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Prologue
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Zahoor tore down the hotel corridor, each step pounding like a drumbeat of urgency in his chest. His heart threatened to burst as adrenaline surged through him, fueling every frantic movement. He stormed into the room, voice sharp and trembling, and activated the speakerphone while shoving clothes into a worn, battered suitcase—its zippers strained against the chaos. Colonel Abubakar’s words haunted him: leave Addis Ababa—immediately—and do it on a passport unlinked to Egypt, no matter the cost.

A crackling female voice sliced through the tense air, edged with curiosity. “Hello? Is this Mr. Zahoor?”

“Yes,” he gasped, voice strained with panic. “Get me a premium flight to Tunisia. Now.” Every second felt like a ticking bomb, each one bringing him closer to disaster.

“Premium, sir?” Her tone hinted at surprise—this wasn’t just a call; it was an emergency. Premium tickets weren’t cheap, and she knew it.

“YES! Premium!” Zahoor snapped, desperation thickening his words. “I’ll send you my details and the PIN. Just do it.”

The click of keys echoed in the cramped space as she responded cautiously, “There’s a Qatar Airways flight leaving in two hours. Will that work for you?”

“YES! Absolutely!” His mind spun with nothing but the need to escape Ethiopia’s grasp. “Make it happen. Please.”

“Alright, Mr. Zahoor. One-way ticket, Business Class. A car will be waiting to pick you up in thirty minutes. Anything else?”

He hesitated only a moment, then shook his head. “No. That’s perfect. Thank you.” His finger hovered over the dial button, pressing it down with trembling resolve as the weight of desperation pressed into his bones.

He took a shaky breath, zipped his suitcase, then reached for his lighter. Without hesitation, he set fire to his passports, watching flames curl upward—smoke signals of a past burning to ash, tainted by lies and secrets. His hand closed around a flash drive—an incendiary fragment of his hidden truths. He sprinted to the bathroom, clutching it tight, and with a grim resolve, flushed it down the toilet. The water swirled around it, swallowing secrets, erasing sins—obliterating everything that could betray him.

Back in the bedroom, Zahoor collapsed onto the edge of the bed, sweat beading on his brow, heart hammering in his chest. His mind was a storm—fears and hopes colliding, desperate for clarity but drowning in chaos. Before he could plan his next move, the door burst inward with violent force.

A deafening crack—one, two, three—silenced by the muffled report of a silenced nine-millimeter. Shots pierced his chest, cold and unyielding. He gasped, stumbling, as the shooter—calm, methodical—nudged the door closed with his foot and stepped forward, firing a final, fatal shot straight into Zahoor’s heart.

The suitcase, abandoned and silent, lay witness to plans shattered before they could take flight. In those last moments, the room morphed from a sanctuary of desperation into a silent graveyard of ambition, bearing witness to Zahoor’s final betrayal by his nephew-in-law. This ruthless act shattered his hopes before they could even take shape.

Standing over the fallen figure, Johannes exhaled slowly, a flicker of satisfaction flickering in his eyes—yet beneath it, a shadow of dread lurked, cold and unyielding.
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Chapter One
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The day Fatima sold his cattle felt like the ground beneath Hussein had cracked open. Two proud bulls and a gentle heifer—gifts from his deceased father—disappeared in an instant, erased like smoke in the wind. Her cold, calculated act, cloaked behind a false excuse of infection, left him stunned. His breath hitched, dry as desert air, and his throat clenched in silent rage. Her decision was a blade that severed his last ties to hope and memory. Silence settled within him, prickling like a thousand tiny thorns.

Hussein was only thirteen, living in Negele, Borena—where the sun blazed fiercely and the land whispered stories of ancestors long gone. His stepmother, Fatima, was stern and unyielding. The cattle, gifts from his late father, had been taken from him—sold to force him out of her house. He knew well he was not wanted there. For a time, he waited—silent, patient—pondering what he could do. His mind was a restless maze of hope and despair.

She had taken him out of school, assigning him the task of watching the cattle—something he accepted without complaint. It was all he had left of his father’s memory. Now, Fatima frequently urged him to perform chores at her family’s home—a journey that took nearly four hours on foot. He would leave at dawn, walking through the burning heat, returning late at night, exhausted and hungry. He had only a corner of the room to lie in, stomach empty, body aching. The world was vast and unforgiving, and he was just a boy trying to hold onto what little dignity remained.

