was the last item. Sonia untied its
drawstring and tipped the contents into her palm. Two
objects fell out: a small carved wooden bird and a
smooth river stone, polished to a gleam.

"Tokens,"” Mama Lena explained, examining them. "The
bird represents rootedness, connection to place. The
stone represents adaptation, the way water shapes
even the hardest substance over time."”

"Why would he leave these?" Lena wondered aloud.
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"Insurance,” Banice suggested, drawing on her
business experience. "Proof of his claim to the land,
should it ever be contested. The map shows
boundaries, the photograph establishes his connection
to the village and family here, and the tokens..." She
hesitated, less certain about their significance.

"The tokens are more personal,” Mama Lena said.
"Messages, perhaps. The bird for Sonia, who has always
been rooted here. The stone for..." She looked at
Banice. "For the daughter who would need to adapt,
to flow between worlds."

Sonia’'s head snapped up. "You think he meant these
for her? That he knew she would come someday?"

"l think Mwazandi was a man who planned for many
possibilities,” Mama Lena replied carefully. "He
understood that the past can resurface when least
expected.”

Banice felt a chill at these words. Had her father
anticipated this moment? Had he known that someday
his two lives would collide in the persons of his
daughters?

"There's something else,” Lena said suddenly, pointing
to the box. "Under the cloth.”

Sonia lifted the faded fabric that had lined the bottom
of the Dbox, revealing one final item: a small key,
tarnished with age.

"What does it open?" Banice asked.
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"I don't know," Sonia admitted, turning the key over in
her palm. "I've never seen it before."

Mama Lena studied it thoughtfully. "It's not a key for
any lock in the village. Those are much simpler. This
is for something more modern."

"A lockbox, perhaps?" Banice suggested. "Or a small
safe?"

"Mwazandi had no such things here,” Mama Lena said.
"At least, none that | ever saw."

The key added yet another layer to the mystery. What
had their father locked away, and where? Was it
connected to his disappearance? To the land dispute? To
his dual life?

"We should rest,” Mama Lena said finally, noting the
exhaustion evident on both young women's faces.
"Morning brings clearer thoughts, and there is much to
consider."

She rose and began clearing away the meal bowls,
signaling an end to the discussion. Lena quickly moved
to help her, leaving Banice and Sonia sitting across
from each other at the now-empty table. "You'll sleep
there,” Sonia said, pointing to a reed mat in the corner
with a folded blanket beside it. "I sleep in the small
room beyond that curtain.”
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Banice nodded, recognizing the arrangement for what
it was, hospitality fulfilled but boundaries firmly
established. "Thank you."

Sonia gathered the items from the box, carefully
returning them to their places, her movements precise
and protective. When she had closed the Ilid, she
looked directly at Banice for the first time since they'd
entered the hut.

"l don't know who you are,” she said quietly. "l don't
know if you're truly my father's daughter or someone
playing a complex game for reasons | don't understand.

But I will find out the truth. And if you've come to take
what belongs to my family, the land, my father's
legacy, anything, you will fail." Before Banice could
respond, Sonia had picked up the box and disappeared
behind the curtain that separated her sleeping area
from the main room, leaving Banice alone with her
thoughts.

Later, as she lay on the reed mat listening to the
unfamiliar night sounds of the village, distant drums,
the calls of nocturnal birds, the soft murmur of voices
from huts nearby, Banice reflected on the day's
revelations. She had come seeking answers about her
father and had found instead a sister who viewed her as
a threat, a village that regarded her with suspicion, and
mysteries that seemed to multiply with each new piece
of information.
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The wooden bird and river stone remained vivid in
her mind's eye. Rootedness and adaptation. Perhaps
Mama Lena was right about their symbolism. Sonia
was clearly rooted in this place, connected to its
traditions and rhythms in ways Banice could barely
comprehend. And Banice had always prided herself
on her adaptability, her ability to navigate different
environments and expectations.

But now she wondered if that adaptability had come at
a cost, if in becoming so fluid, so capable of fitting
into whatever container life offered, she had lost
something essential about herself. Had she adapted
so completely to her mother's narrative that she
had never questioned its foundations? Had she
become so focused on professional success that she
had neglected to examine the personal myths that
shaped her choices?

Outside, an owl called into the darkness, its voice
haunting and insistent. In the small room beyond the
curtain, Banice could hear Sonia's restless movements,
suggesting she too was kept awake by the day's
discoveries.

Two daughters of the same father, separated by
circumstance and choice, now brought together by a
letter that might be a deathbed confession, a trap, or
something else entirely. Two women who had built
their identities on different understandings of the same
man, now forced to reconsider everything they thought
they knew.
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As sleep finally began to claim her, Banice's last
coherent thought was that whatever had brought her to
Gahaleni, her father's conscience, a corporate land
scheme, fate itself, she could not leave until she
understood not just who Mwazandi was, but who she
and Sonia were to each other. Sisters by blood,
strangers by experience, adversaries by circumstance,
but perhaps, if the truth could be uncovered,
something more meaningful than any of these.

The key that had been hidden beneath the cloth in the
wooden box seemed suddenly symbolic, a small
object with the power to unlock something much
larger than itself. The question was: what door would
it open, and were either of them prepared for what lay
on the other side?
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CHAPTER 5: NIGHT THOUGHTS

arkness in Gahaleni village was a different entity

than in Malindi. In the city, night was never

complete, streetlights cast their artificial glow,
neon signs blinked their commercial messages,
headlights  swept across building facades like
searching fingers. Even in the deepest hours, the urban
darkness was diluted, compromised, held at bay by
human invention.

Here, in this remote village, night asserted its ancient
dominion. The darkness was profound, almost tactile
in its completeness, broken only by the occasional
flicker of cooking fires dying to embers or the soft
glow of oil lamps behind hut walls. And above, the
stars, not the faint, struggling pinpricks  visible
from Malindi, but a vast celestial tapestry,
brilliant and overwhelming in its clarity.

Banice lay on her reed mat in Mama Lena's hut,
sleep eluding her despite her physical exhaustion. The
day's revelations tumbled through her mind like
stones in a polishing drum, each turning against the
others, their edges gradually wearing away but their
essential nature unchanged. Her father, alive for years
after her mother had declared him dead. A sister, raised
in his presence while Banice grew up with only stories
and silence. A village where he had built a life so
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different from the one he'd abandoned that it seemed
impossible both could have been crafted by the same
man.

And now this mystery of the wooden box, the map, the
tokens, the key. What had Mwazandi been protecting?
What had driven him away from Gahaleni after
establishing such deep roots? And most pressingly,
who had sent the letter that brought her here, if her
father had been missing for a decade?

From beyond the curtain that separated the sleeping
areas came the sound of movement, the rustle of
bedding, a soft sigh. Sonia too was awake, her thoughts
likely as turbulent as Banice's own.

In the main room where Banice lay, moonlight
filtered through the small window opening, casting
patterns on the packed earth floor. The unfamiliar
scents of the hut, dried herbs, woodsmoke, the
earthy aroma of the walls themselves, created an
atmosphere both alien and oddly comforting. There
was something primal about these smells, something
that spoke to a part of Banice she hadn't known existed
until now.

A soft sound at the doorway drew her attention. The
covering was pushed aside, and a figure entered,
Mama Lena, returning from some late-night errand.
She moved with the confidence of one who needs no
light to navigate familiar space, her feet finding their
way unerringly across the floor.
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She paused when she noticed Banice's open eyes
gleaming in the moonlight. "Sleep eludes you," she
said softly, not a question but an observation.

"Too many thoughts,” Banice admitted, keeping her
voice low to avoid disturbing the others.

Mama Lena nodded as if this were expected. "The mind
is like a cooking pot. Sometimes it must simmer
through the night before the flavors properly blend."”
She settled onto a low stool near Banice's mat, her
movements deliberate and unhurried. "What thoughts
keep you from rest?"

Banice hesitated. This woman was a stranger to her, and
more significantly, Sonia's foster mother. Her loyalties
would naturally lie with the daughter she had
raised. And yet, there was something in Mama
Lena's manner, a quality of impartial wisdom, that
invited confidence.

"I'm trying to understand who my father really was,"
Banice said finally. "The man my mother described
bears little resemblance to the teacher who lived here,
who raised Sonia."

"People are not single threads but woven cloths,"
Mama Lena replied, her voice a gentle murmur in the
darkness. "Different patterns emerge depending on
where you look and how the light falls."
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"But to maintain two separate lives, two families who
knew nothing of each other... That requires more than
complexity. It requires deception."

Mama Lena was silent for a moment, considering.
"Yes," she agreed finally. "Mwazandi carried deception
like a heavy load. | saw it in his eyes sometimes,
especially when he looked at Sonia. Love, but
shadowed by something else. Guilt, perhaps. Or fear."

"Fear of what?"

"That | cannot say. He spoke little of his life before
Gahaleni. When asked directly, he would tell stories of
his grandfather, of learning traditional ways as a boy.
But of his adult years in Malindi, nothing." She adjusted
her wrapper around her shoulders against the night's
coolness. "Only when fever took him did fragments
emerge. A woman's name, your mother's. Mentions of
danger, of enemies. Once, he called out about money
that was not his."

This last detail caught Banice's attention. "Money that
was not his? Like... embezzlement?" "The word is not
familiar to me,"” Mama Lena admitted.

"Taking money that belongs to someone else. Usually
from a business or employer."

Mama Lena nodded slowly. "Perhaps. The words came
in delirium, so their meaning was not clear. But there
was fear in them. Real fear."”
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This aligned with the letter's mention of threats
against her mother and herself. Had her father fled
Malindi because of financial impropriety?

Had he stolen money and been discovered? It seemed
incongruous with the dedicated teacher and family
man described by the villagers, yet it would explain his
abrupt disappearance and his mother's bitter remarks
about him running when things became difficult.

"And his disappearance ten years ago," Banice pressed.
"What preceded it? Was there any warning, any change
in his behavior?"

"He became... watchful," Mama Lena said after a
thoughtful pause. "His eyes would go often to the road
that leads to Kakoneni. He spoke more frequently
of the ancestral land, of its boundaries and markers.
And he began teaching Sonia with greater urgency,
the names of plants, the ways of reading weather and
seasons, as if..." She hesitated.

"As if he knew his time with her was limited," Banice
finished.

"Yes." Mama Lena's gaze was distant, remembering. "The
day before he left, he brought the wooden box to Chief
Mponda. That night, he sat with Sonia longer than
usual, telling stories of the old ways. In the morning,
he said he was going to consult with a medicine man
in a neighboring village about a child who was ill. He
promised to return by sunset." Her voice softened.
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"Sonia waited at the village entrance until the stars
emerged. And the next day. And the next."

The image of a thirteen-year-old girl watching the road,
waiting for a father who never returned, created an
unexpected pang in Banice's chest. Whatever grievances
she held against Mwazandi for abandoning her before
birth, Sonia's loss seemed somehow crueler, to have
known a father's love and then had it withdrawn, to
have been left waiting without explanation or
goodbye.

"You took her in then?" Banice asked.

"She was already like a daughter to me,” Mama Lena
explained. "Her mother died when she was seven, and
while Mwazandi raised her well, a girl needs a woman's
guidance.

She spent many days in my hut, learning the ways of
healing plants and women's wisdom. When

Mwazandi disappeared, it was natural that she should
come to us."

A note of pride entered her voice. "She and Lena have
grown as sisters, different as sun and moon but bound
by love and shared experience."”

Banice absorbed this information, trying to construct a
coherent narrative from these fragments. A man fleeing
financial misconduct in Malindi. A dedicated father
and teacher in Gahaleni. A sudden disappearance
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preceded by watchfulness and urgency. And now, a
letter that seemed to come from him after a decade of
silence.

"The letter," she said. "Could it truly be from him? After
all this time?"

Mama Lena sighed, the sound heavy with uncertainty.
"The hand is his. The words sound like his. But why
now? And how did he know where to find you? These
questions trouble me."

They troubled Banice as well. If her father had
wanted to contact her, why wait until she was twenty-
five? How had he discovered her workplace address?
And why reach out to her but not to Sonia, who had
actually known and loved him?

"There is another possibility,” Mama Lena said
carefully. "One | have not mentioned to Sonia, for it
would bring her pain."

"What is it?"

"The letter may be genuine but not recent. It may have
been written years ago, perhaps soon after his
disappearance, and only now delivered."

"But why the delay? And who would have held it all
this time?"
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"That | cannot answer. But it would explain why the
letter speaks of illness and imminent death, yet makes
no mention of the decade that has passed."

Banice hadn't considered this possibility. She retrieved
the letter from her bag and studied it again in the dim
moonlight. The paper was yellowed, the ink slightly
faded, but these could be effects of poor storage rather
than age. There was no date on the letter, nothing to
indicate when it had been written.

"If that's true,” she said slowly, "then the man who
delivered it to me might know more about my father's
fate."

"Perhaps. Or perhaps he was merely a messenger, paid

to complete a task without understanding its
significance."
They fell silent, each contemplating the

implications. Outside, a night bird called, its voice
plaintive and haunting in the darkness. From
somewhere in the village came the soft rhythm of a
drum, a solitary player communing with the night.

"You should rest,” Mama Lena said finally, rising from
her stool. "Tomorrow will bring its own challenges."

"Thank you," Banice said, meaning it for more than just
the conversation. "For speaking with me. For allowing
me into your home despite the disruption I've caused."

Mama Lena studied her for a moment, her expression
thoughtful. "You have your father's questioning mind,"
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she said. "Always seeking to understand what lies
beneath the surface. But remember, some truths are
like roots, they can only be uncovered by patient
digging, and pulling too forcefully may damage what
you seek to examine."

With that gentle caution, she moved to her own
sleeping area, leaving Banice to ponder her words.
Patient digging. It was not Banice's natural approach.
In her professional life, she was direct, efficient,
focused on results rather than process. But perhaps here,
in this place where time moved to different rhythms, a
more measured approach was required.

As she finally drifted toward sleep, Banice's last
conscious thought was of the two tokens from the
wooden box, the carved bird and the polished stone.
Rootedness and adaptation. Perhaps she needed both
to navigate the journey ahead, the stability to
withstand whatever truths emerged, and the
flexibility to incorporate them into a new
understanding of herself and her history.

Sonia lay awake behind the curtain, her body still
but her mind in tumult. The stranger, she could not
bring herself to think "sister,” not yet, perhaps not
ever, slept now in the main room, her breathing
having settled into the regular rhythm of slumber. But
for Sonia, rest remained elusive.

The wooden box sat beside her sleeping mat, its
contents returned to their places except for one item.
The small carved bird rested in her palm, its familiar
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weight and texture a connection to her father. Mwazandi
had carved it himself, she remembered, during the
long evenings after her mother died. His hands had
always been in motion then, as if physical activity
could keep grief at bay. He had given her many such
carvings over the years, animals, birds, small human
figures, but this one had remained in his possession.
Now she understood why. It had been set aside for this
moment, this revelation.

The city woman's arrival had torn open wounds Sonia
had believed long scarred over. For years, she had
constructed an understanding of her father's
disappearance that allowed her to function, to move
forward. He had met with foul play on the road, or
been taken ill far from home, or, in her most desperate
imaginings, lost his memory and wandered, unable to
find his way back to her. Never had she considered
that he might have had another life, another family,
secrets so profound they had eventually forced him to
flee from both his worlds.

And vyet, looking back, there had been signs. His
occasional use of words no one in the village
understood. His knowledge of distant places he claimed
never to have visited. The faraway look that sometimes
came over him when he gazed at the horizon. The way
he had insisted she learn not only traditional knowledge
but also reading, writing, mathematics, skills he deemed
essential though few in Gahaleni used them regularly.

Had everything been preparation for his eventual
departure? Had he been grooming her for
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self- sufficiency because he knew someday she would
need it?

The thought brought a fresh wave of pain, followed
quickly by anger. If the city woman Banice was truly
his daughter, then Mwazandi had abandoned her
before birth only to do the same to Sonia thirteen
years later. What kind of man did that make him? What
kind of father?

And yet, the memories of those thirteen years could not
be denied. The patience with which he had taught her
to identify healing plants. The stories he had told by
firelight, his voice painting pictures more vivid than
any book illustration. The gentle way he had brushed
her hair each morning after her mother died, his large
hands awkward but determined as they learned this new
task. The pride in his eyes when she mastered a difficult
lesson or showed kindness to someone in need.

These were not the actions of a man playing a role, biding
his time until escape. They were the genuine expressions
of a father's love. Sonia was certain of this, even as
she struggled to reconcile this truth with the
emerging revelations about his past.

A soft sound from the main room drew her
attention, Mama Lena's voice, murmuring in
conversation with Banice. Sonia strained to hear their
words but caught only fragments, the low tones
designed to avoid disturbing others. Were they
discussing her? Was Mama Lena sharing stories of
Mwazandi, of the village, of Sonia herself? The thought
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brought a stab of something like jealousy. These were
her memories, her history. They belonged to her and the
people of Gahaleni, not to this stranger from Malindi
with her expensive clothes and city ways.

And yet, if Banice truly was Mwazandi's daughter...

Sonia closed her fingers around the carved bird, feeling
its edges press into her palm. No. Blood might create
connection, but it did not automatically confer
belonging. This woman had not earned the right to
claim Mwazandi as father, to insert herself into the
narrative of his life in Gahaleni. She had not waited by
the road for his return, had not searched the nearby
villages for word of him, had not kept his garden
growing in the hope that its bounty might welcome
him home.

The conversation in the other room had ended. Sonia
heard Mama Lena moving to her sleeping area, the
familiar sounds of her foster mother settling for the
night. Soon the hut was quiet again, save for the soft
breathing of its occupants and the ambient sounds of
the village night.

Tomorrow, Sonia decided, she would take Banice to
see Chief Mponda again. The elder might have insights
he had not shared in their first meeting. And after that,
perhaps a visit to Charo, the medicine man her father
had supposedly been traveling to meet when he
disappeared. If anyone knew what had truly happened
to Mwazandi, it would be Charo, whose knowledge
extended beyond the physical world into the realm of
spirits and hidden truths.
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As for the ancestral land and its connection to all this,
that was a matter Sonia preferred to keep from Banice
for now. The land was family heritage, passed down
through generations. If this city woman truly had a
claim to it by blood, that was a complication Sonia was
not yet ready to address.

First must come the truth about Mwazandi himself,
about his dual life and his disappearance. Only then
could questions of inheritance and rights be
considered.

Outside, a night bird called, the mournful voice of
the ibis that local tradition held to be a messenger
between worlds. Sonia listened to its cry, wondering if
it carried word to her father, wherever he might be,
that his two lives had finally converged in the persons
of his daughters. And if it did, what would Mwazandi
feel? Relief that his secret was finally revealed? Regret
that the deception had been discovered? Or simply
sadness for the pain his choices had caused?

The carved bird seemed to grow warmer in her
hand, as if responding to her thoughts. Rootedness,
Mama Lena had called it, a symbol of connection to
place, to heritage, to identity. Sonia had always felt
rooted in Gahaleni, secure in her understanding of who
she was and where she belonged. Now those roots were
being tugged at, tested by revelations that threatened to
upend everything she had believed about herself and
her father.
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Would they hold firm, these roots of hers? Or would
they tear free from the soil of certainty, leaving her
adrift in a world suddenly larger and more complex
than she had ever imagined?

As sleep finally began to claim her, Sonia placed the
carved bird back in the wooden box, nestling it beside
the polished stone meant for Banice. Rootedness and
adaptation.

Perhaps both were necessary in the days ahead, the
strength to remain grounded in who she was, and the
flexibility to incorporate new truths into her
understanding of the world.

Tomorrow would bring its challenges, as Mama Lena had
said. But Sonia was her father's daughter, whether his
only child or one of two, and she would face those
challenges with the courage and determination he had
taught her. This, at least, had not changed and
would not  change, regardless of what other
revelations might emerge from the shadows of the
past.
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CHAPTER 6: MORNING REVELATIONS

awn arrived in Gahaleni with a chorus of

roosters and the soft murmur of women's

voices as they kindled cooking fires for the
morning meal. Banice woke disoriented,
momentarily confused by the unfamiliar texture of the
reed mat beneath her and the earthy scent of the mud-
brick walls. Then memory returned, the journey, the
village, the sister she had never known existed.

She sat up, wincing at the stiffness in her back. The
city-softened body that normally slept on an expensive
memory foam mattress had not adapted well to the
firm surface of the village sleeping mat. Through the
small window opening, she could see the sky
transitioning from the deep indigo of night to the
pale lavender of early morning. In Malindi, she
would already be showered and checking emails, a cup
of green tea steaming beside her laptop. Here, time
moved to different rhythms, governed by sunlight
rather than digital calendars.

The hut was empty, the sleeping areas behind the curtains
already vacated. Banice rose, smoothing her rumpled
clothes as best she could and running fingers through
her tangled hair. She felt grimy, uncomfortable in
yesterday's dust-coated outfit, but uncertain of the
village's bathing protocols. In the corner, she spotted a
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clay basin of water that hadn't been there the night
before, Mama Lena's thoughtful provision for her
morning ablutions.

After washing her face and hands, Banice stepped
outside into the cool morning air. The village was
already fully awake, its residents engaged in the day's
first activities. Women moved between huts carrying
water containers or baskets of food items. Men
gathered tools for fieldwork or repairs. Children darted
about on errands or play, their voices high and clear
in the morning quiet.