He waited quietly, as patient as the slow crawl of the moon across the night sky—watchful, ready. Then, unexpectedly, an opening appeared—fragile and fleeting. Fatima, stern and unyielding, commanded him to give seven goats to her uncle. Hussein sold them all—though for a mere fifteen birr. That small, trembling sum ignited something fierce within him—a spark of rebellion flickering to life. With resolve, he climbed into a battered truck, its engine humming promises of distant horizons. The drivers, noticing the fire in his eyes, offered a hand—an act of cold kindness, fleeting but precious.

Addis Ababa unfurled before him—alive, relentless, bathed in dawn’s golden glow. Its streets wrapped each soul in warmth, yet beneath that luminous beauty lurked chaos—shadows whispering of moral corruption and secrets buried deep. Hussein, a young wanderer, threaded his way through cracked pavements and bustling markets, seeking refuge amid fleeting dreams. He yearned to drown out Oromiffa and Somali, craving instead the rhythm of Amharic, hoping to melt into the city’s pulse. But the street boys—bold and ruthless—shattered his fragile calm like thunder, their voices demanding what little he earned—trophies cruelly wrested from his labor, edges as uneven as the cracked pavement beneath his feet.

At the heart of this chaos prowled Chombe—the notorious gang leader whose shadow stretched across the heart of the Merkato market. His domain sprawled from the bus station’s crossroads to Sebategna, winding through the tangled maze of Merkato, all the way to Merab Hotel. From there, his influence extended upward to Amede Gebeya. Each night, Hussein sought refuge on the verandas in front of Merab Hotel, where the scent of incense and spices mingled with market sounds—a fleeting sanctuary before dawn’s inevitable return.

From his earliest days, Hussein navigated the treacherous streets of Addis Ababa like a shadow—swift, silent, and resilient. Violence was a constant threat, erupting suddenly in bursts of brutality that left scars deeper than the skin. Power was seized through bloodshed and fear, shadows flickering beneath sputtering streetlights. Hussein quickly learned that survival meant submission or defiance: pay the levies or face the wrath of Chombe and his gang.

Despite the chaos, Hussein found small moments of solace. One late night, he lingered at his usual corner, shoes worn but meaningful—a gift from Gash Kedir, owner of a nearby milling house. These shoes symbolized kindness amid hardship, a rare comfort in a world that often offered none. They represented hope—a reminder that even in darkness, small treasures could keep the spirit alive.

That evening, as the sun dipped below the horizon, Hussein felt a quiet pride in his modest possessions. But in the shadows, danger lurked. Chombe’s eyes caught sight of Hussein wearing the shoes—an act of quiet rebellion—and his face twisted with fury. “Remove them. Hand them over,” he growled, veins bulging with anger. The threat was silent but deadly, a warning Hussein refused to heed.

Standing tall, Hussein met Chombe’s glare, heart pounding but spirit unbroken. A tense silence stretched between them, thick with unspoken defiance. Then, in a sudden burst of courage, Hussein seized a loose stone from the ground. With savage force, he swung it into Chombe’s face, blood splattering instantly, a sickening crack echoing through the night. At that moment, Hussein’s instinct for self-defense ignited—he grabbed a nearby follower and hurled him onto the pavement, knocking him out cold.

The street erupted into chaos. Chombe’s followers hesitated—fear rippling through their ranks—while Hussein’s group seized the moment. Stones, bottles, fists—raw rage exploded into the darkness. Shouts pierced the night as they fought back against oppression, their defiance transforming the street into a battlefield. Slowly, the tide turned; Hussein and his allies pushed back Chombe’s gang, leaving an indelible mark on Markato’s memory. In that fierce confrontation, Hussein’s courage shone—arrogant yet humble, unbreakable.

But Chombe was not defeated. Bloodied and furious, he regrouped, arming himself with iron chains and knives—anything sharp and deadly. Shadows deepened as plans for revenge took shape, casting a foreboding pall over the streets. Hussein sensed the danger but remained resolute, knowing that the fight for justice was far from over.

Meanwhile, news of Chombe’s resurgence reached Gash Kedir. Recognizing the growing threat, he urged Hussein to alert the police. Acting swiftly, Hussein tipped off the authorities. The police raid was decisive—they caught Chombe and his gang red-handed, weapons in hand. The intervention struck a heavy blow, thwarting Chombe’s plans for revenge and temporarily restoring some peace.

In the aftermath, Gash Kedir stepped in once more. Recognizing Hussein’s unwavering resilience and the dangers he faced, he offered him more than just words—he provided Hussein with a safe place to stay at the milling house, giving him a roof over his head. Hussein gratefully accepted, finding shelter and a semblance of stability amid the chaos. The milling house became his refuge, a place where he could rest, learn, and gather strength for the battles ahead.

Every time Gash Kedir saw Hussein stumble into the milling station—face bruised, eyes heavy—he shook his head softly, regret flickering in his eyes. One day, he took Hussein aside and said, “Don’t get drawn into these fights. Come sleep at my milling house. Rest, regain your strength, and go to school at night.” His words carried wisdom—peace is a virtue, and strength lies in resilience, not revenge. “Allah dislikes those who stir trouble,” he added gently, “peace is the virtue, my son.”

Inspired by Gash Kedir’s kindness, Hussein embraced his new routine. He eagerly attended the evening classes, driven by a fierce desire to rise above his circumstances. His cleverness blossomed, sharpening like a blade, and he grew close to Gash Kedir—like a son. Their bond deepened, built on trust and understanding, anchoring Hussein in hope.

By eighth grade, the milling house faced uncertain times—its future threatened by shifting fortunes. Hussein carried an unspoken longing, a flicker of ambition for a better life. Gash Kedir, sensing the fire inside Hussein—his sharp mind and unwavering resolve—kept him close. Though moments of temper sometimes clouded Hussein’s gaze, Gash Kedir saw within him a spark—something greater waiting to ignite. Hussein trusted Gash Kedir as a mentor and confidant, their bond growing stronger with each passing day.

––––––––
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A SHADOW OF GRIEF, a relentless ache, clung to Gash Kedir like a dark shroud, suffocating his spirit in silence. His four daughters—delicate blossoms born from the weathered branches of his two wives—carried the weight of his sorrow. The first, fragile as glass, had gifted him Zulfakir before falling to the cruel march of fate. Ms. Keriya, a woman of quiet resilience, bore him three more daughters—each a mirror of the grief that haunted her husband's heart.

Yet beneath this tapestry of sorrow, a burning longing persisted—a desperate, unquenchable fire for a son. It gnawed at him like a phantom hunger, an unspoken prayer echoing through the chambers of his soul. 

He looked at Hussein—not with the detached pride of a father but with a deep, aching longing—an invisible wound carved into his heart. Hussein, a boy carved from sunlight and resolve, reflected the steadfastness Gash Kedir secretly yearned for. Softly, almost reverently, he would murmur, “Look how attentive, how kind Hussein is.” 

Those words, like daggers dipped in hope, pierced the quiet disapproval etched into Ms. Keriya’s face—a silent rebuke reflected in her furrowed brow, her eyes shadowed with doubt and worry. 

Gash Kedir sat in contemplative silence, weighing his options as if standing on the edge of an abyss. His mind clouded with hesitation, torn between hope and fear. The decision wouldn’t come easily. So, he chose to delay—trusting that destiny, like a guiding star, would reveal its hand after his pilgrimage to Mecca. 

Meanwhile, he took a quiet step of faith—connecting Hussein with a relative who traded salvage clothes in Kolfe. He entrusted the boy with two thousand birr—part of Hussein’s modest savings—hoping this small sum would ignite his journey into trade and build a path toward independence. 

When the day arrived for Hussein to leave the only home he’d ever known since Negele, he carried his belongings with quiet resolve—determined, hopeful, yet burdened by unseen responsibilities. His path was clear—he had to fend for himself, look after his sisters, and work towards a future worth fighting for. Only Ms. Keriya watched him go with relief, her face serene but her eyes betraying a tempest of emotions—disapproval, worry. Her lips remained calm, yet her heart trembled. She disliked the closeness Hussein shared with Gash Kedir—a bond that might someday blossom into something more—perhaps a son, an heir. To her, Hussein was merely a laborer, a boy beneath her daughters’ future. She dismissed the idea of kinship or inheritance with a narrow gaze as he disappeared beyond the horizon. 

Not long after Hussein completed his eighth-grade ministry exam, his spirit ignited—a fire that refused to be tamed. Without hesitation, he boarded a rickety train heading eastward—toward Dire Dawa—a swift arrow into the unknown, eager to seize whatever opportunities—or dangers—lay ahead. 

Each mile was a step into the abyss of destiny, into a future unwritten—where hope and peril intertwined. As the train chugged forward, Hussein’s thoughts turned to the bustling city awaiting him. 

In Dire Dawa, Artishek, and Melkajeldu, clandestine trade flourished—a shadowy dance of whispered deals, smuggled goods, and stolen cloth. Carts groaned under heavy loads, their wheels creaking like old bones; merchants shouted over one another, their voices blending into a cacophony of ambition and desperation. Shadows flickered in narrow alleyways, alive with secrets and danger. 