"You slept late,” came Sonia's voice from nearby. She sat
on a low stool outside the hut, grinding something in
a wooden mortar with  practiced, rhythmic
movements. "In Gahaleni, we rise with the sun.”

"In Malindi, we rise with alarm clocks,” Banice
replied, attempting a light tone despite the implicit
criticism. "Is there somewhere | can... freshen up more
thoroughly?"

Sonia’'s expression suggested she found the question
amusing, though she didn't smile. "The women's
bathing area is behind those trees," she said, nodding
toward a dense stand of foliage at the village edge.
"Lena can show you the way and explain the customs."

As if summoned by her name, Lena emerged from a
nearby storage hut carrying a basket of what appeared
to be dried beans. Unlike Sonia, whose demeanor
remained cool and distant, Lena offered Banice a
genuine smile.
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"Good morning,” she said warmly. "Did you sleep
well?"

"As well as could be expected,” Banice answered
diplomatically. "Sonia mentioned you might show me
to the bathing area?"

"Of course. Let me just deliver these to Mother." Lena
disappeared into Mama Lena's hut briefly, then
returned empty-handed. "Come. Bring whatever you
need for washing."

Banice retrieved her toiletry bag from her larger duffel,
feeling suddenly self-conscious about its contents, the
expensive shampoo, the designer soap, the facial
products whose combined cost could probably feed a
village family for a month. These items, so ordinary
in  her Malindi bathroom, now seemed like
extravagant  luxuries, markers of a privileged
existence she had never questioned until this moment.

Lena led her through the village, greeting people they
passed with easy familiarity. Unlike the previous
evening, when Banice had felt the weight of
suspicious stares, this morning's glances seemed
merely curious, perhaps even sympathetic. Word of
her connection to Mwazandi had clearly spread,
transforming her from random outsider to a figure of
interest in the community's ongoing narrative.

"People are talking about you,” Lena confirmed,
noticing Banice's awareness of the attention. "It's not
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often Gahaleni receives visitors from the city, and
never one claiming kinship with a respected family."

"Claiming,” Banice repeated, noting the word choice.
"You don't believe I'm Mwazandi's daughter?"

Lena considered this as they walked. "l believe you
believe it," she said carefully. "And there is something
in your eyes, in the way you hold yourself... it reminds
me of him. But belief and truth are not always the same
river, though they may flow in the same direction."

The bathing area proved to be a secluded section of a
small stream that ran near the village. A simple
structure of woven reeds provided privacy, and
smooth stones had been arranged to create a natural
pool where the water deepened slightly. Several
women were already there, some washing clothes on
the flat rocks downstream, others helping children
with their morning ablutions.

"We bathe with clothes on,” Lena explained, noting
Banice's hesitation. "The wrapper stays in place, but
allows for washing underneath. It's a skill," she added
with a small smile, "but I can help you if needed.”

Banice, who had expected something more primitive,
perhaps a communal bucket and ladle, was pleasantly
surprised by the arrangement.

The water was cool but not unpleasantly so, and there
was a simple beauty to the setting, with morning
sunlight filtering through the leaves overhead and
casting dappled patterns on the water's surface.
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Under Lena's guidance, she managed a reasonably
thorough wash while maintaining modesty, though her
technique lacked the practiced efficiency of the
village women. Her expensive toiletries drew curious
glances, especially when the scent of her shampoo, an
imported blend with notes of lavender and citrus,
wafted through the bathing area.

"Your soap smells like flowers from another world,"
one young  woman commented, inhaling
appreciatively.

"Would you like to try it?" Banice offered, extending
the bottle.

The woman hesitated, then accepted with a shy smile.
Soon, several others had gathered, curious about this
exotic product. Banice found herself conducting an
impromptu demonstration of her hair care routine, the
women's delight in the luxurious lather creating an
unexpected moment of connection across the vast
cultural divide.

As they walked back to Mama Lena's hut, Banice felt
refreshed in more ways than one. The simple act of
sharing something from her world, even something as
trivial as shampoo, had momentarily bridged the gap
between herself and these women whose lives were so
different from her own.

"You made friends at the stream,"” Lena observed.
"That's good. In Gahaleni, women's friendships are like
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the roots of the baobab, not always visible, but
providing essential strength."

"They were kind," Banice said. "More welcoming than |
expected."

"People here are cautious with strangers but generous
once the initial wariness passes. And they respect
Mwazandi's memory. If you are his daughter, that
grants you a certain standing, regardless of where you
come from."

They reached Mama Lena's compound to find Sonia in
conversation with an elderly man Banice hadn't seen
before. He leaned heavily on a carved walking stick,
his thin frame draped in a faded robe that had once
been vibrantly colored. Despite his apparent physical
frailty, his eyes were sharp and assessing, taking in
Banice's appearance with keen interest.

"Ah, the city daughter arrives,” he said in surprisingly
clear English. "I have been telling Sonia that the
spirits have been restless since your coming. They
whisper of old debts and hidden truths.”

"Banice, this is Charo,” Lena introduced him. "He is
our village's connection to the spirit world. A seer and
healer."

"The medicine man my father was supposedly

visiting when he disappeared,” Banice said, recalling
Mama Lena's words from the previous night.
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Charo's eyebrows rose slightly. "You speak directly.
Like your father." He studied her face intently. "Yes, I
see him in you. The same questioning eyes. The same
stubborn mouth."

The casual confirmation of her parentage, from
someone who had known Mwazandi well, affected
Banice more deeply than she had anticipated.
Throughout her life, she had wondered who she
resembled, having been told she took after her
mother's side of the family. To be recognized as her
father's daughter by this perceptive old man was
both validating and emotionally jarring.

"Charo has agreed to speak with us about my
father's  disappearance,” Sonia said, her tone
businesslike. "He was the last person from Gahaleni to
see him."

"Not the last to see him," Charo corrected. "The last to
see him as himself."

This cryptic statement hung in the air between them.
Banice and Sonia exchanged a glance, the first
moment of shared reaction since their meeting.

"What do you mean by that?" Banice asked.

Charo gestured toward Mama Lena's hut. "Some
conversations are better held seated, with respect for the
weight of their content.”
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Inside, they gathered around the low table, Mama Lena
joining them after setting a pot of herbal tea to steep
over the cooking fire. The atmosphere was solemn,
expectant, as if the hut itself understood the
significance of what was about to be revealed.

"Ten years ago,"” Charo began once they were settled,
"Mwazandi came to me with  concerns about the
ancestral land. He had visited it recently and found
survey markers, metal stakes with colored flags, placed
along its boundaries.™

"Survey markers?" Banice questioned. "For what
purpose?"

"That was his question as well," Charo continued.
"l advised him to consult with Chief Mponda, to
approach the local government offices for information.
But Mwazandi was... agitated. He said there was no
time for official channels. He believed someone was
attempting to claim the land through deception.”

"Did he say who?" Sonia asked, leaning forward intently.

Charo's gaze turned inward, accessing memories a
decade old. "He mentioned a name... Mary. Someone
from his past in Malindi."

Banice felt a jolt of recognition. "Mary? Are you
certain?"

"The name is fixed in my memory because of what
followed," Charo confirmed. "Mwazandi said this man
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had found him after many years of searching. That old
dangers had resurfaced."

"Who is Mary?" Sonia demanded, looking at Banice
suspiciously, as if she had been withholding
information.

"l dont know," Banice admitted. "But my assistant at
Apex Tech is named Mary. It could be coincidence,
but..."

"In matters of fate, there are no coincidences,” Charo
stated firmly. "Only patterns we have not vyet
recognized.™

Mama Lena, who had been quietly preparing the
tea, now joined the conversation. "What happened
when Mwazandi left your compound, Charo? He never
returned to Gahaleni."

The old man's face grew troubled. "He intended to
return. He left his walking stick with me, the one
carved with his family symbols, saying he would collect
it the next day. But as he was leaving, a vehicle
approached my compound. A city vehicle, black with
tinted windows."

"Did you see who was inside?" Banice asked.

"No. Mwazandi saw the vehicle and his manner

changed instantly. He told me to say nothing of his

visit, of the land, of anything we had discussed. Then

he went to meet the vehicle. | watched from my

doorway as he spoke briefly with someone inside.
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His posture was... defeated. Like a man accepting a
burden he had long dreaded. He entered the vehicle, and
it drove away."

"And that was the last time anyone saw him,"”
Sonia said, her voice tight with controlled emotion.

"The last time anyone from Gahaleni saw him,” Charo
corrected again. "Two days later, | traveled to
Kakoneni market. There was talk there of a city man
asking questions about the land near the hills, showing
documents, claiming development rights. When 1 saw
this man from a distance, | recognized something
familiar in his walk, in the set of his shoulders."

"You think it was my father?" Sonia asked
incredulously. "That's not possible. He would have
returned to the village, to me."

"l cannot say with certainty,” Charo admitted. "I
glimpsed him only briefly, from afar. But the spirits
have never allowed me to believe Mwazandi is dead.
Lost, perhaps.

Changed, certainly. But not gone from this world."

Banice absorbed this information, her analytical mind
piecing together the fragments into a possible
narrative. "So my father disappeared from Gahaleni
after being confronted by someone from his past in
Malindi.
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Days later, someone resembling him was seen in
Kakoneni, involved with the very land dispute he had
been concerned about."

"It makes no sense,” Sonia insisted. "Why would he
abandon his life here? Abandon me? For land?"

"Perhaps not for the land itself," Mama Lena
suggested gently, "but because of what the land
represented. Heritage. Legacy. The connection between
past and future."

"Or perhaps,” Banice added, thinking of the letter's
mention of threats, "he was coerced. Forced to
cooperate with whatever scheme this Mary person had
developed."

Charo nodded slowly. "Fear can make even the
strongest tree bend. And Mwazandi carried old fears
beneath his calm exterior. | sensed them in him
from the day he arrived in Gahaleni, though he never
spoke of their source.™

The group fell silent, each processing the implications
of these revelations. Outside, village life continued,
children's laughter, the rhythmic thud of grain being
pounded, a goat bleating in protest at being tethered.
Inside Mama Lena's hut, time seemed suspended as
two daughters confronted new possibilities regarding
their father's fate.

"The walking stick," Sonia said suddenly. "You said he
left it with you, Charo. Do you still have it?"
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The old man nodded. "It waits for its owner's return,
as | promised it would." "May we see it?" Banice
asked, sensing its potential importance.

"l will bring it tomorrow,”" Charo promised. "Today,
my strength does not permit the journey to my storage
hut and back." He studied both young women with
penetrating intensity. "But there is something you
should do today, if you truly wish to understand your
father's actions.”

"What's that?" Sonia asked.

"Visit the ancestral land. See for yourselves what might
have been worth such sacrifice."”

Banice and Sonia exchanged another glance, longer
this time, an unspoken  communication passing
between them despite their mutual wariness.

"I'll take her,” Sonia decided, addressing Mama Lena
rather than Banice directly. "We'll need supplies for a
day's journey.™

"I'll prepare a bundle,” Mama Lena agreed, rising.
"Lena, fetch the water gourds and fill them."

As the others moved to prepare for the expedition,
Charo beckoned Banice closer. "The city holds dangers
for those who ask too many questions,” he
murmured, his voice pitched for her ears alone. "Be
cautious when you return to Malindi. The past is
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stirring, and not all who remember your father wish
him, or his daughters, well."

"You think I'm in danger?" Banice asked, keeping her
voice equally low.

"Knowledge is both protection and peril,” the old
man replied cryptically. "Seek truth, but guard it
carefully once found." He pressed something into her
palm, a small leather pouch on a cord. "Wear this. It
contains protective herbs and a stone from our sacred
river. The spirits of this place will recognize you
through it."

Banice accepted the amulet, touched by the gesture
despite her rational skepticism regarding its efficacy.
"Thank you."

"One more thing,” Charo added, his gaze intense.
"The key from vyour father's box. Have you
discovered what it opens?"

"No. We don't even know where to look."

"When the time comes, you will know. Some locks
are not made of metal, and some keys open more than
doors." With this final enigmatic statement, he rose
with surprising agility for one who had earlier leaned
so heavily on his walking stick, and made his way to
the hut's entrance. "I will find you tomorrow with
Mwazandi's stick. Until then, listen to the land. It
remembers what people forget."
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After he had gone, Banice sat for a moment, turning
the small leather pouch over in her hands. Her
corporate marketing mind recognized the power of
symbols, of tangible representations of intangible
concepts. In her world, brands functioned as modern
talismans, conferring identity and belonging through
logos and slogans. Perhaps this amulet served a
similar purpose, a physical connection to this place and
its traditions, a token of acceptance despite her outsider
status.

She slipped the cord around her neck, tucking the
pouch beneath her shirt where it rested against her
skin, surprisingly cool and comforting. Whether or
not it truly  offered spiritual protection, it
represented something valuable, Charo's
acknowledgment of her as Mwazandi's daughter, as
someone with a legitimate place in the unfolding story
of her father's legacy.

Outside, Sonia was already organizing their
expedition, her efficiency evident in the methodical
way she checked supplies and issued instructions to
Lena. Watching her, Banice was struck again by the
strange parallels between them, both organized and
thorough, both leaders in their respective spheres,
both determined to uncover the truth about the man
who had shaped their lives through both presence and
absence.

Sisters by blood, strangers by experience, reluctant allies
in the search for answers. As Banice moved to join the
preparations, she wondered what they would discover at
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the ancestral land, and whether it would bring them closer
to understanding not just their father's choices, but their
own complex connection to each other.

The morning sun climbed higher, burning away the
last wisps of dawn mist that clung to the village
periphery. A new day had begun in Gahaleni, a day
of journeying, of revelation, of tentative steps toward
a truth that had remained hidden for a decade.
Whatever that truth might be, Banice sensed it would
forever alter the carefully constructed narrative of her
life, just as it would challenge Sonia's long-held
beliefs about her father's disappearance.

Some doors, once opened, can never be closed again.

And they were about to unlock one that had been sealed
for ten long years.
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CHAPTER 7: JOURNEY TO THE ANCESTRAL
LAND

he sun had climbed to its midday position by
the time Banice and Sonia set out from
Gahaleni village. Despite Banice's suggestion

that they use her SUV, Sonia had insisted they travel
on foot.

"The ancestral land cannot be reached by vehicle,” she
explained, adjusting the woven strap of her supply bag
across her shoulder. "The final paths are too narrow, too
sacred for machines."

Banice suspected the decision was as much about
maintaining control of their journey as it was about
practicality or tradition, but she didn't argue. In her
tailored hiking pants and breathable shirt, emergency
additions to her luggage that she now blessed herself
for including, she felt reasonably prepared for the trek.
Still, watching Sonia move with effortless grace along
the dirt path in her simple wrapper and sturdy sandals,
Banice was acutely aware of the disparity in their
physical conditioning. Her regular Pilates sessions and
occasional weekend hikes around Malindi's nature
reserve had not prepared her for the rugged terrain of
rural backcountry.

"How far is it?" she asked, already feeling the heat
seeping through her wide-brimmed hat. "Four hours
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walking," Sonia replied without slowing her pace. "Less
if we don't stop often.”

Four hours. Banice did a quick mental calculation.
Four hours there, presumably four hours back, plus
whatever time they spent at the land itself. They
would be lucky to return before nightfall. She thought
of her phone's battery, already at sixty percent with no
charging options in sight, and her client calls
scheduled for the following day. The corporate world
of deadlines and deliverables seemed increasingly
distant, as if it existed in a parallel universe rather than
merely a day's drive away.

They walked in silence for the first hour, following
a well-worn path that wound through scattered
homesteads and small agricultural plots before entering
denser vegetation.

Occasionally they passed other travelers, women
carrying produce to market, men leading goats on
tethers, children running errands between settlements.

Each encounter followed a similar pattern: curious
glances at Banice, respectful greetings to

Sonia, brief exchanges in the local dialect that Banice
couldn't follow.

"What are they asking about me?" she finally inquired
after one such interaction.

"If you are truly Mwazandi's daughter from the city,"
Sonia answered matter-of-factly. "If you have come to
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claim the land. If you will take me back to Malindi
with you."

This last item surprised Banice. "They think | would
take you away?"

"It is what city people do, in their experience. They
come, they take what they want, resources, talent,
sometimes even people, and they leave. The village
becomes poorer for their visit."

"That's not why | came,” Banice said, feeling defensive
despite the truth in Sonia's generalization. How many
corporate "development initiatives” had she witnessed
that followed exactly that pattern?

"Perhaps not intentionally,” Sonia conceded, her tone
softening slightly. "But intentions and consequences are
not always aligned, like a poorly strung bow that
sends arrows astray despite the archer's aim."

It was the first hint of metaphorical language Banice
had heard from Sonia, reminiscent of Mama Lena's
philosophical observations. The similarity made her
wonder how much of Sonia's worldview had been
shaped Dby her foster mother after Mwazandi's
disappearance.

"You speak like Mama Lena sometimes,” she observed.

Sonia glanced at her, surprised by the personal nature
of the comment. "She raised me after my father
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vanished. Her wisdom became part of me, like rainwater
absorbed by soil."”

"She seems like a remarkable woman."

"She is. When my father disappeared, the village
elders debated what should become of me. Some
suggested sending me to relatives in a distant town,
others proposed arranging an early marriage to a
family that could provide for me." Sonia's expression
hardened at the memory. "Mama Lena stood before the
council and declared that | would stay with her, that |
was already like a daughter to her and Lena a sister to
me. No one challenged her decision. Even then, her
authority in matters of family and tradition was
respected."

Banice tried to imagine what her life might have
been like without her mother's fierce protection,
without the privileges that wealth and education
had provided. Would she have developed Sonia's
self-sufficiency, her connection to community and
tradition? Or would she have been lost, adrift without
the structured path that had guided her from
exclusive private schools to university to corporate
success?

"You were fortunate to have her," she said simply.

"Yes," Sonia agreed. "As you were fortunate to have your
mother."
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The acknowledgment, however small, of their parallel
experiences created a momentary bridge between
them. They continued walking, the silence now more
companionable than tense.

The landscape gradually changed as they moved farther
from Gahaleni. The scattered agricultural plots gave
way to wilder terrain, stretches of savanna grassland
interspersed with clusters of acacia trees, their flat-
topped silhouettes distinctive against the cloudless sky.
In the distance, low hills rose from the plain, their
slopes covered in denser vegetation.

"The ancestral land is there,” Sonia said, pointing
toward the hills. "Where the forest begins to climb."

Banice studied the terrain ahead, trying to understand
what might make this particular area valuable enough
to be worth the elaborate schemes Charo had hinted
at. "What makes this land special? Is it particularly
fertile? Rich in resources?"

"It has been in our father's family for generations,"
Sonia replied, as if this alone explained its worth.
After a moment, she elaborated: "The soil is good,
better than much of the surrounding area. There are
natural springs that never run dry, even in drought years.
And there are old trees, hardwoods that have become
rare elsewhere due to logging."

"Valuable commodities,” Banice noted, thinking of the
corporate resource assessments she had reviewed in her
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career. "But enough to justify criminal activity? To
make a man abandon his family?"

Sonia's pace faltered slightly, the question striking a
nerve. "l don't know," she admitted. "I've asked
myself the same thing many times. What could be
worth leaving behind everything, his home, his
teaching, his daughter? I've never found an answer that
makes sense."

"Perhaps we'll find it today,” Banice suggested,
though she wasn't convinced. Land disputes, however
contentious, rarely explained the kind of complete
disappearance Mwazandi had engineered. There had to
be more to the story, something connected to his
original ~ flight from Malindi, perhaps, or to the
mysterious Mary who had apparently tracked him down
after years of searching.

They stopped briefly at midday to rest in the shade of a
massive baobab tree and eat some of the food Mama
Lena had packed, flatbread, dried meat, and a paste
made from ground nuts that Banice found surprisingly
satisfying. Sonia produced a gourd of water, offering it
to Banice first in a small gesture of hospitality that
didn't go unnoticed.

"Thank you," Banice said, taking a careful sip. The
water was warm but clean, with a slight mineral
taste.

"The water from Gahaleni's well is known for its
purity,” Sonia explained. "People come from other
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villages to collect it, especially for ceremonies or when
treating illness."

"Another valuable resource," Banice observed.

"Yes, but one we share freely. Water belongs to no one
and everyone, like sunlight or air.” Sonia's expression
suggested this was a fundamental truth, not open to
debate.

Banice thought of the privatized water systems in
urban areas, the bottled water industry that generated
billions in profit, the corporate battles over water
rights in drought-prone regions. How different from
this village perspective that viewed water as a common
resource, beyond ownership or commodification.

As they resumed their journey, the path narrowed
and began to climb, winding through increasingly
dense vegetation. The air grew slightly cooler as they
entered the forested hills, the canopy overhead filtering
the harsh sunlight into dappled patterns on the
ground. Birds called from the branches, unfamiliar
songs that created a complex symphony around them.

"My father taught me the names of all the birds here,"”
Sonia said unexpectedly, her voice softer than before.
"He said each one has its own story, its own medicine,
its own lesson to teach if we listen carefully."

"What does that one teach?"' Banice asked, pointing to
a flash of brilliant blue disappearing into the foliage.
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"The kingfisher? Patience and precision. It can sit
motionless for hours, watching the water, then dive at
exactly the right moment to catch its prey." Sonia
glanced at Banice. "A useful skill in business, |
imagine."

"Very," Banice agreed, surprised by Sonia's insight.
"Knowing when to wait and when to act decisively is
essential in corporate strategy."

"My father said the natural world offers all the
wisdom we need, if only we pay attention. The ants
teach cooperation, the leopard teaches careful use of
power, the elephant teaches memory and family
loyalty."

"He sounds like a thoughtful teacher,” Banice
said, trying to reconcile this 1image of a
philosophical naturalist with the ambitious financial
director her mother had described.

"He was. The children loved his lessons because he made
everything into a story or a game. Even mathematics
became interesting when he taught it through
counting seeds or measuring the growth of plants.”
Sonia's expression grew distant, lost in memory. "I
sometimes help at the school now, but I could never
match his gift for making learning joyful."”

The path grew steeper, requiring more of their attention
as they navigated exposed roots and loose stones.
Conversation lapsed as they focused on the physical
demands of the ascent. Banice found herself breathing
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heavily, her city-dweller's lungs struggling with the
combination of exertion and altitude. Sonia, by contrast,
moved with the sure-footed confidence of someone who
had walked similar paths all her life.

After another hour of climbing, the forest began to thin,
giving way to a plateau where the trees stood further
apart, allowing views of the surrounding landscape.
Sonia paused, waiting for Banice to catch up.

"We're here," she said simply. "The ancestral land."

Banice looked around, taking in the scene. The plateau
extended for perhaps a kilometer in each direction
before the land began to slope downward again. A
small stream cut through its center, its banks lined
with particularly lush vegetation. The trees here were
different from those they had passed on their
ascent—taller, more majestic, their trunks wider and
their canopies more expansive.

"These are the hardwoods you mentioned?" she asked,
approaching one massive specimen and placing her
hand on its deeply furrowed bark.

"Yes. Mahogany, primarily. Some ebony. Woods that
fetch high prices in international markets." Sonia's tone
was matter-of-fact, but her expression as she gazed at
the trees held something like reverence. "My father said
his grandfather brought him here as a child and told
him, These trees have seen a hundred generations of
our family. They will see a hundred more if we
protect them.™
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Banice tried to imagine her father as a child, standing
beneath these same trees, absorbing lessons about
heritage and stewardship. It was difficult to reconcile
with the man her mother had described, ambitious,
forward-looking, more concerned with financial
advancement than traditional values.

"The survey markers Charo mentioned,” she said,
returning to the practical purpose of their visit. "Do
you see any sign of them?"

Sonia shook her head. "They would be at the
boundaries, not here in the heart of the land. We
should follow the stream to the eastern edge.

That's where the most valuable trees grow, according to
the map from my father's box."

They set off again, following the watercourse as it
meandered across the plateau. The walking was easier
here, the ground relatively flat and clear of
underbrush. As they moved, Banice noticed small
stone cairns at irregular intervals, stacks of three or
four rocks that seemed deliberately placed rather than
natural formations.

"Boundary markers,” Sonia explained, seeing her
interest. "Traditional way of indicating family land.
They've been maintained for generations."

"More permanent than metal survey stakes,” Banice
observed.

108



"And more meaningful. Each stone was placed by a
family member, a physical connection between people
and place across time."

They reached the eastern edge of the plateau, where
the land began to slope downward again toward
distant plains. Here, as Sonia had indicated, the trees
were particularly impressive— ancient giants that had
clearly stood for centuries, their massive trunks
testifying to ages of slow, patient growth.

"Look,” Sonia said suddenly, pointing to a spot
where the traditional stone cairn had been disturbed,
its carefully balanced rocks now scattered. Beside it,
a metal stake with a faded orange flag protruded from
the ground. "The survey marker."

Banice knelt to examine it. The stake bore no
identifying information, no  company logo or
government insignia, nothing to indicate who had
placed it or for what purpose. "There should be
others,” she said. "Survey work requires multiple
reference points."

They began searching the area, moving along what
they presumed to be the property line. Within twenty
minutes, they had located three more stakes, each
placed near a disturbed stone cairn, as if whoever had
conducted the survey had deliberately targeted the
traditional markers.

"This was no accident,” Sonia said, anger evident in
her voice. "They knew exactly what they were doing,
replacing our family's claim with their own."
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"But whose claim?" Banice wondered aloud.
"There's nothing to identify who placed these
stakes."

"Whoever it is, they knew enough about the land to
target the boundary markers precisely.” Sonia knelt
beside one of the scattered cairns and began
carefully restacking the stones. "This is desecration.

Each of these markers was placed by an ancestor, a
physical connection to our family's past.”

Banice watched as Sonia restored the cairn with
reverent attention, murmuring what sounded like a
prayer or blessing as she positioned the final stone.
The act seemed to carry ritual significance beyond the
practical restoration of a boundary marker.

"My father would do this whenever we visited,”
Sonia explained without being asked. "Check each
marker, repair any that had been disturbed by animals
or weather, speak the names of the ancestors who had
placed them. He said as long as we remembered, as
long as we maintained the connections, the land would
recognize us as its caretakers."

Again, this image of Mwazandi, deeply connected to
tradition, conscious of his role as a link between past
and future generations, seemed at odds with the
ambitious city professional who had abandoned Banice's
mother. It was as if they were discussing two
entirely different men who happened to share a name.
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"Let's check the western boundary,” Banice suggested.
"If they were systematic, there should be markers there
as well."

They crossed the plateau, passing the stream again
and continuing toward the opposite edge. Here the
land descended more gradually, with scattered
outcroppings of rock breaking the tree line. As they
approached the boundary, marked by another series of
stone cairns, Banice noticed something unexpected, a
small structure nestled among the trees, almost
invisible until they were quite close.

"What's that?" she asked, pointing.

Sonia frowned. "l don't know. It wasn't here the last
time | visited, several years ago."

They approached cautiously. The structure proved to
be a simple shelter, a platform raised on stilts about a
meter off the ground, with a corrugated metal roof
supported by wooden posts. A ladder of sorts, made
from a notched log, leaned against one side.

"A hunting blind?" Banice suggested, familiar with
similar structures from nature documentaries.

"Perhaps,” Sonia agreed. "But hunting is not
permitted on ancestral lands without family
permission."

111



Banice climbed the crude ladder to examine the
platform. It was roughly two meters square, large
enough for a person to sit or even lie down. The
wooden planks were weathered but relatively recent,
certainly not as old as Mwazandi's disappearance.
Someone had been here much more recently.

"There's something here,” she called down to Sonia,
noticing an object tucked into a corner of the platform.

She reached for it cautiously, half-expecting a snake
or other creature to be using the sheltered space.
Instead, her fingers closed around a small notebook,
its cover stained and warped from exposure to the
elements.

"What is it?" Sonia asked, climbing up to join her.

"A notebook. Someone left it here." Banice opened it
carefully, the pages stiff and water- damaged but still
legible in parts. "It's some kind of log. Dates, times,
observations."

They bent over the notebook together, deciphering
what they could of the faded writing. The entries
spanned several months from about eight years
ago, two years after Mwazandi's disappearance.
They recorded wildlife sightings, weather conditions,
and occasional notes about human activity in the area.

"It's a surveillance log," Banice realized. "Someone
was watching the land, keeping track of who came and
went."
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"But why?" Sonia asked. "And who?"

Banice turned to the front of the notebook, hoping for
a name or other identifying information. On the inside
cover, partially obscured by water damage, was a logo
she recognized with a jolt of surprise, the stylized apex
symbol of her own company.

"Apex Technologies,” she murmured, stunned by the
connection. "My company."

"Your company was spying on our family land?" Sonia's
voice sharpened with suspicion.

"l had no idea,” Banice said truthfully. "I've only been
with  Apex for five years. This predates my
employment.” She studied the logo again, noting subtle
differences from the current version. "This is an older
design. The company rebranded about six years ago.™

"So your company has been involved with this land
for at least eight years,” Sonia said, the wariness
returning to her tone. "And you expect me to believe
you knew nothing about it?"

"l work in marketing, not land acquisition,” Banice
replied, trying to keep defensive anger from her
voice. "Apex is a large corporation with multiple
divisions. | had no reason to know about a surveillance
operation in remote area years before | joined the
company."
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Sonia didn't look convinced, but she returned her
attention to the notebook. "What else does it say?"

They paged through the water-damaged entries, finding
mostly routine observations until near the end, where a
series of entries stood out due to their urgency:

May 15 - Subject X returned to site. Spent 2
hours at eastern boundary. Appeared to be
measuring/mapping.  Second individual  present,
unidentified.

May 16 - Subject X again on site with unidentified
individual. Examining trees, taking samples. Suspect
preparing inventory for harvest.

May 18 - URGENT. Subject X confronted observer.
Claims legal ownership through ancestral rights.
Threatens exposure of operation. Requesting immediate
guidance from D.

The final entry was incomplete, trailing off mid-
sentence as if the writer had been interrupted:

May 20 - D arriving tomorrow to handle situation
personally. Subject X becoming problematic. Claims to
have documentation that would

"Subject X," Banice read aloud. "Could that be our
father?"

"The timing fits," Sonia said slowly. "Eight years ago
would be two years after his disappearance from
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Gahaleni. And ‘claiming legal ownership through
ancestral rights' sounds like him."

"And 'D', could that be Mary? The same person Charo
mentioned?"

They looked at each other, the implications settling
between them like a physical weight. If Mwazandi
had been alive eight years ago, monitoring the
ancestral land and confronting those who sought to
claim it, what had happened to him since? And what
was Apex Technologies' interest in this remote
property?

"We need to take this notebook back to Gahaleni,"
Sonia decided. "Show it to Chief Mponda and

Charo. They may see connections we're missing."

Banice nodded, carefully tucking the damaged notebook
into her bag. As she did so, she noticed something else
on the platform, a small metal object partially embedded
in the wood, as if it had been dropped and stepped on.
She pried it loose with her fingernails.

"What is that?" Sonia asked, leaning closer.

Banice held it up, a cufflink, tarnished but still
recognizable, with an engraved design. "It's... it's my
father's initial," she said, her voice barely above a
whisper. "M for Mwazandi."
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Sonia took it from her, examining it closely. "How do
you know it was his?"

"My mother kept a few of his personal items in a
box. | found it once as a child and looked through
everything.

There was a pair of cufflinks with his initial. This
design." Banice swallowed hard, emotion threatening
to overwhelm her usually composed demeanor. "This
proves he was here, just as the notebook suggests."

Sonia closed her fingers around the cufflink, her
expression complex, hope and pain intermingled. "So
he was alive eight years ago. Possibly still trying to
protect the land." She looked out over the plateau, as
if expecting to see her father emerge from among the
ancient trees. "But where is he now? And why has he
never returned to Gahaleni?"

Banice had no answer. The discovery of the
notebook and cufflink had transformed their
expedition from a general exploration to something far
more specific, evidence that their father had been alive
years after his disappearance, that he had been in
conflict with people connected to Apex Technologies,
and that someone identified only as "D" had arrived
to "handle the situation personally.”

The implications were disturbing. If "D" was indeed

Mary, and if he was the same Mary who now worked as
Banice's assistant at Apex, then the connection between
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past and present was far more direct, and potentially
dangerous, than she had imagined.

"We should go,” she said, suddenly aware of their
vulnerability. "If someone was conducting
surveillance here in the past, they might still be
watching."

Sonia nodded, her usual self-assurance temporarily
shaken by the discoveries. They descended from the
platform and began retracing their steps across the
plateau, both lost in thought.

The journey back to Gahaleni was largely silent, each
woman processing the implications of what they had
found. The notebook and cufflink represented
tangible  connections to Mwazandi that neither had
expected to discover, evidence that he had not simply
vanished but had continued to engage with the
ancestral land, perhaps attempting to protect it
from corporate interests.

As they descended from the hills, the landscape
transitioning back from forest to savanna, Banice found
herself viewing her employer with new suspicion. What
was Apex Technologies' interest in this remote
property? Was it simply the valuable hardwoods, or
was there something more, mineral rights, perhaps, or
some other resource not immediately apparent?

And most troublingly, what role had Mary played in
whatever had transpired eight years ago? If he was the
"D" mentioned in the notebook, had he been responsible
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for Mwazandi's second disappearance? And if so,
what did his current position as Banice's assistant
represent, coincidence, or something more sinister?

The sun was beginning its descent toward the horizon
by the time they reached the outskirts of

Gahaleni.

The village appeared peaceful in the golden
afternoon light, smoke rising from cooking fires,
children playing in the central area, elders gathered in
conversation beneath the shade of the community tree.
It seemed impossible that this tranquil scene could be
connected to corporate intrigue and a man's
disappearance, yet the evidence in Banice's bag
suggested exactly that.

"We should speak with Chief Mponda immediately,"”
Sonia said as they entered the village. "Show him
what we've found."

Banice agreed, though part of her wanted time to
process the discoveries privately, to consider their
implications for her own life and career. If Apex
Technologies was indeed involved in questionable
land acquisition practices, possibly even connected to
her father's disappearance, what did that mean for her
position there? Could she continue to work for a
company that might have harmed her own family?

As they approached the Chief's compound, Banice felt
the weight of the notebook in her bag like a live coal,
burning with potential revelations. Whatever they
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learned from Chief Mponda and Charo would likely
push them further down a path from which there was
no returning, a path that led either to the truth about
Mwazandi's fate or to dangers they could not yet
fully comprehend.

The ancestral land had vyielded its first secrets, but
Banice sensed they had only scratched the surface of
a mystery that stretched across decades and
connected two seemingly separate worlds, the corporate
environment of Malindi and the traditional community
of Gahaleni. Somewhere in the space between these
worlds lay the truth about her father, about the sister
she had never known existed, and about her own
identity as Mwazandi's daughter.

As they entered the Chief's compound, the sun
touched the horizon, casting long shadows across
Gahaleni. Night would soon fall, bringing with it
new revelations and, perhaps, new dangers. The
journey to the ancestral land had changed everything,
transforming their search from a personal quest for
family truth into something larger and more
ominous, a confrontation with forces that had shaped
their lives from the shadows for  years.
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CHAPTER 8: REVELATIONS AND SUSPICIONS

the late afternoon hour. Several village elders

had gathered under the sprawling branches of the
central tree, their animated conversation falling silent as
Banice and Sonia approached. Chief Mponda sat in
his customary place, his beaded walking stick resting
across his knees, his expression grave as he listened to
a middle-aged man Banice hadn't seen before.

The Chief's compound was unusually crowded for

"Ah, the daughters of Mwazandi return,” the Chief
said, noticing their arrival. "Your journey to the
ancestral land was productive?"

"Yes, Honorable Chief," Sonia replied with the formal
respect his position demanded. "We have discovered
things that require your wisdom."

The Chief nodded, then gestured to the man beside
him. "This is Jabari. He brings news from
Kakoneni that may interest you."

The man studied Banice with undisguised curiosity
before addressing Sonia. "l saw your father,” he said
without preamble, his statement landing like a stone in
still water.
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"When?" Sonia demanded, her composure cracking.
"Where?"

"Three days ago, at the regional government offices
in Kakoneni. He was with men in business suits,
signing documents.™ Jabari's gaze shifted between Sonia
and Banice. "When | called his name, he looked up. He
saw me. But then he turned away as if he didn't know
me, though we had been neighbors for thirteen years."

Banice felt a surge of conflicting emotions, hope that
her father might still be alive, confusion about his
apparent rejection of a former neighbor, suspicion
about the timing of this sighting so soon after her
arrival in Gahaleni.

"Are you certain it was him?" she asked. "After ten years,
people change.”

"l would know Mwazandi anywhere,” Jabari insisted.
"We taught together at the school. We shared meals,
stories, work. It was him, though he has aged, grown
thinner. His hair is now gray."

Sonia had gone very still, her face a careful mask that
couldn't quite conceal the turmoil beneath. "These men
in suits, did you recognize them? Hear any names?"

Jabari shook his head. "They spoke English among
themselves, too quickly for me to follow. But they had
the manner of important people, the way they stood,
the way others deferred to them."
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"And the documents?" Banice pressed. "Could you see
what they were?"

"No. But afterward, they shook hands as people do
when completing business. Your father did not look
happy, but he signed willingly enough.”

Chief Mponda, who had been listening silently, now
tapped his walking stick against the ground, a gesture
that immediately commanded attention. "This news
comes at a significant time,” he said. "Banice and
Sonia have just returned from the ancestral land with
their own discoveries."

Sonia reached into Banice's bag and withdrew the water-
damaged notebook. "We found this in a surveillance
platform hidden at the western boundary,” she
explained, handing it to the Chief. "It contains
observations of the land and mentions someone
identified only as 'Subject X', who we believe may be
our father."

The Chief examined the notebook carefully, his
cloudy eyes narrowing as he deciphered the faded
writing. "This is troubling,” he said finally. "It
suggests organized interest in the land beyond simple
trespassing.”

"There's more," Banice added, retrieving the cufflink
from her pocket. "We found this on the platform as
well. It bears my father's initial, and | recognize it
as matching a pair he once owned."
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The Chief held the tarnished cufflink in his palm,
studying it as if it might speak directly to him. "So
Mwazandi was indeed at the land after his
disappearance from Gahaleni," he mused.
"Monitoring it, perhaps protecting it."

"The notebook mentions someone called 'D' who was
coming to ‘handle the situation' when Mwazandi
became ‘problematic,"” Sonia explained. "We think
this might be the same Mary that Charo mentioned,
someone from our father's past in Malindi."”

At this, Banice felt compelled to share her own
connection. "My assistant at Apex Technologies is
named Mary," she said, addressing the Chief directly.
"And the notebook bears an old version of the Apex
logo. | had no knowledge of any company interest in
this region, but it seems there may be a connection.”

A murmur ran through the gathered elders at this
revelation. Chief Mponda's expression remained
impassive, but his eyes sharpened with interest. "So
the daughter works for the company that may have
been watching her father,” he observed. "The spirits
have ataste for irony, it seems."

"I've only been with Apex for five years,” Banice

clarified. "This surveillance log dates from eight years
ago, before my employment.”
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"Yet your assistant bears the name of the man who may
have been pursuing Mwazandi," the Chief noted.
"Coincidence is rare in matters of such importance."

Banice had been considering this troubling connection
since their discovery at the ancestral land. "If it is the
same Mary, and if he engineered a position as my
assistant  knowing my relationship to Mwazandi..."
She left the implication hanging, unwilling to
voice the full extent of her suspicions.

"Then you may be in danger,” Sonia finished for her,
surprising Banice with her concern. "If this man has
been manipulating events for years, your arrival in
Gahaleni could be perceived as a threat to whatever
he has planned.”

Chief Mponda nodded slowly. "Jabari's sighting
suggests matters are coming to a head. If Mwazandi
was signing documents in Kakoneni three days ago,
legal ownership of the land may be changing hands
even as we speak."

"We need to go to Kakoneni,” Sonia decided. "Find
out what documents were signed and by whom."

"And we need to learn more about Apex Technologies'
interest in the region,” Banice added. "I can access
company records remotely, though I'll need to be careful
not to alert Mary to my inquiries."

The Chief considered their proposals, his weathered

face thoughtful. "Both paths have merit, but also

danger. If powerful interests are involved, they will
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not welcome interference."” He turned to Jabari. "Did
you sense any danger to yourself when Mwazandi saw
you?"

The man frowned, considering. "No. There was
recognition in his eyes, then... sadness, perhaps. Or
resignation. He shook his head slightly, as if warning
me away, then turned back to his business."

"A warning," Chief Mponda interpreted. "Suggesting he
acts under constraint rather than free will."

This aligned with Banice's growing suspicion that
her father's disappearances, both from Malindi
twenty-five years ago and from Gahaleni ten years
ago, had been motivated by threats rather than
abandonment. The letter she had received mentioned
"threats against you and your mother” as his reason
for leaving Malindi. Perhaps similar coercion had
forced him from Gahaleni, and now compelled him to
sign away the ancestral land.

"We should return to Mama Lena's,” Sonia suggested.
"Discuss our findings with her and prepare for
tomorrow's journey to Kakoneni."

The Chief nodded his agreement. "Yes. And | will
consult  with the other elders about these
developments. Jabari, you will stay in Gahaleni
tonight as our guest. Tomorrow may bring questions
requiring your witness."
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As they left the Chief's compound, the sun had fully
set, leaving the village illuminated only by cooking
fires and the occasional oil lamp. The path to Mama
Lena's hut was familiar to Sonia even in the growing
darkness, but Banice found herself stumbling
occasionally on the wuneven ground, grateful when
Sonia slowed her pace in silent accommodation.

"Do you think it's really him?" Banice asked as they
walked. "After all this time?"

Sonia was quiet for several steps before responding.
"Jabari has no reason to lie. And the cufflink, the
notebook entries... they suggest my father has been
alive these past ten vyears, still connected to the
ancestral land."

"But why stay away from Gahaleni? From you?"
Banice pressed, voicing the question that seemed most
critical to understanding Mwazandi's choices.

"Perhaps the same reason he stayed away from Malindi.
From you." Sonia's voice held no accusation now,
only a shared bewilderment. "If he believed his
presence would bring danger to those he loved..."”

The possibility hung between them, that Mwazandi's
abandonment of both daughters might have been an act
of protection rather than desertion. It was a more
palatable explanation than simple neglect, but it raised
further questions about what dangers could be so
persistent, so threatening as to keep a man from his
family for decades.
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They reached Mama Lena's hut to find her waiting
anxiously at the doorway, Lena beside her with a
small oil lamp raised to guide their approach.

"We heard Jabari brought news,” Mama Lena said
without preamble. "Is it true? Has Mwazandi been
seen?"