Hussein saw both peril and promise in this underground world—risk of capture, yes, but also the tantalizing lure of quick gains. What surprised him most was how naturally words flowed from his tongue—Oromiffa, Somali—fluent, effortless. Conversations blossomed like wildflowers amid disorder, friendships formed in the shadows, and he slipped seamlessly into this clandestine rhythm—a stranger finding his footing in a world of shadows. 

By ninth grade, Hussein sat among full-day classes—a quiet beacon of resilience. Teachers knew his struggles—missed days, late arrivals—but judged him not. His performance soared, ranking among the top students, a testament to a spirit forged in hardship—unbroken by the storm. His classmates looked up to him—not just for his grades but for the quiet strength that radiated from within—a boy who had weathered storms with unwavering resolve. 

Yet, behind his calm exterior, Hussein’s life was a constant balancing act. Even when he attended school, his mind sometimes drifted to the market, where he managed his contraband items—goods he had to retrieve from Dire Dawa or trade in Addis Ababa’s bustling markets. Some weeks, he might not show up at all, caught up in the hectic scramble to keep his illegal trade afloat. Whether in the classroom or the chaos of the marketplace, Hussein’s focus was divided—his ambition and survival often pulling him in opposite directions. 

Every missed lesson or late arrival was a reminder of the heavy price he paid to carve out a future amid the shadows. The danger of his illegal trade loomed constantly—confiscations by authorities struck like sudden storms, crushing and unforgiving. 

Each setback dimmed his hopes—once soaring like an eagle, now flickering like a dying ember. His towering frame, once a symbol of strength, now felt heavy—an anchor reminding him how fragile success could be, how quickly dreams could shatter. 

When Haji Kedir learned of the seizures, he moved swiftly—his face a mask of grave concern. He pressed a bundle of birr into Hussein’s hand, his gaze steady and commanding. 

“Don’t put all your eggs in one basket,” he warned softly, his voice like a whispering wind through dry leaves. “Save some for dark days, when the storm hits.”

Once a lively trader, Haji Kedir now spent his days in prayer at the mosque. To keep himself afloat, he bought a taxi— “weyeyt”—and rented a lorry, living modestly but with dignity. Despite his humble life, his thoughts often turned to Hussein—young, full of hope, burning with ambition.

Every weekend, Hussein returned home. Their silent conversations—unspoken yet profound—filled the space between them: hardships, dreams, fears—like father and son, finding strength in shared understanding. Hussein saw Haji not just as a benefactor but as a guiding star—wisdom etched into every word, fueling his resolve.

––––––––
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HAJI GAZED AT HUSSEIN with quiet reverence, recognizing in him the roots of tradition—marriage, children, a life full of meaning. Yet, Hussein’s eyes were fixed on an uncertain horizon, shimmering with both hope and doubt. His goal burned fiercely within him: sixty thousand birr—enough to unlock the gates of education and carve out a brighter future. He longed to be Bairu Hadigu, a name that carried promise, dignity, and purpose.

Bairu had come to Negele from Addis Ababa University, summoned by the call of national service. The struggle had been fierce—Oromiffa and Somali, languages foreign and tangled in his mind. Nevertheless, within six months, he had conquered them, mastering both as if they were simple puzzles waiting to be solved. At Negele, he became a dedicated teacher, healer, and legal advisor—an unwavering beacon of resilience illuminating the path for others lost in shadows.

Fate’s cruel hand, however, sharply shifted Hussein’s destiny. The pursuit of that sixty thousand birr, which seemed like a perilous journey, took on the shape of a Silk Road—twisting and treacherous—when Suleiman, a cunning Somali from Jigjiga, introduced him to the shadows: an underground network of influential Finance Policemen. With their help, Hussein slipped past checkpoints like a ghost, earning over thirty thousand birr in just half a year. Closer than ever to his dream, hope flickered brighter within him.

Then, the day arrived—the results of his matriculation. Hussein’s name appeared in the national newspaper, and the words echoed: Kotebe Teachers’ College, assigned by the Board of Higher Education. His heart swelled with fragile hope, imagining the gates of destiny swinging open. Yet, beneath that hope, an inner storm brewed—fear, doubt, whispers of shadows. To fund his ambitions, he turned once more to darkness—illegal activities, sacrifices he convinced himself were necessary for a dawn worth fighting for. Risky? Yes, but his resolve was steel—unbreakable. He believed that paying any price was justified if it meant lifting himself, his family, and his community out of despair.

A solemn vow took root in his heart—an oath to dedicate himself fully to his dream. The dangerous trade, costly and perilous, was a bridge he was willing to cross.