"Yes," Sonia confirmed as they entered the hut. "And we
found evidence he was at the ancestral land as recently
as eight years ago."

Inside, they settled around the central table while Lena
prepared tea. Banice and Sonia took turns relating their
discoveries, the surveillance platform, the notebook
with its ominous final entries, the cufflink that
confirmed Mwazandi's presence, and  finally
Jabari's sighting in Kakoneni.

Mama Lena listened intently, her experienced healer's
eyes noting the fatigue in both young women's
postures, the tension in their expressions. When they
finished, she sat in thoughtful silence for several
moments before speaking.

"The pieces begin to form a pattern,” she said finally.
"Mwazandi fled Malindi because of threats connected to
his business dealings there. He built a new life in
Gahaleni, but his past eventually found him, this man
Mary discovering his whereabouts.
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Rather than bring danger to the village, to Sonia, he
left again. But he continued to monitor the ancestral
land, perhaps trying to protect it from those who
sought to claim it."

"And now he's signing documents in Kakoneni,"
Sonia added, her voice tight with suppressed emotion.
"Perhaps surrendering the very land he's been trying to
protect all these years."

"Under duress, it seems,"” Banice noted. "If Jabari's
interpretation of his expression and gesture is correct.”

Mama Lena nodded slowly. "The question becomes:
what leverage do these people have that could force
Mwazandi to abandon his daughters and surrender his
heritage? What could be so valuable to him that he
would sacrifice everything else to protect it?"

The answer seemed obvious to Banice. "His daughters'
safety,” she said quietly. "The letter | received
mentioned threats against my mother and me as his
reason for leaving Malindi. Perhaps similar threats
against Sonia forced him to leave Gahaleni."

Sonia looked up sharply. "But | was never threatened.
There was no danger here."

"That you knew of," Mama Lena pointed out gently.
"Your father may have received warnings, threats that
he chose not to share.”

128



The possibility created a shift in Sonia's understanding,
Banice could see it in her expression, the gradual
realignment of a narrative she had carried for a decade.
If Mwazandi had left to protect her rather than
abandon her, his absence took on a different
meaning, his silence a form of sacrifice rather than
neglect.

"Tomorrow we go to Kakoneni,” Sonia said with
new determination. "We find out what documents
were signed and by whom. And if our father is still
there, we confront him directly."

"And | need to investigate Apex's involvement," Banice
added. "I can access company records through my
laptop, though the connection here may be
challenging."

"There is a place at the edge of the village with
better reception,” Lena offered. "Where the young
people go to use their phones. | can show you in the
morning."

Mama Lena rose and moved to a storage chest in the
corner of the hut. From it, she withdrew a small cloth
bundle, which she unwrapped to reveal a carved
wooden amulet on a leather cord.

"Wear this tomorrow," she said, handing it to Sonia.
"It was your mother's, given to her by your
grandmother for protection during difficult journeys.
The symbols carved into it represent clarity of vision
and strength of purpose.”
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Sonia accepted the amulet with reverence, slipping
the cord over her head so the wooden pendant
rested against her chest. "Thank you, Mama."

"And you,” Mama Lena said, turning to Banice, "you
have Charo's charm?"

Banice nodded, touching the small leather pouch that
still hung around her neck beneath her shirt.

"Good. The spirits of this place will watch over you
both." Mama Lena's expression grew serious. "But
remember that human dangers require human
vigilance. Be careful whom you trust in Kakoneni.
Cities have their own rules, their own deceptions.™

As they prepared for sleep that night, Banice
found herself reflecting on how quickly her
understanding of her father, and by extension, herself,
had evolved in just two days.

The man she had believed dead for twenty-five years
had not only been alive but had built another family,
maintained connections to ancestral land, and
possibly sacrificed his relationships with both
daughters to protect them from unnamed threats.

And now, if Jabari was to be believed, Mwazandi
was in Kakoneni, just hours away, signing documents
that might represent the culmination of whatever
long game had been playing out across decades.
Tomorrow, she might finally meet the father she had
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mourned throughout her childhood, the man whose
absence had shaped her life in ways she was only
beginning to comprehend.

Beside her, on her reed mat in the main room of Mama
Lena's hut, Banice sensed that Sonia too was awake, her
breathing too measured for genuine sleep. They lay in
parallel states of anticipation and anxiety, separated
by a few meters of packed earth floor and a
lifetime of different experiences, yet united now in
their quest to understand the man who had fathered
them both.

"Sonia," Banice said softly into the darkness. "Are
you afraid of what we might discover tomorrow?"

There was a long pause before Sonia replied, her voice
equally quiet. "Yes. But | am more afraid of never
knowing the truth."

"What will you say to him? If we find him?"

Another pause, longer this time. "I have rehearsed those
words for ten years," Sonia admitted. "But now, knowing
what we know... I'm not certain anymore. What about
you?"

Banice considered the question. What did one say to a
father who had been a ghost for twenty- five years?
What words could possibly bridge such an absence?

"l don't know," she answered honestly. "I've never even
heard his voice."
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The admission hung in the darkness between them,
highlighting the fundamental difference in their
experiences of Mwazandi, Sonia with thirteen years of
memories, of daily interactions and teachings, Banice
with nothing but stories and a single photograph.

"His voice is deep," Sonia said unexpectedly. "Resonant.
When he told stories by the fire, everyone would grow
still to listen. Even the smallest children would sit
without fidgeting, caught in the spell of his words."

The description created a pang of loss in Banice's chest,
not just for the father she had never known, but for the
experiences she had never shared, the memories she
could not access. "Thank you," she said, her voice
slightly rough with emotion. "For telling me that.”

"Tomorrow," Sonia replied, "perhaps you will hear it
for yourself."

With that tentative offering, not quite hope, but an
acknowledgment of possibility, they lapsed  back
into silence. Outside, night insects chirped their
continuous chorus, and somewhere in the distance, a
night bird called. The familiar sounds of Gahaleni
at rest continued around them, unaffected by the
human dramas unfolding within its boundaries.

Tomorrow would bring them to Kakoneni, to potential
confrontation with both Mwazandi and whatever
forces had controlled his movements for years.
Tomorrow might provide answers to questions that
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had shaped both their lives, or it might simply deepen
the mystery further.

As sleep finally began to claim her, Banice's last
conscious thought was of the two amulets they now
carried, Charo's charm around her neck, Sonia's
mother's pendant around hers. Symbols of protection
from different traditions, different worldviews, yet
serving the same purpose. Perhaps she and Sonia
were not so different after all, despite their
contrasting  upbringings and perspectives. Perhaps,
like the amulets, they were simply different
expressions of the same essential truth, daughters
seeking connection to a father who had shaped their
lives through both presence and absence.

Tomorrow would test that nascent understanding, for
better or worse.
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CHAPTER 9: THE ROAD TO KAKONENI

awn arrived with a sense of urgency that

permeated Mama  Lena's  household.

Preparations for the journey to Kakoneni
began before the first roosters had finished
their ~ morning announcements, with Mama Lena
assembling provisions while Lena helped Sonia
gathe r necessary items for the trip. Banice,
accustomed to the efficiency of corporate travel with
its digital tickets and rideshare apps, found herself
fascinated by the methodical care with which the village
women prepared for even a relatively short journey.

"The city is different from Gahaleni,” Mama Lena
explained as she wrapped flatbread and dried meat in
banana leaves. "It’s rhythms are faster, its demands
more numerous. You must be prepared.”

Sonia had changed from her everyday wrapper into
what Banice recognized as her more formal attire, a
brightly patterned dress that combined traditional design
elements with modern tailoring, and sturdy sandals
that would serve equally well on village paths or city
streets. Around her neck hung the wooden amulet
her mother had worn, its carved symbols catching
the early morning light.
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"We should take your vehicle,” Sonia said to Banice, a
practical concession that surprised her. "The journey to
Kakoneni is long on foot, and time may be important.”

Banice nodded, grateful for the suggestion. Her SUV,
while conspicuous in the village setting, would indeed
save them precious hours. "I'll need to stop
somewhere with mobile reception first," she reminded
them. "To check the company records before we arrive
in Kakoneni."

"Lena will show you the place,” Mama Lena said. "It is
not far from our path.”

As they made final preparations, Charo arrived at the
hut, his thin frame silhouetted against the brightening
sky. He carried a long object wrapped in faded cloth,
which he presented to Sonia with ceremonial gravity.

"Your father's walking stick," he said. "As promised. It
has waited ten years for this moment."

Sonia accepted the bundle with visible emotion,
carefully unwrapping the cloth to reveal a staff of dark,
polished wood. Intricate carvings spiraled along its
length, symbols similar to those on the wooden box,
interspersed with more naturalistic representations of
animals and plants.

"He carved it himself," Charo explained for Banice's
benefit. "Each symbol represents an aspect of his
identity, his heritage, his hopes for the future. It is
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more than a tool for walking, it is a physical
manifestation of his spirit."

Banice studied the staff with interest, noting the
craftsmanship that had gone into its creation.

This was yet another facet of her father she had
never known, his skill as an artisan, his connection
to traditional symbolism. The man who had created
this beautiful object seemed far removed from the
ambitious financial director her mother had described.

"Thank you for keeping it safe,” Sonia said to Charo,
her voice steady despite the emotion evident in her
eyes. "It will help us find him."

"The staff knows its owner,” the old man agreed
cryptically. "It will guide your path if you listen to its
wisdom."

With Charo's blessing and Mama Lena's final
instructions, practical advice about Kakoneni's markets
and cautionary words about city dangers, they set off.
Lena accompanied them to the village edge, where
Banice's SUV waited like a visitor from another
world, its sleek lines and metallic paint incongruous
against the backdrop of mud-brick huts and ancient
trees.

"The reception spot is there,” Lena said, pointing to a
small rise about half a kilometer from the village. "The
young people call it 'Message Hill." You'll know you've
reached it when your phone shows signal bars."
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They bid farewell to Lena, who embraced her foster
sister with genuine affection before surprising Banice
with a brief hug as well. "Be careful,"” she whispered.
"And bring Sonia home safely."

The SUV started with a purr that seemed obscenely
loud in the morning quiet. As they pulled away from
Gahaleni, Banice glanced in the rearview mirror to
see Lena still standing at the village edge, a solitary
figure growing smaller with distance. Beside her,
Sonia sat stiffly in the passenger seat, her father's
walking stick held vertically between her knees, her
expression unreadable.

"Have you been to Kakoneni before?" Banice asked,
attempting to bridge the silence.

"A few times,” Sonia replied. "For market days or
when the mobile health clinic visits. It's the largest
town in this region, but small compared to Malindi."

"And the government offices? Do you know where they
are?"

"Yes. Near the central market. All official buildings are
in that area.”

They reached Message Hill quickly, the SUV easily
navigating the dirt track that would have been a
twenty-minute walk on foot. As promised, Banice's
phone came to life, signal bars appearing as if by
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magic. She pulled over and retrieved her laptop from
her bag.

"This won't take long,"” she assured Sonia. "I just
need to check a few things in the company
database."

Sonia nodded, her attention focused on the walking
stick in her hands, fingers tracing the carved symbols
with a familiarity that suggested she knew their
meanings intimately.

Banice connected her phone to the laptop as a hotspot
and logged into the Apex Technologies employee
portal. The connection was slow but functional,
allowing her to navigate to the human resources
database. She searched for "Mary" and found three
employees with that name currently working for the
company. Her assistant, Mary Okafor, had been with
Apex for six years, which aligned with the timeline
they were piecing together. He had transferred to
the marketing department from land acquisition two
years ago, specifically requesting to work with
Banice's team.

"That's suspicious,” she murmured, making notes. "He
deliberately sought a position close to me."

Next, she searched the company's land holdings
database, looking for any properties in the region
around Gahaleni. This required higher security
clearance, but as a department head, Banice had access
to most corporate records. After several minutes of

138



searching, she found what she was looking for, a
listing for a parcel of land near Kakoneni,
described as "timber acquisition pending  final
documentation."” The coordinates matched the
location of the ancestral land they had visited the
previous day.

"They're after the hardwoods,” she told Sonia, turning
the screen so she could see. "Apex has a sustainable
materials initiative that sources rare woods for high-
end construction projects. The land is listed as
‘acquisition pending," which aligns with Jabari's
sighting of our father signing documents."

Sonia studied the screen, her brow furrowed. "How
can they acquire land that has belonged to our family
for generations? There are traditional markers, ancestral
claims."”

"Traditional claims don't always hold up in modern
legal systems,” Banice explained gently. "Without
formal documentation, government-recognized deeds or
titles, ancestral land can be wvulnerable to corporate
acquisition, especially if there's valuable timber or
mineral resources involved."

"So they found our father, forced him to sign away
his heritage,” Sonia said, anger edging her voice.
"Using what leverage? What could make him betray
generations of stewardship?"

"That's what we need to find out,” Banice replied,
closing her laptop. "But at least now we know what
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we're  looking  for in Kakoneni, land transfer
documents for this specific parcel, possibly filed
within the last three days."

They continued their journey, the landscape
gradually  transforming as they  approached
Kakoneni. Small settlements became more frequent,
roadside vendors appeared selling produce and crafts,
and eventually, the dirt track gave way to a paved road,
potholed and uneven, but a sign of proximity to larger
infrastructure.

Kakoneni announced itself first through sound, the
cacophony of car horns, music from shops, voices
haggling and greeting and arguing all blending into
the distinctive audio signature of a busy market town.
Then came the visual chaos, buildings of varying
heights and conditions crowded together, streets
teeming  with pedestrians, motorbikes  weaving
through traffic with death-defying precision, colorful
advertisements competing for attention on every
available surface.

After the serene order of Gahaleni, the sensory assault
was jarring. Banice, though accustomed to Malindi's
much larger urban environment, found herself tensing
as she navigated the congested streets. Beside her, Sonia
had grown increasingly alert, her posture straightening
as if preparing for confrontation.

"The government offices are ahead,” she directed.
"Turn right at the blue building with the cell phone
advertisement."”
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Banice followed her instructions, maneuvering the SUV
through streets that seemed designed for vehicles half its
size.

They eventually reached a more orderly district
where colonial-era administrative buildings stood in
stark contrast to the organic sprawl of the market area.
A sign indicated the Regional Land Registry Office, and
Banice managed to find parking nearby.

"How do we approach this?" she asked as they
prepared to exit the vehicle. "We can't simply walk in
and demand information about our father."”

Sonia considered the question, her expression
thoughtful. "In places like this, knowledge flows
through relationships. My father taught at the local
school for years, some of his former students may work
in these offices now. And people here respect
traditional authorities.” She reached a decision. "I will
present myself as the daughter of Mwazandi, seeking
information about my father's recent visit. You should
remain silent at first, your city clothes and manner will
create distance."

Banice nodded, recognizing the wisdom in Sonia's
approach. In this environment, Sonia's understanding
of local customs and relationships would be more
valuable than Banice's corporate negotiation skills.
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They entered the Land Registry Office to find a scene
of bureaucratic familiarity, rows of wooden desks piled
with papers, ceiling fans spinning lazily overhead,
clerks moving between filing cabinets with the
unhurried pace of government workers worldwide. A
few ancient computers sat on select desks, their screens
glowing dimly in the shadowed interior.

Sonia approached a middle-aged woman whose desk
positioned her as a gatekeeper of sorts. "Good
morning, honored sister,” she greeted in the local
dialect before switching to English. "I seek information
about my father, who visited these offices recently."

The woman looked up, her expression initially
disinterested until she noticed the walking stick in
Sonia's hand. Her eyes widened slightly. "That staff, |
recognize  the carvings. It belongs to Teacher
Mwazandi."

"Yes," Sonia confirmed. "l am his daughter, Sonia.
He was here three days ago, signing documents. I
need to know what they were."

The woman, whose nameplate identified her as Mrs.
Chiumbo, glanced around cautiously before lowering her
voice. "Teacher Mwazandi was indeed here. With men
from the city. They spent several hours in the director's
office.” She hesitated, then added, "It was unusual.
The director rarely handles routine  matters
personally."

"What documents were filed?" Sonia pressed.
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Mrs. Chiumbo's expression grew guarded. "l cannot say.
Those records are confidential without proper
authorization.™

At this point, Banice decided to intervene, stepping
forward and adopting the confident manner that
served her well in corporate settings. "Mrs.
Chiumbo, I'm Banice Banice, Corporate Relations
Director with  Apex Technologies." The slight
embellishment of her actual title was calculated to
impress. "l believe our company may have been
involved in these transactions, and we're conducting an
internal review of the process. Any assistance you
could provide would be noted favorably in my report
to senior management."

The combination of corporate authority and implied
potential  benefit had its intended effect. Mrs.
Chiumbo's  resistance  visibly ~ wavered.  "The
documents were land transfer agreements,” she
admitted. "For a parcel in the hills beyond
Gahaleni. The approval process was... expedited."”

"Expedited how?" Banice inquired, maintaining her
professional demeanor.

"Such transfers normally require multiple reviews,
environmental impact assessments, verification of
ownership claims. This one received director-level
approval within hours.” Mrs. Chiumbo leaned closer,
lowering her voice further.
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"There was money involved. | saw the director's
deputy carrying an envelope afterward. Very thick.”

Bribery, then. Not surprising in a region where
government salaries were modest and corporate
interests substantial. "And the current status of the
transfer?" Banice asked.

"Completed yesterday. The new owners have already
filed permits for timber harvesting to begin next
week."

Sonia's grip on the walking stick tightened visibly, her
knuckles whitening. "Where is my father now?" she
demanded, her composed facade cracking slightly.
"Did he leave Kakoneni after the signing?"

Mrs. Chiumbo shook her head. "I believe he is still here.
The men he was with, they are staying at the Kakoneni
Grand Hotel. The only modern hotel in town,” she
added for Banice's benefit. "Where important business
people stay."

This was valuable information, more than they had
hoped to obtain so quickly. Banice thanked Mrs.
Chiumbo with the practiced charm she reserved for
helpful ~ administrative staff, while Sonia simply
nodded, her attention already focused on their next
destination.

Outside, in the relative privacy of the SUV, they

processed what they had learned. "The transfer is
complete,” Sonia said, her wvoice tight with controlled
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emotion. "The ancestral land no longer belongs to our
family."

"But our father is still in Kakoneni,” Banice pointed
out. "At this Grand Hotel. We can find him, speak with
him directly."

"And what will that accomplish?" Sonia's tone was
bitter. "The damage is done. Generations of
stewardship ended with his signature.™

"We don't know the full story,” Banice reminded her.
"Remember what Jabari said about his expression, his
subtle warning. And Charo's belief that he's been
acting under constraint. There may be more to this than
asimple land sale.”

Sonia was quiet for a moment, her fingers tracing
the carvings on her father's walking stick. "You're
right," she conceded finally. "We've come this far.
We should hear his explanation, whatever it may
be."

The Kakoneni Grand Hotel proved easy to find, a five-
story concrete structure that dominated the town's
modest skyline. Its facade had once been painted
white, though years of dust and exhaust had tinted it
a dingy gray. A sign proclaimed it "Kakoneni's
Premier Accommodation for Distinguished Visitors,"
and a uniformed doorman stood at attention despite the
midday heat.
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They parked across the street, studying the hotel
entrance. "How do we proceed?” Sonia asked
deferring to Banice's greater experience with such
establishments.

Banice considered their options. Direct inquiry at the
front desk might alert whoever was keeping their father
here. A frontal approach could be dangerous if, as
they suspected, powerful interests were involved. "We
need to confirm he's actually in the building first,”
she decided. "And ideally, which room."

"The service staff would know," Sonia suggested. "In
Gahaleni, nothing happens in a household without the
women who maintain it being aware."

"Good thinking," Banice agreed. "Let's find the service
entrance."

They circled the hotel on foot, eventually locating a
back alley where hotel workers took smoking breaks
and delivery trucks unloaded supplies. After observing
for several minutes, they approached a young woman in
a hotel uniform who was finishing a cigarette.

"Excuse me," Banice began, but Sonia stepped forward,
speaking rapidly in the local dialect. The young woman
responded cautiously at first, then with increasing
animation as Sonia continued.

Money changed hands, a modest amount that Banice
had provided from her wallet, and the conversation
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concluded with what appeared to be directions or
instructions.

"Room 412," Sonia reported as they walked away. "He's
been there for five days. Always accompanied by at
least one of the businessmen when he leaves the
room. She says he looks unwell, thin, tired, moving
slowly."

"Did she mention anyone named Mary?"

"No. She described three men in suits who take turns
watching our father. One is older, with gray hair and
glasses. The others are younger. All are from the city,
Malindi, she thinks, from their accents."

"How do we get to him? The front desk will
certainly require identification, and my Apex
connection won't help if these are indeed my
colleagues.”

Sonia smiled slightly, the first genuine smile Banice
had seen from her. "The hotel's air conditioning
system failed this morning. Maintenance workers are
checking each room. We have twenty minutes before
they reach the fourth floor."

Banice raised an eyebrow, impressed. "You arranged a
distraction?"

"l merely mentioned that my cousin works in
maintenance and needs extra hours,” Sonia replied with
a hint of mischief.
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"The cigarette break was extended accordingly, and
certain tasks reprioritized."

They returned to the SUV to retrieve items they might
need, Banice's corporate 1D badge, which might prove
useful if challenged, and Sonia's father's walking
stick, which she refused to leave behind. Then they
approached the hotel from different directions, timing
their arrival to coincide with the maintenance team's
entry through a side door.

Blending with the workers was surprisingly easy, the
hotel staff paid little attention to two more bodies in
the service corridor, especially when one carried
what appeared to be a tool (the walking stick) and
both moved with purpose. They found the service
elevator, rode it to the fourth floor, and slipped into
the hallway, checking room numbers until they
located 412.

"Now what?" Sonia whispered. "We can't simply
knock."

Banice studied the door, noting the electronic key card
reader. "Modern lock, but older model," she observed.
"These systems often have weaknesses." She pulled
out her phone and did a quick search for the lock
model's override codes, a trick she'd learned from
Apex’s security team during a corporate  retreat.
"Sometimes maintenance codes are standardized
across hotel chains..."”

After two failed attempts, the lock's light turned green
on her third code entry. Sonia looked at her with
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newfound respect as Banice gently pushed the door
open.

The room beyond was dimly lit, curtains drawn
against the midday sun. Air heavy with medication
and disuse greeted them, the unmistakable atmosphere
of a sickroom. As their eyes adjusted to the low light,
they made out a figure in the bed, seemingly asleep or
unconscious.

Sonia moved forward first, her steps hesitant now that
the moment of confrontation had arrived. "Father?" she
called softly, her voice barely above a whisper.

The figure stirred, turning toward the sound. A thin
hand reached for the bedside lamp, switching it on to
reveal a face that matched Jabari's description,
Mwazandi, aged beyond his years, his once-robust
frame now gaunt, his hair completely gray. But the
eyes that opened to regard them were alert and
immediately recognizable to both women, the same
eyes they saw in their own mirrors, the same direct
gaze that Charo had noted in Banice.

Recognition dawned in those eyes as they focused first
on Sonia, then shifted to Banice. Shock, disbelief, and
something like terror crossed his features in rapid
succession.

"No," he said, his voice a hoarse whisper. "You cannot
be here. You must leave immediately.” He struggled to
sit up, revealing the weakness in his movements.
"They will return soon. If they find you"
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"Father,” Sonia interrupted, moving to his bedside,
the walking stick held before her like a talisman.
"We know about the land. About the documents
you signed. We've come to understand why."

Mwazandi's gaze fixed on the walking stick, emotion
overwhelming his features. "My staff,” he murmured.
"Charo kept it, as he promised.” His eyes lifted to
Sonia's face, drinking in her features with painful
intensity. "You've grown so beautiful, my daughter. So
strong."

Then his attention shifted to Banice, who stood frozen
near the door, overwhelmed by the reality of finally
seeing her father in the flesh after a lifetime of absence.
"Banice,” he said, her name in his mouth a revelation.
"You look so much like your mother." His expression
crumpled. "I never thought to see either of you in this
life. And now you are both here, together, my greatest
joy and my greatest fear combined."

"Why did you leave us?" Banice found her voice at last,
the question that had haunted her entire life finally
directed at its source. "Both of us. Why?"

Mwazandi closed his eyes briefly, as if gathering
strength. "To protect you,” he said simply. "Always,
only that. To keep you safe from dangers my own
actions had created."
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"What dangers?" Sonia demanded. "What could be
worth abandoning your children?"

"Their lives," he replied, his gaze steady despite his
physical weakness. "Your lives. The threat was always
death if 1 did not comply, if I did not disappear, if |
ever tried to contact you." He gestured weakly toward
the door. "And now you have come to me, and all my
years of sacrifice may be undone in an instant."

The sound of wvoices in the hallway interrupted
whatever response the sisters might have made, male
voices, approaching Room 412. Mwazandi's expression
transformed to one of pure fear.

"Hide," he hissed urgently. "The bathroom. Quickly!"

Banice grabbed Sonia's arm, pulling her toward the
bathroom door as the voices grew louder, a key card
beeped in the lock, and their time ran out. They barely
managed to close the bathroom door before the hotel
room door swung open, leaving them pressed against
the bathroom wall, hearts pounding, as their father
prepared to face the men who had controlled his
life for decades, men who now stood between them
and the answers they had traveled so far to find.
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CHAPTER 10: DANGEROUS TRUTHS

Sonia could hear the hotel room door close,

followed by the sound of multiple people
entering. Banice pressed her ear against the door,
straining to make out the conversation beyond.

From their hiding place in the bathroom, Banice and

"You look terrible, old man,” came a voice, cultured,
confident, with the crisp diction of someone
accustomed to authority. "Have you been taking your
medication?"

"Yes." Their father's voice, weaker than before but
steady. "The documents are signed. The transfer is
complete. You have what you wanted."

"Almost," replied the first voice. "There's still the
matter of the original deed. The one your grandfather
showed you. The one that establishes the true
boundaries of the property."

A second voice joined the conversation, this one
immediately  recognizable to Banice, Mary, her
assistant. "The timber rights are valuable, but the
mineral surveys suggest something far more lucrative
beneath the eastern section. Without the original
boundaries, we're  operating on incomplete
information."
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Banice and Sonia exchanged glances in the dimly
lit bathroom, the significance of this revelation clear
to both. The land dispute was about more than
hardwoods, there were minerals involved, potentially
far more valuable than timber.

"I've told you repeatedly,” Mwazandi replied, a note of
weariness in his tone. "The original deed was lost
generations ago. The boundaries exist only in memory,
maintained through the stone markers."

"Which you conveniently can't remember in their
entirety,” the first voice said skeptically. "Twenty-five
years we've been playing this game, Mwazandi. First
in Malindi, now here. I'm growing tired of it."

"The medication is making him forgetful,” Mary
suggested. "Perhaps if we reduced the dosage" "Or
increased it," countered the first voice coldly. "A more
aggressive regimen might improve his cooperation.”

Sonia's hand tightened around the walking stick,
her expression hardening at the implied threat.
Banice placed a restraining hand on her arm, shaking
her head in warning. They were outnumbered and
potentially outgunned; confrontation now would be
dangerous.

"There have been people asking questions in Gahaleni,"
the first voice continued. "A woman from

Malindi, claiming to be your daughter.”
Banice felt her heart rate accelerate. They knew about
her arrival in the village.
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"I know nothing of this,” Mwazandi replied, his
voice impressively neutral despite what must have
been intense anxiety with his daughters hidden mere
meters away.

"Jabari recognized you at the land office,” Mary said.
"Word has spread. Your daughters, both of them, are
looking for you."

"My daughters believe | abandoned them,” Mwazandi
countered. "Why would they seek me now, after all
these years?"

"That's what concerns us," the first voice said. "Sudden
interest after decades of silence suggests they may
have discovered something. The  surveillance
platform, perhaps. Or the original boundary
markers."

There was the sound of movement, someone pacing
the room. "We should accelerate our timeline,” the
first voice decided. "Begin extraction immediately,
before local opposition can organize. Mary, arrange
for the equipment to be delivered tomorrow rather than
next week."

"Yes, Mr. Shieni," Mary replied.

Shieni. The name triggered a memory for Banice, one of
Apex Technologies' founding partners, Kito Shieni. She
had seen him at company functions but never spoken
with him directly. He operated primarily in land
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acquisition  and  resource  development, rarely
intersecting with the marketing department where
she worked.

"And what about me?" Mwazandi asked. "Our
agreement was that once the transfer was complete, |
would be free to go."

Shieni laughed, a sound without humor. "Free to go
where, old friend? Back to Gahaleni, where people
now know you've signed away ancestral land?
Back to Malindi, where your former colleagues still
remember the missing funds? You have nowhere to go
that we cannot find you."

"You promised,” Mwazandi insisted, a desperate edge
entering his voice. "Twenty-five  years ago, Yyou
promised that if | disappeared, if | stayed away from
my family, they would be safe. I've kept my part of the
bargain."

"And they have remained safe,” Shieni confirmed
smoothly. "Your first daughter has built quite a career
at our company, unknowingly working for the very
people who separated her from her father. Ironic, isn't
it? And your second daughter has grown up healthy
and whole in that backward village. Our bargain
holds... as long as you continue to cooperate.”

The implicit threat hung in the air, clear even to those
listening from the bathroom. Banice felt a surge of
anger unlike anything she had experienced before,
cold, clarifying rage at the manipulation that had
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shaped her entire life, at the casual cruelty with which
Shieni wielded his power over her father.

"Now," Shieni continued, "you will rest. Tomorrow,
we travel to the land for the initial survey. Your
presence will help smooth relations with any locals who
might object to our activities."

"I'm not well enough to travel,"” Mwazandi protested.

"You'll be well enough," Shieni replied
dismissively. "Mary will adjust your medication
accordingly."”

Footsteps approached the bathroom door, and Banice
pulled Sonia deeper into the shadows, behind the
shower curtain. The door opened, and someone
entered, Mary, judging by the reflection glimpsed
briefly in the mirror. He washed his hands, humming
tunelessly, seemingly oblivious to the presence of
others in the small space. After what felt like an
eternity, he left, closing the door behind him.

More conversation followed in the main room,
but too quiet now to make out clearly. Eventually,
they heard the hotel room door open and close again,
followed by silence.

"Daughters.” Their father's voice, barely audible.
"They're gone. For now."
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Banice and Sonia emerged cautiously from the
bathroom, finding Mwazandi struggling to sit up in bed.
He looked even frailer than before, the brief interaction
with his captors having drained what little energy he
possessed.

"You heard," he said, not a question but a statement.

"Everything,” Sonia confirmed, moving to his
bedside. "The minerals, the threats, the bargain you
made."

"Then you wunderstand why you must leave
immediately,” Mwazandi urged. "If Shieni discovers
you were here"

"We're not leaving,” Banice interrupted, her voice
firm. "Not without you, and not without answers."

Mwazandi looked between his daughters, conflict
evident in his expression, the desire to protect them
warring with the longing to remain in their presence
after so many years of separation.

"There isn't much time,” he said finally. "They'll
return within the hour to check on me. What do you
want to know?"

"Everything,"” both women said simultaneously, then

glanced at each other in surprise at the
synchronicity.
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A ghost of a smile touched Mwazandi's lips. "So alike,
despite everything,” he murmured. Then, gathering his
strength, he began his explanation.

"Twenty-five years ago, | worked as financial director
for a company that was a predecessor to Apex
Technologies. Kito Shieni was one of the partners.
During a routine audit, | discovered irregularities,
funds being diverted to offshore accounts, bribes paid
to government officials for land acquisition rights.
When 1 confronted Shieni, he didn't deny it. Instead,
he made me an offer, join their operation and profit
handsomely, or face consequences."

"You refused,” Banice guessed.

Mwazandi nodded. "l threatened to report the
irregularities to the authorities. The next day, a man
followed  your mother from her workplace.
Another watched you at your school. Photographs
were delivered to our home, you playing in the park,
Shaletty shopping at the market. The message was
clear."

"So you disappeared,” Sonia said, understanding
dawning. "To protect them."”

"Yes. Shieni offered a compromise, if | vanished
completely, if I never contacted Shaletty or Banice again,
they would be left in peace. | would take the blame for
the financial discrepancies, becoming a fugitive rather
than a whistleblower."
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"And you came to Gahaleni,” Banice continued the
narrative. "Built a new life."

"I remembered the village from childhood visits
with my grandfather. It was remote, traditional,
unlikely to be connected to my past in Malindi. |
offered my education as a resource, becoming the
village teacher. 1 met Nkechi, Sonia's mother. Found
happiness | didn't deserve." His gaze turned to Sonia,
filled with regret. "Then she died, and | raised you
alone, always looking over my shoulder, always
fearing the past would find me."

"And it did," Sonia said. "Ten years ago."

Mwazandi nodded wearily. "Shieni's company had
grown, become Apex Technologies. They were
expanding their  resource acquisition  activities,
focusing on regions with valuable timber and mineral
deposits. Someone recognized me in a regional
market, a former colleague. Word got back to Shieni."

"The black vehicle that came to Charo's compound,”
Sonia recalled.

"Yes. Shieni himself, with Mary, who was then his
protégé. They had discovered the ancestral land's
potential value, not just the hardwoods, which were the
obvious resource, but rare earth minerals used in
electronics manufacturing. They wanted the land, and
they knew | had connections to it through my
grandfather.”
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"So they threatened you again,” Banice concluded. "This
time using Sonia as leverage."

"Just as before,” Mwazandi confirmed. "Photographs of
Sonia at the school, at the river, working in the fields.
The same message: cooperate or she suffers. So |
disappeared again, this time from Gahaleni, leaving
you without explanation." His eyes, when they met
Sonia's, were filled with anguish. "It was the hardest
thing I've ever done, harder even than leaving
Malindi, because this time | knew exactly what | was
losing."

"Where did you go?" Sonia asked, her voice tight with
emotion.

"They kept me in various locations, small towns, remote
properties. Always under watch. | was valuable because
of my knowledge of the ancestral land's true
boundaries, which include areas rich in minerals not
covered by the standard government surveys. They
needed me alive but controlled.”

"The surveillance platform,"” Banice remembered. "Eight
years ago, you were monitoring the land, possibly
trying to protect it despite everything."”

"l managed to escape briefly,” Mwazandi admitted.
"Thought | might find a way to secure the land's legal
status without endangering either of you. But they found
me, as they always did." He gestured weakly at his
frail condition. "My health began to fail several
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years ago. Cancer, initially treatable but now...
progressing. They control my medication, my
treatment. Another form of leverage."

The pieces were falling into place now, the decades-
long manipulation, the calculated cruelty of separating
a father from his daughters not once but twice, all for
corporate profit. Banice thought of her years at Apex,
unwittingly working for the very people who had
orchestrated her father's disappearance, and felt
physically ill.

"The documents you signed,” Sonia pressed. "They
transfer the ancestral land to Apex?"

"Yes. With my declining health, Shieni decided to
finalize the acquisition before..." Mwazandi left the
sentence unfinished, but its meaning was clear. Before
he died, taking his knowledge of the land's true value
with him.

"But there's something they still don't have,” Banice
realized. "The original deed showing the complete
boundaries. That's why they're keeping you alive, they
think you know where it is."”

Mwazandi's expression shifted subtly, a flicker of
something, satisfaction, perhaps, crossing his features.
"They believe the deed exists as a physical document,
one I've hidden somewhere. They've searched for it
for years."
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"Doesn't it?" Sonia asked, confused.

"Not as they imagine,” Mwazandi replied. "My
grandfather showed me the boundaries when | was a
child, walking the entire perimeter over several days. He
made me memorize the landmarks, the stone markers,
the ancient trees that served as reference points. But
most importantly..." He paused, his gaze moving to
the walking stick Sonia still held. "He showed me
how our ancestors recorded such information.”

Understanding dawned on Sonia's face as she looked
down at the staff in her hands. "The carvings,” she
breathed. "They're not just symbols. They're a map."

Mwazandi nodded, a hint of pride breaking through his
exhaustion. "A map only those trained in the traditional
ways can read. Each spiral, each animal figure, each
geometric pattern represents a landmark, a direction, a
distance. Together, they define the true boundaries of
the ancestral land, boundaries that encompass far more
valuable resources than Shieni has yet discovered."

"That's why you left it with Charo,” Banice said,
admiration coloring her voice. "You knew they would
search your possessions, but a walking stick left with
the village medicine man..."

"Would appear to be nothing more than a traditional
item of no particular value,” Mwazandi finished.
"Charo promised to keep it safe until it was
needed. | never imagined both my daughters would
be the ones to retrieve it."

162



The revelation created a moment of connection
between them, father and daughters united not just by
blood but by shared understanding of the deception
they had all endured, the sacrifices made, the losses
sustained.

"We need to get you out of here,” Sonia said decisively.
"Before they return.”

Mwazandi shook his head. "I can barely walk. And
they'll search for me immediately. The risk is too
great."

"We can't leave you here,” Banice insisted. "Not now
that we've found you."

"You must,” Mwazandi countered. "But not empty-
handed." He reached beneath his pillow and withdrew
a small object, a USB drive. "This contains
evidence of everything, the original financial crimes
from twenty-five years ago, the threats, the illegal land
acquisitions across the region. I've been collecting it
slowly, carefully, whenever their surveillance lapsed. It's
insurance | never thought I'd be able to use.

Banice took the drive, recognizing its potential value.
"This could bring down Shieni. Possibly
Apex itself."”

"Be careful how you use it," Mwazandi warned.
"These are powerful people with resources beyond
your imagination. They've maintained this deception
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for twenty-five years, destroyed countless lives for
profit."

"What about the land transfer?" Sonia asked. "Can it be
stopped?”

"Possibly," Mwazandi replied. "The documents |
signed were obtained under duress. With proper
legal representation and the evidence on that drive,
they could be challenged. But you would need to act
quickly, before extraction begins."

The sound of voices in the hallway interrupted their
conversation, hotel staff, from the sound of it, but a
reminder that their time was limited.

"You need to go," Mwazandi urged. "Take the walking
stick, the USB drive. Use them to stop Shieni, to reclaim
the ancestral land. It's the only way to give meaning
to these years of separation.™

"We'll come back for you,"” Sonia promised, her voice
thick with emotion.

"No," Mwazandi said firmly. "Once you leave this
room, you must focus only on stopping Shieni. My
time is limited regardless of what happens today." He
gestured at his frail body. "The cancer is advanced.
Weeks, perhaps months remain. Don't waste them
trying to rescue a dying man when the land, your
heritage, can still be saved."
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The voices in the hallway grew closer, accompanied
by the distinctive sound of a housekeeping cart.

"The service elevator,” Banice said urgently. "We need
to go now."

Sonia hesitated, clearly torn between the need to
escape and the desire to remain with the father she had
just found after ten years of absence. Mwazandi reached
for her hand, clasping it with surprising strength.

"l never stopped loving you,” he told her, his eyes
intense with the need to convey this truth. "Every day
away from you was a form of death. Know that. Carry
it with you."

He turned to Banice, extending his other hand. "And
you, so accomplished, so strong, despite everything.
Your mother raised you well. I'm sorry for every
moment | missed, every milestone | didn't witness."

Banice took his hand, feeling the connection to this
man who had been a ghost throughout her life, now
solid and real despite his fragility. "We'll make this
right,” she promised. "For all of us."”

"Go," Mwazandi urged as the voices outside grew
louder still. "Live. Protect each other as | tried to
protect you."

With final, desperate embraces that attempted to
compress decades of absence into seconds of
connection, the sisters left their father, slipping out
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of the hotel room and into the service corridor just
as housekeeping knocked on the main door. They
made their way to the service elevator and descended
to the ground floor, each lost in her own thoughts,
the weight of their father's revelations settling around
them like a heavy cloak.

Outside, in the harsh afternoon sunlight of
Kakoneni's busy streets, they paused to orient
themselves. The world continued its normal rhythms
around them, vendors calling their wares, motorbikes
weaving through traffic, pedestrians navigating the
crowded sidewalks—all unaware of the life-altering
truths that had just been exchanged in Room 412 of
the Kakoneni Grand Hotel.

"What now?" Sonia asked, her voice steadier than Banice
would have expected given the emotional intensity of
their encounter.

Banice considered the USB drive in her hand, the
walking stick in Sonia's grasp. "We need somewhere
safe to review this information,” she decided. "Not
here in Kakoneni, where  Shieni might have
connections. Not Gahaleni, which would be the first
place they'd look for us."

"l know a place," Sonia said after a moment's thought. "A
cousin of Mama Lena lives in a settlement about two
hours from here. Remote enough to be secure, but
with electricity for your computer.”
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Banice nodded, appreciating the practical suggestion.
"We should call Mama Lena first, let her know we're
safe but not returning immediately. She'll worry
otherwise."

"And we need supplies,” Sonia added. "Food, water. If
we're going to challenge Shieni, we need to be prepared
for a prolonged effort."

They moved purposefully through Kakoneni's
streets, their shared mission creating a new dynamic
between them, no longer reluctant allies but partners
united by common purpose and the shocking truths
they had uncovered. The walking stick in Sonia's hand
and the USB drive in Banice's pocket represented
different aspects of the same heritage, traditional
knowledge and modern evidence, both necessary to
reclaim what had been taken from their family
through decades of deception and coercion.

As they reached the SUV, Banice glanced back at the
Kakoneni Grand Hotel, its unremarkable facade giving
no hint of the drama unfolding within its walls.
Somewhere in that building, their father lay in a
monitored room, his health failing, his freedom
curtailed, but perhaps, for the first time in twenty-five
years, allowing himself to hope that the sacrifices he
had made might not have been in vain.

"We will make this right,” Banice repeated her

promise, this time to Sonia. "For him. For us. For the
land.”
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Sonia met her gaze, the walking stick held firmly in
her grasp. "Yes," she agreed simply. "We will."

As they drove away from Kakoneni, the sisters were
unaware that they were already being watched, a hotel
security guard speaking quietly into a phone,
reporting the departure of two women in a silver
SUV, one carrying what appeared to be an intricately
carved walking stick. The wheels of pursuit were
already in motion, the powerful interests they sought
to challenge alerted to their discovery and their flight.

The dangerous truths they had uncovered would not
remain secret for long. The question now was
whether they could act quickly enough to use
those truths before Shieni's resources overwhelmed
them, whether two  daughters, separated by
circumstance but united by blood and purpose, could
succeed where their father had been forced to
surrender.

The road ahead stretched before them, leading away
from Kakoneni and toward an uncertain
confrontation with forces that had shaped their lives
from the shadows for decades.

Behind them, in a hotel room growing dimmer as the
afternoon waned, their  father closed his eyes,
allowing himself the luxury of a single tear, not of
sorrow, but of pride in the daughters who might yet
accomplish what he could not: justice, restoration,
and the reclaiming of a heritage nearly lost to
corporate greed.
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The settlement where Mama Lena's cousin lived was
little more than a cluster of homes arranged around a
small trading post, situated in a valley between
rolling hills that provided natural protection from
both the elements and unwanted observation.
Unlike Gahaleni, with its adherence to traditional
architecture and layout, this community showed
more modern influences, corrugated metal roofs
alongside thatch, a few satellite dishes perched on
wooden poles, solar panels tilted to catch the afternoon
sun.

Sonia directed Banice along increasingly narrow roads
until they reached a modest homestead at the
settlement's edge. A middle-aged woman emerged
from the main dwelling as they approached, her
expression shifting from wariness to recognition when
she saw Sonia.

"Sonia! What brings you so far from Gahaleni?" she
called, approaching the SUV.

"Auntie Pili," Sonia greeted her, embracing the
woman after they exited the vehicle. "We need shelter
for a few days. Somewhere quiet, away from curious
eyes."

Pili studied Banice with undisguised interest. "And this
is...?"
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"My sister,"” Sonia said simply, the words carrying a
weight and significance that seemed to surprise even
her as she spoke them. "Banice."

It was the first time Sonia had acknowledged
their relationship so directly, without qualification
or explanation. Banice felt an unexpected surge of
emotion at this small but meaningful shift.

"Your sister,” Pili repeated, clearly intrigued but too
polite to press for immediate details. "Well, any family
of Sonia's is welcome in my home. Come, you both
look exhausted."

The interior of Pili's home reflected the same blend of
traditional and modern elements as the settlement itself,
handwoven mats beside plastic chairs, a television set
in one corner while cooking still took place over a
wood-fired hearth. She showed them to a small
room at the back of the house, furnished simply with
two sleeping mats and a wooden chest.

"You'll have privacy here,” she assured them. "My son
is away working in the city, and I live alone now. No
one will disturb you."

After Pili left to prepare a meal, Banice and Sonia
finally had a moment to process the whirlwind of
revelations from their meeting with Mwazandi.

"We should call Mama Lena," Sonia said, reaching for
her simple mobile phone. "Let her know we're safe."”
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her foster mother without revealing their location or
the full extent of what they had discovered. When she
ended the call, her expression was troubled.

"Strangers came to Gahaleni after we left,” she reported.
"Men in suits, asking questions about us, about the
ancestral land. Chief Mponda sent them away, but Mama
Lena says they seemed angry, determined.”

"Shieni's people,” Banice concluded grimly. "They must
have discovered we visited our father."”

"Which means we have very little time." Sonia
placed the walking stick carefully on the floor
between them. "We need to understand what this
shows us."

Banice nodded, retrieving her laptop from her bag
and the USB drive from her pocket. "Two
approaches, the traditional knowledge in the walking
stick and whatever evidence our father collected on
this drive."

They worked in parallel, Sonia studying the intricate
carvings on the staff, occasionally making notes or
sketches as she identified landmarks and boundaries,
while Banice explored the contents of the USB drive.
The latter proved to be meticulously organized, with
folders labeled by year containing documents,
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photographs, and audio recordings spanning twenty-
five years of corporate malfeasance.

"He was building a case all this time,” Banice
murmured, scrolling through files. "Even while
captive, he was gathering evidence."

The earliest documents confirmed Mwazandi's
account  of  the original financial crimes,
spreadsheets  showing  diverted  funds, emails
discussing bribes to government officials,
photographs of Shieni with various political figures
in compromising situations. Later files documented
the surveillance of both daughters, proving the threats
that had forced Mwazandi's initial disappearance from
Malindi.

Most damning were the records related to the ancestral
land, geological surveys showing mineral deposits far
more valuable than the timber resources, internal
memos discussing how to acquire the land without
alerting local communities to its true value, and
documentation of similar acquisitions across the
region where traditional owners had been
manipulated or coerced into selling.

"This is enough to destroy Shieni,” Banice said, her
marketing director's mind already calculating the public
relations catastrophe such revelations would create.
"Possibly enough to trigger criminal investigations.”

walking  stick. "That's what matters most to me,
reclaiming our heritage."
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"There's legal precedent for invalidating contracts
signed under duress,” Banice replied. "Especially
with evidence of systematic fraud. But we'd need a
lawyer, someone not afraid to challenge Apex
Technologies."

"And we'd need to act before they begin extraction,"”
Sonia added. "Once they start cutting trees, mining
minerals..."

The damage would be irreversible, both understood
this without needing to articulate it. The ancient
hardwoods couldn't be replaced within their lifetimes,
and mining  operations would forever alter the
landscape that had sustained their family for
generations.

"What have you learned from the walking stick?"
Banice asked, moving to sit beside Sonia on the floor.

Sonia traced the carvings with her fingertips, her
expression one of deep concentration. "It's complex.
The symbols work together as a system, this spiral
represents the central spring, these notches show
distances, these animal figures mark boundary points."”
She pointed to a series of interconnected patterns.
"This section shows the eastern boundary, where the
most valuable minerals would be located according to
the files you found.™

"Can you translate it into something we could present
legally? A map that would stand up in court?"
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"With time, yes. But it would be stronger if combined
with the traditional stone markers on the land itself.
The physical and symbolic systems were meant to work
together, each validating the other."”

Their discussion was interrupted by Pili bringing a tray
of food, a simple but nourishing meal of rice, beans,
and greens. She set it down between them, then
hesitated, clearly curious about their intense
conversation and the unusual items spread around them.

"You're welcome to stay as long as needed,” she said.
"But | should warn you, news travels quickly between
settlements. If someone is looking for two sisters,
one from the city and one from Gahaleni..."

"Has anyone been asking?" Banice inquired,
immediately alert.

"Not yet. But a vehicle passed through earlier, city
people, asking directions to Gahaleni. Not the usual
type of visitor." Pili's expression conveyed her
concern without needing to elaborate further.

After Pili withdrew, they ate quickly, the day's
events having left them famished despite the tension.
As they finished their meal, Banice's phone chimed
with an incoming message—a rare occurrence given
the remote location and limited reception.

The message was from her mother in Malindi: Strange
men came to the house asking about you and your
father. Said they were colleagues from Apex. Didn't let
them in. Call me when you can.
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"They're casting a wide net,” Banice observed,
showing the message to Sonia. "Checking all possible
connections.”

"Which means we have even less time than we
thought,” Sonia concluded. "We need a plan—not just
for using this evidence, but for protecting ourselves
while we do it."

Banice considered their options, drawing on her
corporate experience with crisis management. "We
need to make the information public in a way that
can't be easily suppressed. Multiple  channels,
multiple recipients. And we need legal
representation immediately."

"l know a lawyer in Kakoneni," Sonia offered. "Jabari's
son. He specializes in land rights cases for indigenous
communities. He would understand the significance of
the ancestral claims.”

"Good. And | have media contacts through my
work—ijournalists who would be interested in
corporate malfeasance of this magnitude.” Banice
began making notes on her laptop. "We should split the
evidence, keep copies in different locations. If
something happens to one of us..."

She left the sentence unfinished, but Sonia nodded in
understanding. The stakes had escalated beyond what
either had initially imagined when they began
searching for their father. They were now challenging
powerful interests with vast resources and a
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demonstrated willingness to threaten, coerce, and
manipulate to protect their profits.

As night fell over the small settlement, they
continued working—Banice organizing the evidence
into compelling narratives for different audiences
(legal, media, regulatory), while Sonia translated the
walking stick's encoded information into a more
accessible format, combining her traditional knowledge
with Banice's digital tools to create maps that overlaid
the symbolic boundaries onto satellite imagery of the
region.

"Look at this,” Sonia said eventually, turning her
completed map toward Banice. "The true boundaries
encompass nearly twice the area included in the
government surveys.

And according to your father's files, the richest mineral
deposits are in this extended section.” Banice studied
the map, impressed by the precision with which their
ancestors had defined

the territory using only natural landmarks and stone
markers. "No wonder Shieni was so desperate to find
the original deed.

area."

"Which means he doesn't actually have legal rights to
the most valuable resources,” Sonia concluded, a hint
of satisfaction in her voice. "Not even by his own
corrupt standards.™
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This realization added urgency to their work. If
Shieni discovered this discrepancy before they could
act, he might force their father to sign additional
documents, or worse, accelerate the extraction timeline
to establish physical control of the disputed areas.

They worked late into the night, stopping only
when exhaustion made further progress impossible.
As they prepared for sleep on the simple mats Pili
had provided, Banice found herself reflecting on the
extraordinary journey that had brought her to this
moment, from her ordered corporate life in Malindi
to a remote settlement, planning what amounted to a
legal and public relations war against her own
employer, alongside a sister she hadn't known existed
two weeks earlier.

"What will you do?" she asked Sonia in the darkness.
"After this is resolved, if we succeed?"

There was a long pause before Sonia replied. "Return to
Gahaleni. Continue my work with the community health
program. Perhaps expand it using whatever resources we
can reclaim from the land." Another pause. "And
you?"

"l can't go back to Apex," Banice said, the reality of
this fact still settling within her. "Not after learning
what they've done. But my skills are transferable.
Pernaps | could work with organizations that
support traditional land rights, help communities
protect themselves from corporate exploitation.™
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"You would use your city knowledge to protect village
interests," Sonia observed. "A bridge between worlds."

"As our father tried to be,” Banice realized. "Before
circumstances forced him to choose."

The parallel hadn't occurred to her before, how
Mwazandi had attempted to navigate between
traditional values and modern business, ultimately
caught in the contradiction between them. Perhaps
she and Sonia, working together, could succeed
where he had been forced to surrender.

"We should try to sleep,” Sonia suggested. "Tomorrow
will require all our strength."

But sleep proved elusive for both women, their minds
racing with plans, contingencies, and the weight of
responsibility they had assumed.

knowledge that had been preserved through
generations despite colonization, modernization, and
corporate predation.

In the deepest part of the night, Banice found herself
reaching across the space between them, her hand
finding Sonia's in the darkness. To her surprise, Sonia
didn't pull away but instead gripped her hand firmly, a
silent acknowledgment of their connection, their
shared purpose, and the dangers they would face
together when morning came.
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Dawn arrived with the sounds of the settlement
coming to life, roosters crowing, voices calling
greetings, the rhythmic thud of grain being pounded
for the morning meal. Banice and Sonia rose early,
their night of planning having crystallized into a clear
strategy.

"Il contact Jabari's son,” Sonia said as they
shared a simple breakfast provided by Pili. "Arrange
to meet him in Kakoneni with copies of the evidence."

"And I'll reach out to my media contacts,” Banice added.
"Set up secure transfers of the files. We should be ready
to release everything simultaneously if necessary, create
too many fronts for Shieni to fight on at once.”

They were interrupted by Pili entering with an
expression  of  concern.  "There's a  wvehicle
approaching,” she reported. "Not from the main road,
from the hill path. No one uses that route unless
they're trying to avoid being seen.”

Banice and Sonia exchanged alarmed glances. They had
been found, despite their precautions. "lIs there another
way out?" Banice asked urgently.

"Through the back, past the goat pen,” Pili replied. "It
leads to a footpath down to the stream. You can follow
it to the next settlement.”

"Our vehicle" Sonia began.
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"Leave it," Banice interrupted. "Theyre probably
tracking it somehow. We'll find another way to
travel."

They gathered their essential items quickly, the USB
drive, Banice's laptop, the walking stick, and the maps
they had created. Everything else would have to be
abandoned.

"Thank you," Sonia said to Pili, embracing her quickly.
"If anyone asks™" "I've seen no one," Pili assured her.
"Now go, quickly."

They slipped out the back of the house just as the
sound of a wvehicle engine grew louder at the
settlement's edge.

The goat pen provided momentary cover as they
oriented themselves, then they were moving swiftly
down the footpath Pili had indicated, the
morning mist providing additional concealment as
they descended toward the stream.

"We need to reach Kakoneni,” Sonia said as they
picked their way carefully along the rocky streambed.
"Find Jabari's son before Shieni's people can interfere."

"But we cant use public transportation,” Banice
pointed out. "They'll be watching the bus stations,
taxi stands."
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"There's a weekly market in the next settlement,”
Sonia replied. "Farmers from all around bring produce
to sell. We might find someone heading toward
Kakoneni who would take passengers."

It was a tenuous plan, dependent on luck and the
goodwill of strangers, but it was the best option
available. They continued along the stream for
nearly an hour before the path widened,
eventually joining a dirt road that led to the
neighboring settlement.

As Sonia had predicted, the weekly market was in
progress, a bustling collection of stalls and blankets
spread with goods, farmers and traders calling out
their offerings, customers haggling over prices. They
moved through the crowd cautiously, alert for any sign
of pursuit while Sonia inquired discreetly about
transportation to Kakoneni.

Eventually, they found a produce vendor who was
planning to drive to the city once he had sold his
inventory. For a modest fee, he agreed to take them
along, though they would need to wait until his
business was concluded.

"We should separate,” Banice suggested as they waited in
the shade of a large tree at the market's edge. "Split the
evidence between us. If one is caught, the other can still
proceed.”

Sonia nodded, understanding the logic despite her
evident reluctance. "Where will we meet in
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Kakoneni?"

"The public library,” Banice decided after a moment's
thought. "Central, always busy, multiple exits. I'll find
you there at noon."

They divided their resources, Banice taking the USB
drive and half the printed maps, Sonia keeping the
walking stick and the remaining documentation. With a
brief embrace that conveyed more than words could
express, they separated, Sonia remaining to travel
with the produce vendor as planned, Banice setting
off to find alternative transportation.

The market provided unexpected opportunity in the
form of a group of university students returning to
Kakoneni after conducting rural research. Banice's
explanation that she was a corporate researcher
studying traditional land use patterns aligned well
enough with their own work that they welcomed her
into their van without suspicion.

The journey to Kakoneni passed in tense anticipation,
Banice maintaining  her researcher persona while
scanning  constantly  for signs of pursuit or
surveillance. The students’ academic conversation
about land use policies and traditional rights took on
an ironic dimension given her current circumstances,
but she contributed enough to maintain her cover
without revealing her true situation.

They reached Kakoneni by mid-morning, the city as
chaotic and vibrant as it had been the previous day,
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though now it seemed filled with potential threats.
Banice thanked the students and separated from them
near the university district, then took a circuitous
route toward the public library, using techniques
she had read about for evading surveillance,
changing direction frequently, entering shops only to
exit through rear doors, doubling back unexpectedly.

The library was a colonial-era  building  with
impressive  stone columns and high windows, its
interior cool and quiet compared to the bustling streets
outside. Banice found a secluded table in the reference
section and waited, checking her watch frequently as
noon approached.

At five minutes past twelve, Sonia appeared, moving
calmly between the bookshelves as if she were a
regular patron. She sat across from Banice, her
expression conveying success without needing words.

"I've contacted Jabari's son,” she whispered once she
was certain no one was within earshot. "His name is
Thabo. He's agreed to meet us at his office at one
o'clock.”

"Any signs of pursuit?" Banice asked.

"None that | could detect. But the produce vendor
mentioned that people were asking questions at the
market after we left, men in city clothes showing
photographs.”
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So Shieni's people had tracked them to the first
settlement and were following their trail. It was only a
matter of time before they were found in Kakoneni.

"lI've prepared emails to my media contacts,” Banice
reported. "Ready to send at a moment's notice. And
I've uploaded copies of the evidence to secure cloud
storage, with access instructions set to automatically
send to multiple recipients if | dont enter a
cancellation code every 24 hours.

"A dead man's switch,”" Sonia observed. "Clever."

"Something | learned in corporate crisis management,
ironically enough.” Banice checked her watch again.
"We should move toward Thabo's office. Different
routes, different times."

Sonia nodded in agreement. "I'll go first. His office is
near the courthouse, a small building with green
shutters."

She rose, adjusting her bag where the walking stick was
partially concealed. "Be careful, sister."

The term, offered without hesitation or
qualification, created a moment of connection
between them, an acknowledgment that whatever
happened next, the bond they had formed in these
intense days was real and meaningful.

Banice watched Sonia leave the library, counting to

three hundred before following. Outside, the midday

sun beat down on Kakoneni's streets, the heat

creating a shimmer above the pavement. She
184



navigated toward the courthouse district, maintaining
her vigilance while trying not to appear obviously
cautious.

She was two blocks from her destination when she
noticed the black SUV moving slowly through traffic,
its tinted windows preventing identification of the
occupants. It matched the description of the vehicle
that had taken their father from Charo's compound ten
years earlier.

Instinct told her to run, but training reminded her
that sudden movement would only draw attention.
Instead, she ducked into a small café, positioning
herself near the back where she could observe the street
through the window while remaining partially
concealed.

The black SUV passed, then returned minutes later,
moving even more slowly. It stopped directly across
from the café, and the rear window lowered slightly,
not enough to reveal the occupant, but enough to
allow observation of the street.

Banice was trapped. If she left the café, she would be
immediately visible. If she remained, she would miss
the meeting with Thabo, leaving Sonia to handle the
legal strategy alone. Neither option was acceptable.

The solution came in the form of a delivery
motorcycle pulling up beside the café, its rider
entering to collect an order. Banice approached him
quickly, offering a substantial amount of cash for a
ride to the courthouse district. The young man,
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seeing an opportunity for easy money, agreed
without hesitation.

Minutes later, she was clinging to the back of the
motorcycle as it wove through Kakoneni's congested
streets, the black SUV left behind at least
temporarily. The motorcycle's maneuverability allowed
them to take narrow alleys and shortcuts inaccessible
to larger vehicles, and they reached the courthouse
district without signs of pursuit.

Thabo's office was exactly as Sonia had described,
a modest building with distinctive green shutters,
sandwiched  between larger, more imposing legal
practices. Banice paid the motorcycle rider with a
generous tip, then entered the building, climbing a
narrow staircase to the second floor where a simple
sign identified "Thabo Jabari, Advocate for Community
Rights."

Inside, she found Sonia already deep in conversation
with a young man whose serious expression and
thoughtful demeanor suggested wisdom beyond his
years. He rose as Banice entered, extending his hand
in greeting.

"You must be the sister from Malindi,” he said.
"Sonia has explained your situation. It's both tragic
and unfortunately familiar, corporate interests
exploiting traditional communities through
deception and coercion."

"Can you help us challenge the land transfer?” Banice
asked, coming directly to the point.
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Thabo gestured for her to sit, his expression
cautiously optimistic. "Based on what Sonia has shown
me, yes. Contracts signed under duress can be
invalidated, especially with evidence of systematic
fraud. The walking stick's encoded boundaries,
combined with the traditional stone markers, establish
a strong claim to the extended territory not covered in
the official surveys."

"And the timeline?" Sonia pressed. "Shieni plans to
begin extraction immediately."

"We can file for an emergency injunction today,"
Thabo replied. "I have colleagues at the regional
court who will expedite the process given the
imminent threat to irreplaceable resources."

As they discussed legal strategy, Banice's phone
chimed with an incoming message. It was from an
unknown number, but the content made her blood run
cold: We have your father. Surrender the evidence and
the walking stick, or he suffers. Instructions to follow.

She showed the message to Sonia and Thabo, her hand
trembling slightly despite her attempt to remain
composed.

"A bluff?" Thabo suggested. "They may not actually
have him."

"Or they may have discovered our visit to the hotel
and moved him," Sonia countered, fear evident in her
voice despite her controlled expression.
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"Either way, it changes nothing,” Banice said firmly,
though the thought of her father suffering because of
their actions tore at her heart. "He made his position
clear, the land must be protected, regardless of
personal cost. We proceed as planned.”

Sonia nodded slowly, visibly struggling with the
decision but ultimately accepting its necessity. "He
would want us to continue.”

Thabo, witnessing their resolve, began preparing the
legal documents with increased urgency. As he worked,
Banice sent her prepared emails to media contacts,
triggering the release of selected evidence that would
generate immediate interest without compromising
their legal strategy.

"Once these injunction papers are filed, Shieni will
know we're moving against him legally,” Thabo
warned as he gathered the completed documents. "He'll
use every resource at his disposal to fight back, legal,
financial, possibly even physical intimidation."

"We understand the risks,” Sonia assured him, her
hand resting on the walking stick that represented
generations of her family's connection to the disputed
land.

"Then let's proceed,"” Thabo said, leading them toward
the door. "My colleague at the court is expecting us.
With luck, we can have the injunction issued before the
close of business today."
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As they left the office, stepping into the bright
afternoon sunlight of Kakoneni's courthouse district,
Banice felt a complex mixture of emotions, fear for
their father's safety, determination to complete the
mission he had begun, and a growing sense of
connection to Sonia and the heritage they shared.
Whatever happened next, they faced it not as strangers
brought together by circumstance, but as sisters
united by blood, purpose, and the legacy of a father
who had sacrificed everything to protect them.

The safe harbor they had briefly found at Pili's
settlement was behind them now. Ahead lay direct
confrontation with the forces that had shaped their
lives from the shadows for decades—a confrontation
that would determine not just the fate of the ancestral
land, but the future of their newly discovered family
bond.
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CHAPTER 11: CONFRONTATION

he Kakoneni Regional Courthouse stood as a

monument to colonial architecture, imposing stone

columns, broad steps, and an air of authority that
transcended the changing political landscapes it had
witnessed over decades. As Banice, Sonia, and Thabo
approached the building, the afternoon sun cast their
elongated shadows before them, three figures united
in purpose despite their diverse backgrounds.

"My contact is Judge Amara Oluoch,"” Thabo explained
as they climbed the courthouse steps. "She specializes in
land rights cases and has ruled against corporate interests
before when the evidence warranted it."

Will she see us without an appointment?” Banice
asked, scanning the area for any sign of

Shieni's people.

"lI've messaged ahead. She's expecting us." Thabo led
them through security and into the cool interior of the
courthouse, its marble floors and high ceilings creating
an atmosphere of hushed significance.

They were directed to a waiting area outside Judge
Oluoch's chambers, the wooden benches polished by
decades of anxious petitioners. Sonia sat with the
walking stick across her knees, her fingers tracing its
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carvings in what Banice now recognized as a self-
soothing gesture. Despite her outward composure, the
threat against their father clearly weighed heavily on
her.

"He knew the risks,” Banice said softly, addressing
Sonia's unspoken concerns. "He's been playing this
dangerous game for twenty-five years."

"Understanding the risks doesnt make them easier to
bear,” Sonia replied, her voice equally low. "Especially
when others must suffer the consequences of your
choices."

The observation carried multiple layers of meaning,
their father's choices had shaped both their lives in
profound ways, and now their choices might
determine his fate. The burden of such decisions
created a kinship between them that transcended their
different upbringings.

Before Banice could respond, the door to the
judge's chambers opened, and a court clerk emerged.
"Judge Oluoch will see you now," she announced.

Judge Amara Oluoch proved to be a woman in her
early sixties, her hair streaked with silver but her eyes
sharp and assessing behind rectangular glasses. She
listened without interruption as Thabo presented their
case, occasionally nodding or making brief notes.
When he finished his explanation and placed the
evidence before her, the USB drive, the maps derived
from the walking stick, the affidavits they had hastily
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prepared, she studied each item carefully before
speaking.

"The allegations are serious,” she said finally.
"Coercion, fraud, corporate malfeasance spanning
decades. And the threat to irreplaceable natural
resources is imminent." She removed her glasses, fixing
each of them with a direct gaze. "You understand that
Apex Technologies will respond with their full legal
arsenal. They'll claim the land transfer was legitimate,
that your father acted of his own free will."

"We have evidence proving otherwise,” Banice
replied, indicating the USB drive. "Including
recordings of threats made against both of us to force
his compliance."

"And the walking stick?" Judge Oluoch asked, her
attention shifting to the carved staff in Sonia's
possession. "You claim it contains  encoded
information about the land's true boundaries?"

"Yes, Your Honor,” Sonia confirmed. "It's a
traditional method of recording such information,
passed through generations. Combined with the
physical stone markers on the land itself, it establishes
boundaries that extend well beyond the area
covered in the official transfer documents.”

The judge considered this, her expression thoughtful.
"The intersection of traditional knowledge systems and
modern legal frameworks is always complex. But
precedent exists for recognizing such claims when
supported by physical evidence."
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She made her decision with the efficiency of someone
accustomed to weighing complex factors quickly. "I'm
granting the emergency injunction. All extraction
activities on the disputed land must cease pending full
review of the evidence and proper determination of
ownership rights." She signed the document Thabo
had prepared, then fixed them  with another
penetrating look. "This is only the first step in what
will likely be a protracted legal battle. Apex has
resources you cannot match in conventional terms."

"We have truth on our side,” Sonia said simply.

"A powerful weapon,” Judge Oluoch acknowledged,
"but one that doesn't always prevail in legal contests
without strategic deployment.” She turned to Thabo.
"l suggest you seek additional counsel with experience
in corporate law. This case crosses multiple jurisdictions
and legal frameworks."

"lI've already contacted colleagues in the capital,"
Thabo assured her. "They're prepared to join our team
if necessary."

As they left the judge's chambers with the signed
injunction in hand, Banice felt a momentary surge of
triumph. They had secured the first victory in what
would indeed be a complex battle, legal protection for
the ancestral land, at least temporarily.

Familiar black SUV parked across the street, its
engine running. Beside it stood Mary, her assistant,
speaking into a phone while watching the courthouse

entrance.
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"We've been found,” she murmured to Sonia and
Thabo. "My assistant, the one who works for

Shieni, is across the street."

Thabo assessed the situation quickly. "There's a service
exit through the records department. We can avoid the
main entrance."

They retreated into the courthouse, following Thabo
through a labyrinth of corridors to a small door that
opened onto a side street. As they emerged, Banice's
phone chimed with another message:

We know where you are. Last chance to surrender the
evidence before your father pays the price. One hour.
Instructions attached.

The attached file contained an address on the
outskirts of Kakoneni and instructions to come alone
with all evidence and the walking stick.

"It's a trap,” Thabo said immediately upon seeing the
message. "They'll take the evidence and still harm your
father, and possibly you as well."

"Of course it's a trap,” Banice agreed. "But it
confirms they do have him. And we can't simply
abandon him."

Sonia, who had been studying the address, looked up
with sudden recognition. "l know this location. It's an
old processing facility for agricultural products, closed
for years now. lIsolated, multiple buildings, easy to
control access."
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"Perfect for an ambush,” Thabo observed grimly.

"Or perfect for us to turn the tables,” Banice
suggested, an idea forming. "The injunction is filed. The
evidence is secure; copies exist in multiple locations
now. What if we appear to comply while actually
setting our own trap?"

"What are you suggesting?" Sonia asked, her expression
cautious but interested.

"We contact local authorities, not just police, but
environmental enforcement officers. The injunction
gives them legal basis to intervene if Apex personnel
are found on the disputed land. We bring them to this
meeting, hidden but ready to act.”

Thabo considered this, then shook his head. "Local
authorities may be compromised. Shieni has been
operating in this region for years, likely cultivating
relationships with officials through the same methods
he's used elsewhere, bribes, threats, favors." regardless
of how the confrontation unfolds.™

They moved away from the courthouse, finding
temporary refuge in a small café where they could
discuss options without being easily observed. Sonia
ordered tea for all of them, a simple gesture that
nonetheless created a moment of normalcy amid the
escalating crisis.

"The media,” she suggested as they huddled around
a corner table. "You've already contacted journalists.
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What if we arrange for them to be present? Shieni
wouldn't risk violence with witnesses present.”

"He might if he's desperate enough,” Thabo countered.
"And journalists aren't law enforcement, they can
document crimes but not prevent them."

Banice sipped her tea, her mind racing through
scenarios, seeking the approach that would maximize
their father's safety while still protecting the evidence
they had worked so hard to secure. The answer came to
her suddenly, so obvious she was surprised she hadn't
thought of it immediately.

"We need to speak to Shieni directly,” she said. "Not
through intermediaries like Mary, but face to face. He
wants the walking stick and the evidence. | want my
father safe and the land protected. There's room for
negotiation."

"Negotiation?" Sonia repeated incredulously. "With the
man who has manipulated and threatened our family
for twenty-five years?"

"Yes," Banice confirmed. "Because for the first time,
we have something he wants, something he can't simply
take by force without risking exposure. The walking
stick's encoded boundaries, the evidence our father
collected. These have value to him, which gives us
leverage."

"And you think he'll honor any agreement?" Thabo
asked skeptically.
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"Not based on trust,” Banice clarified. "Based on
mutually assured destruction. We make it clear that if
anything happens to our father or to us, everything
goes public immediately, the evidence, the threats, the
fraudulent land acquisition. His reputation, his
freedom, his company's stock value, all destroyed."

Sonia studied her sister with new respect. "You're
suggesting we beat him at his own game. Use the same
tactics of leverage and threat that he's employed against
our family for decades."

"Exactly. But with one crucial difference, we're not
bluffing.” Banice turned to Thabo. "Can you ensure
that the evidence is positioned for automatic release if
we don't return? Something more sophisticated than
my basic dead man's switch?"

Thabo nodded slowly. "I have contacts in cybersecurity.
They could arrange a system that would be virtually
impossible to stop once triggered.”

"Good. Then I'll contact Shieni directly.” Banice
pulled out her phone, navigating to the Apex
Technologies executive directory that was accessible
to department heads like herself. She had never had
reason to contact Shieni directly before, but his
information was there, a direct line reserved for
internal company matters.

She placed the call on speaker, allowing Sonia and

Thabo to hear both sides of the conversation. After two
rings, a cultured voice answered.
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"This is Shieni."

"Mr. Shieni, this is Banice Banice from Marketing." She
kept her voice steady, professional, as if this were a
routine  business call rather than a high-stakes
negotiation for her father's life.

A pause, then: "Ms. Banice. I've been expecting to
hear from you, though not through this channel.
You've been quite busy lately, I understand.”

"As have you," she replied evenly. "Threatening my
father, attempting to seize land through fraudulent
means, sending your people to track me and my
sister. Hardly activities befitting a corporate executive
of your stature.”

Another pause, longer this time. When Shieni spoke
again, his tone had shifted slightly, still controlled but
with an edge of calculation. "You've misunderstood the
situation. Your father and | have a long-standing business
arrangement. Any actions taken have been within legal
parameters."

"Save the corporate speak for your board meetings,"
Banice said, allowing some of her anger to surface.
"I've seen the evidence, all of it. The original
financial crimes in Malindi, the threats against my
mother and me, the surveillance of Sonia in
Gahaleni, the coerced land transfer. Twenty-five years
of systematic fraud and intimidation, meticulously
documented by my father even while under your
control.”
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"Allegations without context,”  Shieni dismissed,
though something in his voice suggested he was
reassessing the situation. "What exactly do you want,
Ms. Banice?"

"A direct meeting. You, me, and my sister. No
intermediaries like Mary, no hired muscle.  Just the
principals in this situation discussing a resolution that
serves everyone's interests."

"And why would | agree to such a meeting?"

"Because we have what you want, the walking stick
with its encoded boundaries showing the true extent
of the ancestral land, and the evidence my father
collected. You've already received the court injunction
blocking extraction activities, and that's just the
beginning of the legal challenges we're prepared to
mount."

"These matters can be resolved through proper
legal channels,” Shieni countered smoothly. "There's
no need for dramatic confrontations."

"Tell that to my father,” Banice replied, her voice
hardening.  "The man you've held captive and
threatened for twenty-five years. The man whose
daughters  you've used as leverage to force his
compliance. We're past legal niceties, Mr. Shieni. This
is about family now."

The silence that followed suggested her words had
found their mark. When Shieni spoke again, his tone
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was more direct, the corporate facade temporarily set
aside.

"What are your terms for this meeting?"

"Neutral location. Public enough to ensure safety,
private enough for honest conversation. My father
present and unharmed. No weapons, no additional
personnel beyond the four of us.”

"And you bring the walking stick and all copies of the
alleged evidence," Shieni added.

"We bring what's necessary for negotiation,” Banice
countered. "Just as you'll bring what's necessary
from your side."

Another calculated silence, then: "The Riverside Gardens.
Six o'clock this evening. The Japanese tea pavilion at
the center of the garden provides both privacy and
visibility."

"We'll be there,” Banice confirmed. "And Mr.
Shieni? If anything happens to prevent this meeting,
if my father is harmed, if we're intercepted en route, the
evidence goes public automatically. All of it, to multiple
outlets simultaneously. Your choice."

She ended the call before he could respond, looking up

to find both Sonia and Thabo watching her with
expressions that mingled admiration and concern.
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"That was... impressive,” Thabo said after a moment.
"You spoke to him as an equal."”

"In this situation, I am his equal,” Banice replied.
"Perhaps for the first time in my life, |

understand exactly what I'm fighting for and what I'm
willing to risk to achieve it."

Sonia reached across the table, briefly touching
Banice's hand, a gesture of solidarity that meant more
than words could express. "So we meet him at the
gardens. But we need insurance beyond the threat of
exposure."

"Agreed," Banice said. "Thabo, can you arrange the
automatic release system we discussed? Something
that triggers if we don't enter a cancellation code by a
specific time?"

"Yes. I'll contact my cybersecurity colleague
immediately.” He rose from the table. "I'll also notify
Judge Oluoch about these developments.

She should be aware that Shieni may attempt to
challenge the injunction through irregular channels."

As Thabo stepped outside to make his calls, Sonia
studied the walking stick that had become central to
their struggle. "Do you think he'll honor any agreement
we reach?" she asked quietly.

"No," Banice admitted. "Not without constant pressure.
But we don't need him to have a change of heart, we
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just need him to calculate that working with us is less
costly than continuing to fight us."

"And our father? Even if we secure his release today, his
health is failing. The cancer..."

Banice nodded, acknowledging the painful reality
they both faced. Their father's freedom might be
secured, but his time was still limited by the disease
advancing through his body.

"Then we make sure whatever time he has left is spent
in freedom, with his daughters, knowing that his
sacrifice wasn't in vain."

The hours before the meeting passed in careful
preparation. Thabo returned with confirmation that his
cybersecurity contact had established the dead man's
switch, a sophisticated system that would release the
evidence to media outlets, regulatory agencies,
and law enforcement simultaneously if they didn't
enter a specific code sequence by 8 PM that evening.

They also prepared physically for the confrontation,
each in their own way. Sonia spent time in quiet
meditation, the walking stick across her knees,
connecting with the ancestral wisdom it represented.
Banice reviewed the evidence one final time, ensuring
she understood every detail that —might become
relevant during negotiations.  Thabo made
arrangements for legal intervention if the meeting
went awry, positioning colleagues near the Riverside
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Gardens with instructions to act if they didn't emerge by
a specified time.

As evening approached, they traveled to the gardens
separately, Thabo first, to observe the location and
ensure no obvious traps had been set; Sonia next,
approaching from the eastern entrance; and finally
Banice, arriving precisely at six o'clock through the
main gate.

The Riverside Gardens lived up to their name, a lush oasis
along the banks of the river that flowed through
Kakoneni, combining elements of various global
gardening traditions. The Japanese tea pavilion stood on a
small island in the center of an ornamental lake,
accessible only by a single arched bridge that provided
clear visibility in all directions.

As Banice crossed the bridge, she saw that Shieni had
already arrived. He sat at a low table in the traditional
Japanese style, impeccably dressed in a tailored suit
that spoke of wealth and authority. Beside him,
looking frailer than he had in the hotel room but
with dignity intact, sat their father.

Sonia was approaching from the opposite side of the
pavilion, the walking stick in her hand serving both
practical and symbolic purposes. Their eyes met briefly
across the space, a silent communication of support and
shared purpose, before they both turned their attention
to the men waiting for them.

"Ms. Banice,” Shieni greeted Banice as she entered
the pavilion. "And Ms. Sonia. How appropriate that
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Mwazandi's daughters finally meet him together." His
tone was cordial but underlined with tension, his eyes
constantly assessing, calculating.

"Father,” Sonia said, ignoring Shieni to address
Mwazandi directly. "Are you alright?"

Mwazandi nodded, his eyes moving between his
daughters with a mixture of pride and concern. "l am
well enough,” he replied, his voice stronger than it had
been in the hotel room. "Though | wish the
circumstances were different."”

"They could have been,”" Banice said, turning her
attention to Shieni. "Twenty-five years of different
choices could have led us anywhere but here."

"Indeed,” Shieni acknowledged with surprising candor.
"But we deal with the reality before us, not hypothetical
alternatives.” He gestured to the empty cushions
across the table. "Please, sit. | believe we have
matters to discuss."

The sisters seated themselves, Sonia placing the
walking stick carefully beside her, its carved surface
catching the evening light that filtered through the
pavilion's open sides. Banice positioned herself where
she could maintain eye contact with both Shieni and
their father, assessing the older man's condition while
presenting a confident front to their adversary.

"Il be direct,” Shieni began once they were settled.
"The land transfer is legally binding, regardless of
the temporary injunction you've secured. The
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extraction permits have been filed and approved.
Attempting to  block  progress through legal
challenges will only delay the inevitable while costing
you resources you cannot sustain.”

"The transfer was signed wunder duress,” Banice
countered. "With evidence of that duress now in the
hands of the court, the legal validity is very much in
question.”

"Evidence that would be difficult to authenticate,”
Shieni  dismissed. "And challenging to present
without revealing your father's own... complicated
history with financial matters in Malindi."

"You mean the crimes you framed him for," Sonia said,
her voice calm but edged with steel. "The false
accusations you used to force his disappearance.”

Shieni smiled thinly. "Perspectives differ on historical
events. What matters now is finding a path forward
that serves all our interests."

"Our interests are simple,” Banice stated. "Our father's
freedom. The ancestral land protected from
exploitation. The truth about your methods made public
to prevent future abuses.™

"Ambitious goals,” Shieni observed. "And what do |
receive in this exchange?"

"Freedom from prosecution,” Banice replied bluntly.
"The evidence stays sealed, not destroyed, but held in
reserve as insurance against future actions. You
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withdraw all claims to the ancestral land, and in
return, we don't pursue criminal charges for twenty-
five years of documented crimes.”

Shieni laughed, though the sound held no humor.
"You  overestimate  your  position. One court
injunction, however inconvenient, hardly constitutes
checkmate in this game."

"It's not just the injunction,” Sonia said, leaning
forward slightly. "The walking stick reveals
boundaries that encompass nearly twice the territory
included in your surveys. Territory rich in minerals
that you've coveted but couldn't access without our
father's knowledge."

"Knowledge that now resides with us," Banice added.
"Along with evidence that would destroy not just your
personal reputation but Apex Technologies itself if
released publicly. Stock prices in freefall, regulatory
investigations, criminal indictments, all triggered
automatically if anything happens to us or if we don't
enter a cancellation code by eight o'clock tonight."

This information clearly gave Shieni pause. His eyes
narrowed as he reassessed the situation, the balance of
power shifting subtly in the quiet pavilion.

"You've been busy,” he acknowledged finally. "More
resourceful than | anticipated. But you're still amateurs
playing a professional game. The consequences of
challenging someone in my position extend beyond
what you've considered."
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"We've considered everything,” Banice assured him.
"Including the fact that you're not the only power at
Apex. The board would sacrifice you in an instant if it
meant saving the company from scandal. How secure is
your position really, Mr. Shieni? Could you survive the
release of even a fraction of what we possess?”

The question struck home, Banice could see it in the
momentary flicker of uncertainty that crossed Shieni's
composed features. Corporate politics were their own
form of warfare, and even powerful executives were
vulnerable if they became liabilities rather than assets.

Mwazandi, who had been silent during this
exchange, now spoke. "It's over, Kito,” he said
quietly, using Shieni's first name—a reminder of their
long history. "The daughters you used as leverage
against me have become your greatest threat. There's a
certain poetry in that, don't you think?"

Shieni's expression hardened at this observation.
"Nothing is over until | decide it is," he replied coldly.
"You forget who holds the power here."

"Not anymore,"” Sonia said, her hand resting on the
walking stick. "For twenty-five years, you controlled
our father through threats against his daughters.
Now his daughters control you through threats
against everything you've built. The symmetry is
indeed poetic.”

A tense silence followed this declaration, the four
individuals locked in a moment of recognition,
that the dynamics that had defined their lives for
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decades had fundamentally shifted, that new realities
were taking shape in this peaceful garden setting that
belied the high- stakes confrontation unfolding within
it.

Shieni Dbroke the silence, his businessman's instinct
for calculating odds and cutting losses asserting
itself. "What exactly are your terms? Be specific."

Banice laid them out clearly: "You withdraw all claims
to the ancestral land—not just the area in the official
surveys but the full territory defined by traditional
boundaries. You provide written confirmation that the
transfer documents were obtained improperly.

You resign from Apex Technologies, effective
immediately, citing health concerns or personal
reasons—your choice. In return, we withhold the
evidence of your crimes from public release, though it
remains secured as insurance against future actions."

"And my father?" Sonia added. "He receives proper
medical treatment for his cancer, with no restrictions on
his movements or communications. He lives his
remaining time in freedom, with his family."

Shieni considered these terms, his expression revealing
nothing of his internal calculations. "The land
represents significant potential value to Apex," he
noted. "The board won't simply abandon such an asset
based on my recommendation.”

"Then frame it as a liability,” Banice suggested,
drawing on her marketing expertise. "Present the legal
challenges, the potential for negative publicity
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around displacement of traditional communities, the
regulatory hurdles. Position withdrawal as the prudent
business decision it actually is."

"And your evidence remains unreleased indefinitely,
provided | comply?" Shieni pressed.

"Provided you and any associates acting on your
behalf never attempt to reclaim the land or threaten
our family again,”  Sonia  confirmed. "One
violation, and everything becomes public.”

The negotiation continued for nearly an hour, with
Shieni probing for weaknesses in their position while
the sisters remained firm on the essential points.

Throughout, Mwazandi watched with a mixture of
pride and wonder, seeing his daughters, who had
grown up in such different worlds, working together
with complementary strengths to achieve what he had
been unable to accomplish alone.

As the garden lamps illuminated automatically with the
fading daylight, Shieni finally conceded. "I will need to
contact my lawyer to draft the necessary documents,”
he said, his tone suggesting this was a significant
concession rather than a surrender.

"Thabo Jabari is waiting nearby,” Sonia informed him.
"He can assist with the legal language to ensure all
parties are protected.”

A brief call brought Thabo to the pavilion, where he
worked efficiently to draft the agreements on his
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laptop. The resulting documents, printed at a nearby
business center and signed by all parties, formalized
the terms they had negotiated, Shieni's
withdrawal from Apex and relinquishment of all
claims to the ancestral land in exchange for the
sisters' agreement to withhold the evidence from
public release.

As Thabo witnessed the final signatures, Banice felt a
complex mixture of emotions, relief that the
immediate crisis had been resolved, satisfaction at
outmaneuvering a man who had manipulated their
family for decades, but also a sobering awareness that
their father's freedom had come too late to restore the
years that had been stolen from all of them.

When the business was concluded, Shieni rose with the
controlled dignity of a man accustomed to both victory
and defeat in  high-stakes negotiations. "I
underestimated you both," he acknowledged, addressing
the sisters directly for the first time. "A mistake | won't
repeat."

"There won't Dbe opportunities for repetition,”
Banice  replied  firmly.  "Our  paths  diverge
permanently from this point."

With a final calculating glance at the family he had
manipulated for so long, Shieni departed, crossing the
arched bridge alone, a solitary figure whose power had
been broken not by corporate rivals or legal authorities,
but by the daughters of the man he had controlled
through fear.
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In the quiet that followed his departure, Mwazandi
reached out, taking one daughter's hand in each of
his own. "My children,” he said, his voice thick
with  emotion. "What you have accomplished
today..."

Words failed him, but none were needed. The three
sat together in the peaceful garden as twilight
deepened around them, a family fractured by
circumstance and  manipulation but now reunited
through courage, determination, and the
unbreakable bonds of blood and shared purpose.
The walking stick lay across Mwazandi's knees, no
longer a tool of negotiation or a repository of
secrets, but a symbol of heritage preserved and
justice finally, imperfectly, achieved.
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CHAPTER 12: HEALING ROOTS

he days following the confrontation in the

Japanese pavilion unfolded with a gentleness

that seemed almost surreal after the intensity
of their struggle. Mwazandi was moved from the
Kakoneni Grand Hotel to a proper medical facility
where his cancer treatment resumed under the
supervision of qualified specialists rather than Shieni's
controlled care. The prognosis remained grave, stage
four pancreatic cancer offered few miracles, but the
quality of his remaining time improved dramatically
with proper pain management and the freedom to
spend his days with his daughters.

They established a temporary residence in a modest
guesthouse near the hospital, creating a neutral space
that belonged to neither Banice's urban world nor
Sonia's village life. The small garden behind the
guesthouse became their sanctuary, a place where the
three of them could sit together in the gentle morning
light or the soft glow of evening, sharing the stories
that had accumulated during their years of separation.

"Tell me about your work," Mwazandi asked Banice one
evening as they sat beneath a flowering jacaranda tree,
its purple blossoms occasionally drifting down to rest on
their shoulders like benedictions. ™Your mother wrote in
her occasional letters that you had become successful in
the corporate world."



Banice smiled at the irony. "l built a career in
marketing at the very company that separated us," she
said. "Creating narratives that shaped public
perception, not unlike what Shieni did with his threats
and manipulations, though for less nefarious purposes."

"And now?" her father asked. "Will you return to that
work?"

The question had been circling in Banice's mind
since their confrontation with Shieni. Her resignation
from Apex Technologies had been submitted the day
after the agreements were signed—a clean break
from the company that had unwittingly employed
her while actively harming her family.

"No," she said with quiet certainty. "That chapter
is closed. I'm considering offers from organizations
that work with traditional communities to protect
their land rights and cultural heritage. My corporate
experience gives me insight into how these
communities can effectively counter  exploitation
attempts."

Mwazandi nodded, satisfaction evident in  his
expression. "Using knowledge gained in one world
to protect another. There is wisdom in that approach."

"What about you, Sonia?" Banice asked, turning to her
sister who sat cross-legged on the grass, weaving a small
basket from reeds she had collected near the river, her
hands always busy with creation even in moments of
rest.



"Will you return to Gahaleni when..." She hesitated,
the unspoken reality of their father's limited time
hanging in the air between them.

"Yes," Sonia replied simply. "It is my home. But
perhaps not immediately. There are things | wish to
learn  first, about land rights law, about
documentation of traditional boundaries. Knowledge
I can bring back to help other communities protect
themselves." She glanced at Banice. "Your world has
tools that mine needs."

"And yours has wisdom that mine has forgotten,”
Banice countered with a smile. "Perhaps we can
continue to learn from each other.”

Their father watched this exchange with evident
pleasure, seeing in it the possibility of ongoing
connection between his daughters even after he was
gone. It was a comfort he had never expected to
experience—the knowledge that the separate worlds
he had inhabited would remain linked through the
bond his daughters were forging.

The walking stick lay beside him, its carved surface
catching the evening light. Since their return from the
confrontation, he had spent hours explaining its
symbols to both daughters, ensuring the knowledge it
contained would not be lost with his passing.

"The staff should go to you,” he told Sonia now,
touching it lightly. "™You understand its language in
ways Banice cannot, having grown up with these
traditions."
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"But perhaps copies of the maps we created should go to
Banice," Sonia suggested, surprising both of them with
her willingness to share this heritage. "So she too can
protect the knowledge in her way, through her
connections.”

Mwazandi smiled at this proposal. "Yes. Different
methods of preservation for the same essential truth.
That seems appropriate.™

Their conversations often took this form, gentle
negotiations of how to honor their shared heritage
while acknowledging their different paths. There were
difficult moments too, of course. Questions that
required painful honesty, revelations that reopened
old wounds even as they cleared the way for healing.

"Did you ever regret your choice?" Banice asked one
afternoon as they sat by her father's hospital bed during
a treatment session. "Leaving Malindi, leaving us, even
to protect us?"

Mwazandi was silent for a long moment, the IV
drip beside him marking time with steady, transparent
drops. "Every day,” he finally answered. "I
questioned it constantly. Wondered if there might have
been another way, if | could have fought Shieni
directly, exposed his crimes despite the risks."

He reached for her hand, his grip weaker than it had
been even a week earlier. "But | never regretted
putting your safety first. That was the one certainty in a
sea of doubt."
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"And when you built a new life in Gahaleni?" Banice
pressed, glancing at Sonia who sat quietly on the other
side of the bed. "Did you feel you were betraying us by
finding happiness there?"

"Yes," he admitted. "The joy | found with Nkechi,
with Sonia, was always shadowed by the knowledge
of what | had left behind. I carried that guilt like a
stone in my heart." His gaze moved between his
daughters. "But now | see that perhaps it was not
a betrayal but a continuation, that love expands rather
than divides when we allow it to flow freely."

These conversations, painful as they sometimes were,
served as bridges across the chasms that had separated
them for so long. Each revelation, each honest answer,
formed another plank in the structure they were
building  together, a family connection that
transcended absence and distance.

Mama Lena and Lena visited from Gahaleni, bringing
with them the warmth and wisdom of the village that
had sheltered Sonia after her father's disappearance.
Their presence added another dimension to the healing
process, as Banice came to understand the depth of
care these women had provided to her sister.

"You raised her with such strength,” Banice said to
Mama Lena as they prepared a meal together in the
guesthouse kitchen. "Such clarity of purpose.”

"She came with those qualities already formed,"
Mama Lena replied, her experienced hands deftly
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shaping dough for flatbread. "I merely provided the soil
in which they could grow."

"Still, you were her mother when she had none," Banice
persisted. "l want you to know that I'm grateful. That I
see the gift you gave her, and through her, to me."

Mama Lena paused in her work, studying Banice with
those perceptive eyes that seemed to see beyond
surface appearances. "You have your own gifts,” she
observed. "Different from Sonia's, but no less
valuable. Together, you make a complete circle—
like the sun and moon, each illuminating what the
other cannot see."

This observation stayed with Banice long after Mama
Lena and Lena returned to Gahaleni. The
complementary nature of her relationship with Sonia
had become increasingly apparent as they navigated
their father's care together, Banice managing the
complex medical system with its insurance forms
and treatment options, Sonia providing the
emotional and spiritual support that sustained him
through difficult days.

As weeks passed, Mwazandi's condition deteriorated
despite the best medical care. The cancer that had been
held partially in check by treatment now advanced
relentlessly, claiming more of his strength each day. Yet
even as his physical presence diminished, his spirit
seemed to expand—as if in preparing to leave his body,
his essence was already beginning to transform into
something more diffuse, more encompassing.
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"I want to see the land once more,” he told his
daughters on a morning when he felt stronger than
usual. "Before | can't make the journey."

They exchanged concerned glances, aware of the risks
such a trip might pose to his fragile health. But they also
understood the importance of this request, the need to
complete a circle, to stand once more on the ancestral
ground that had been at the center of so much struggle.

"We'll arrange it," Sonia promised. "When you feel
strong enough."

The opportunity came the following week, during
a period of relative stability in his condition. With
his doctors' reluctant permission and a portable
oxygen supply as precaution, they made the journey,
Banice driving her SUV with careful attention to every
bump and curve in the road, Sonia sitting beside their
father in the back seat, monitoring his comfort and
energy levels.

The ancestral land welcomed them with a display
of natural beauty that seemed almost deliberately
orchestrated, sunlight filtering through the canopy
of ancient hardwoods, birds calling from the branches,
the central spring bubbling with clear water that caught
the light Ilike scattered diamonds. They helped
Mwazandi from the vehicle, supporting him between
them as he took his first steps onto the plateau that had
been his family's heritage for generations.

"Here," he said, directing them toward a massive
mahogany tree near the spring. "This is where my
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grandfather first brought me as a child. Where he
showed me the stone markers and taught me the
boundaries encoded in the walking stick."

They settled him carefully at the base of the tree, its
massive trunk providing support for his back as he
gazed out over the land that had been secured through
his daughters' efforts. The walking stick lay across his
knees, its carved surface seeming to respond to the
environment, the symbols more vivid, more alive in
the setting they described.

"l thought | had failed,” he said after a period of
quiet contemplation. "That my absence from your
lives, my inability to protect this land, represented
the breaking of a promise to my ancestors and to
my children. But now | see that perhaps it was always
meant to unfold this way—that my separate journeys
with each of you created the strengths you needed to
succeed where | could not."

"We succeeded because of what you gave us," Sonia said,
seated on the ground beside him. "The values you
instilled, the love you showed in the time we had
together."

"And the sacrifice you made to protect us,” Banice
added from his other side. "Even when we didn't
know or understand it."

Mwazandi smiled, his gaze moving between them
before returning to the vista before them, the land
stretching toward distant hills, preserved now for
future generations. "There is a teaching from our
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ancestors,” he said softly. "That we do not truly own
the land, we are merely its caretakers for the brief
time we walk upon it. Our responsibility is to pass it
forward, undiminished, to those who come after us."

He reached for their hands, joining them together
across his lap. "You have fulfilled that responsibility
more completely than | ever could. And you have
done something even more important—you have found
each other across the divisions that separated you.

That is the true heritage, more valuable than any land or
resource."

They remained at the tree until the afternoon shadows
lengthened, Mwazandi sharing stories of his childhood
visits to this place, of the traditions associated with
each landmark, of the dreams he had once held for
teaching these things to his children together.
Though tinged with the sadness of what had been lost,
these stories also celebrated what had been preserved
and what had been newly created through their reunion.

As they helped him back to the vehicle, his strength
fading but his spirit peaceful, Banice and Sonia
exchanged a glance of perfect understanding, a
recognition that this visit had completed something
essential for all of them. Their father had returned to
the land he had sought to protect, and they had
accompanied him as daughters united in purpose
rather than divided by circumstance.

The journey back to Kakoneni was quiet, Mwazandi
drifting in and out of sleep in the back seat, his
breathing labored but his expression serene. When they
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reached the hospital, the medical staff noted a decline
in his vital signs, the exertion of the trip had
accelerated the inevitable progression of his disease.

"Days," the doctor told them privately in the hallway
outside his room. "Perhaps a week. His body is
shutting down."

They had known this was coming, had prepared for it
as much as anyone can prepare for such a loss. Yet
the imminence of it still struck with physical
force, leaving them momentarily breathless with the
reality of what approached.

"We'll stay with him,” Sonia said, her voice steady
despite the tears that glistened in her eyes. "Every
moment."

And they did, establishing a constant presence in his
hospital room, one always at his bedside while the
other rested or attended to necessary tasks. They read
to him from books he had loved, played music that
held meaning for him, shared memories that brought
smiles to his increasingly gaunt face. When he was
lucid, they listened to his final wishes, his hopes for
their futures, his reflections on the journey that had
brought them to this point.

"The greatest gift,” he told them during one such
moment of clarity, "is seeing you together. Knowing
that what was broken has been mended, at least in
part."”
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On the sixth night after their visit to the ancestral land, as
rain tapped gently against the hospital window and
distant thunder rumbled like ancestral drums,
Mwazandi's breathing changed— becoming shallower,
more labored. Banice and Sonia moved to either
side of his bed, each holding one of his hands as the
spaces between breaths grew longer.

"We're here, Father,” Sonia murmured, her voice steady
despite the tears tracking silently down her cheeks.
"Both of us, together."

"You can rest now,"” Banice added, her own tears
falling freely. "We'll carry forward what you've given
us."

Whether he heard these words in his conscious mind
was uncertain, but something in his expression
suggested a deep peace, an acceptance of what was
unfolding. His final breath came quietly, almost
imperceptibly, a gentle transition rather than a
struggle, his spirit seeming to dissolve into the rain-
washed air of the room like mist returning to the
greater atmosphere.

In the profound silence that followed, Banice and
Sonia continued to hold their father's hands, creating a
circle that transcended the boundary between life and
death. No words were necessary in that moment, their
shared grief and their shared love flowed between
them like an electric current, binding them together
more completely than any blood relation or common
experience could have done alone.
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Later, as dawn approached and the rain subsided,
they stood together at the hospital window watching
the eastern sky lighten with the promise of a new
day. Their father was gone, yet something of him
remained alive in each of them, in Sonia's
connection to tradition and community, in Banice's
strategic mind and determination, in the values
they both carried forward in their different ways.

"What happens now?" Banice asked softly, her
shoulder touching Sonia's as they stood side by side.
"We honor him according to tradition,” Sonia replied.
"Return his body to the earth near the ancestral land, as
he wished. Plant a tree that will grow from his remains,
continuing the cycle."

"And after that?"

Sonia turned to look at her, the first light of dawn
illuminating her features. "We continue what we've
begun. Separately, together. Finding the balance
between our different worlds, our different paths.”

"Sisters," Banice said, testing the word that had once
seemed so foreign and now felt increasingly natural.

"Sisters,” Sonia confirmed with a small smile.
"Divided by circumstance but united by choice. That
seems a fitting tribute to his memory."

As the sun crested the horizon, casting long shadows

across Kakoneni's awakening streets, they began the

practical tasks that follow death, arrangements to be

made, notifications to be sent, rituals to be prepared.
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But beneath these activities flowed a deeper current of
understanding, that the end of their father's life marked
not a conclusion but a transition in their own
relationship, a shift from the intensity of crisis to the
more sustainable rhythms of ongoing connection.

The funeral took place three days later near the
ancestral land, attended by the people of Gahaleni
who had known Mwazandi as teacher and neighbor,
by colleagues from Kakoneni who remembered his
work in regional education initiatives, and by a small
contingent from Malindi including Banice's mother,
who came to honor the man she had loved in her
youth despite the pain of his disappearance.

It was a ceremony that bridged worlds, traditional
rituals performed by village -elders alongside
contemporary readings and music, all beneath the
spreading branches of the ancient hardwoods that had
been preserved through their combined efforts.
Mwazandi's body was returned to the earth near the
central spring, a young mahogany sapling planted
above to grow from his remains, continuing the
cycle of life that had been so central to his
understanding of the world.

As the ceremony concluded and people began to
disperse in small groups, sharing memories and
finding comfort in community, Banice found herself
standing beside her mother, watching Sonia speak with
Mama Lena and Lena a short distance away.

224



"She has your determination,” her mother observed,
following  her gaze. "And his gentleness.
A powerful combination.”

"Yes," Banice agreed. "We're very different, but there's
something... complementary in how we approach the
world."

"Will you stay in touch? After all this is over?"

The question carried layers of meaning, her mother's
own experience of loss and separation informing her
concern about this newly formed connection. Banice
considered it seriously before responding.

"Yes," she said with quiet certainty. "Not just out of
obligation or shared grief, but because |

value what she brings to my life. What we can learn
from each other."”

Her mother nodded, satisfaction evident in her
expression. "Then something beautiful has grown from
all this pain. That's what he would have wanted."

Later, as the afternoon waned and most mourners
had departed, Banice and Sonia found themselves
alone at their father's grave, the freshly planted
sapling standing as a symbol of continuation rather
than ending. The walking stick had been placed
temporarily in the earth beside it, not buried, but
standing upright as if still in use.
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"It should remain with you,” Banice said, gesturing
toward the staff. "As he wished. You'll use it to teach
others in Gahaleni, to preserve the knowledge it
contains."

Sonia nodded, though her expression suggested she
was considering something beyond the immediate
question of the walking stick's ownership. "I've been
thinking," she said after a moment. "About the future.
About how to honor what we've learned through all of
this.""What have you decided?"

"That boundaries can protect without dividing. That
different worlds can enrich rather than threaten each
other." Sonia turned to face her directly. "I'm
establishing a center at the edge of Gahaleni, a place
where traditional knowledge and modern approaches
can be shared, where communities can learn to protect
their heritage using both systems.™

"That sounds remarkable,” Banice said, genuinely
impressed by the vision. "A bridge between worlds."

"Yes. And | hope you'll be part of it, in whatever way
fits with your own path. Your experience, your
connections in the corporate and legal worlds, they
would be invaluable."

The invitation represented more than a professional
collaboration, it was an acknowledgment of their
ongoing connection, a commitment to maintaining the
bond they had formed even as they returned to their
separate lives. Banice felt its significance deeply.
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"I'd be honored,” she replied. "We could structure it
as a partnership, your leadership in the community,
my support from the outside. Different roles but shared
purpose.”

As they discussed possibilities, the setting sun cast long
shadows across the ancestral land, the ancient trees
standing as silent witnesses to this new beginning
emerging from profound loss.

The walking stick, temporarily planted beside their
father's grave, would soon continue its journey, not
as a static artifact but as a living tool for education and
preservation, much as their relationship would evolve
beyond the circumstances that had brought them
together.

In the days that followed, they began the process of
returning to their separate lives, Sonia to Gahaleni
with plans for the new center already taking
shape, Banice to Malindi where opportunities with
land rights organizations awaited her consideration.
But the separation was no longer absolute, no longer
defined by ignorance or absence. They established
regular communication schedules, planned visits at
significant intervals, and created shared projects that
would require ongoing collaboration.

On the morning of Banice's departure from Kakoneni,
they stood together at the bus station, the practical
realities of travel schedules and work commitments
reasserting themselves after weeks of suspended normal
life.
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"This isn't goodbye,” Banice said as the boarding call for
her bus was announced. "Just until next month when you
come to Malindi for the land rights conference."

"And you'll visit Gahaleni for the center's opening
ceremony in the spring,” Sonia added. "Mama

Lena is already planning what she'll cook for you."

They embraced, no longer the awkward, tentative
contact of strangers but the warm, familiar embrace
of family. As they separated, Sonia pressed
something into Banice's hand, a small carved wooden
pendant on a leather cord, similar to the one their father
had once given her.

"A reminder,"” she explained. "That roots can stretch
across distance without breaking."

Banice touched the pendant, feeling its smooth
surface beneath her fingertips, another form of
encoded knowledge, another symbol of connection
that transcended physical presence. "Thank you," she
said simply, slipping the cord over her head so the
pendant rested against her heart.

As the bus pulled away from the station, Banice
watched through the window as Sonia's figure grew
smaller with distance, not disappearing but
diminishing in the way that physical presence does
when relationships extend across space. The pendant
against her chest seemed to pulse with a warmth that
belied its wooden nature, a tangible reminder of the
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intangible bond that had been forged through shared
struggle and shared healing.

The journey back to Malindi would take hours,
crossing the geographical distance between the worlds
she and Sonia inhabited. But the emotional distance
had already been bridged, not erased, for their
differences remained real and significant, but
spanned by understanding and respect that allowed
connection despite those differences.

As the landscape changed outside the bus window,
transitioning from the rural settings near Kakoneni
toward the more developed regions approaching
Malindi, Banice reflected on the transformation that
had occurred within her own understanding of
family, of heritage, of belonging. She had begun this
journey seeking answers about a father she had never
known, and she was ending it with those answers but
also with something she had never thought to seek, a
sister whose existence had been hidden from her, whose
perspective challenged and expanded her own.

The wooden pendant rested against her skin, its
presence a constant reminder of what had been
discovered and what continued to grow. Like the
sapling planted above their father's grave, like the
center Sonia was establishing at the edge of Gahaleni, like
the  partnership they were building across their
different worlds, it represented not an ending but a
beginning, not division but connection, not roots
severed but roots healing, extending, and
intertwining in new and unexpected patterns.
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The bus continued its journey toward Malindi,
carrying Banice back to the urban environment she
knew best. But she returned changed, carrying within
her not just memories of what had transpired but
active connections to a heritage and a family she
had only just begun to understand. The divided
roots of their shared ancestry had found new ways to
grow together, creating something stronger and more
resilient than either could have developed alone.

And in that growth lay the true legacy of Mwazandi,
not just in the land he had sought to protect or the
daughters he had been forced to leave, but in the
healing that had finally occurred across the divisions
that life had placed between them. It was a legacy that
would continue to unfold in the days, months, and
years ahead, a story still being written by the
daughters who had found each other across worlds
that had seemed impossibly separate but proved
ultimately connected by the most fundamental bonds
of all: blood, love, and shared purpose in a world
where  such connections remain the most precious
resource of all.
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