Meanwhile, Haji’s face, shadowed with worry and disappointment, betrayed his disapproval—an internal struggle between hope and concern. When they went together to apply at Kotebe, Haji remained silent—silent sentinel watching over his young charge, burdened by conflicting hopes.

“So, this is your choice,” Haji’s voice was thick with concern. “But tell me—will being a teacher truly fill your pockets? You’re comfortable now.”

Hussein looked into Haji’s eyes, steady and unwavering. Nevertheless, “It doesn’t matter, Haji. I want to go as far as I can. Maybe even earn my doctorate. I’ve come this far already.”

Haji raised a cautious brow. “And how long will that take?”

Hussein hesitated, then spoke with quiet conviction. “It’s a long road. After my diploma, I’ll need a year or two before starting my undergraduate studies. That might take three years. Then my master’s—another two or three. It’s a difficult journey, but I believe in it.”

Haji listened silently, worry etched into his face. Deep down, he thought—life is fleeting, a fragile thing that we can’t take for granted. Hussein’s future lay with Zulfakir—she, the missing piece that would complete him. Once she won his heart, peace would settle over this restless wolf. Love, stability, purpose—that’s what he truly sought. With this thought, Haji’s lips curved into a gentle, knowing smile.

Hussein, however, interpreted Haji’s quiet smile as pride—an unspoken testament to his unwavering confidence. That look struck a chord deep within him, stirring gratitude and a newfound resolve. His mind raced, plotting how he could somehow repay Haji—his sacrifices, his silent faith that had carried him this far.

Their thoughts wove around each other, heavy with unspoken promises. Haji’s gaze drifted to visions of Zulfakir—her name whispered softly in his mind—as he envisioned their nikah, their sacred vows sealed in love. He pictured their house—a sanctuary born of hope and devotion—more than bricks and mortar, a home where life could begin anew.

For Haji, that house was more than shelter. It was a lifeline—an anchor in his son’s turbulent world, a foundation for dreams to take root and flourish despite life’s storms.
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Chapter Two
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The room assaulted their senses, thick with a foul, oppressive stench—stale air that clung to every corner. Papers lay scattered across the floor like fallen leaves, fluttering weakly in the stagnant silence. The stacked beds, pushed into the center, made the cramped space feel even more suffocating. A single chair was jammed beneath the table, while mattresses leaned precariously, forming a chaotic jumble on the floor.

Their eyes met—an unspoken understanding passing between them. Without a word, they dropped their luggage. The first task: wrestle the stacked beds into a corner. Chairs were cleared, mattresses rearranged, yet chaos still reigned. Scattered papers, a battered table, a few mismatched chairs—disorder incarnate. One of them grabbed a broom; the other began sorting luggage into the closet, both trying to impose some semblance of order amid the mess.

Before they could even reach the window to let in fresh air, dust motes danced in the shafts of sunlight—silent witnesses to the room’s neglect.

"My name is Roba Garuma," said the young lad who had opened the window, approaching the other with a broom and extending a hand.

"Hussein, Hussein Said," he replied, their hands meeting in a firm grip.

"I'm from Harar. Where are you from?" Roba asked.

Hussein hesitated. The question tangled in his mind—complicated. He had moved so often—so much—that sometimes he felt like a leaf blown by the wind, belonging everywhere and nowhere. He unzipped his backpack, pulled out a piece of sheeting, and began draping it over the bed.

Suddenly, Roba sprang onto the stacked beds, a grin spreading across his face.

"I’m athletic," he declared. "I’ll take the top bunk."

“Oh!” Hussein exclaimed, a playful glint in his eyes. “So now you’re insulting me?”

“How so?” Roba asked, genuinely confused.

“You’re implying I’m too tall, not agile enough to climb up there,” Hussein said, words flowing easily in Oromiffa.

Roba looked down from his perch and burst into laughter.

“Oh! You speak Oromiffa, then?” he asked.

“Used to,” Hussein replied. “Trying not to lose it.”

“Why’s that?” Roba pressed.

“Because you don’t have to speak Oromiffa here in Addis,” Hussein said simply.

“I come from a big Oromo family,” Roba said. “You won’t have a problem. We can speak Oromiffa. Hey, have you ever been to Sendafa?”

“Hmm, no,” Hussein said. “But it’s not far—maybe twenty kilometers from here.”

“My father, Captain Garuma Wordofa, teaches there, at Sendafa Police College,” Roba added, a smile spreading across his face. “He’ll be here tonight. I’ll introduce you.”

Meanwhile, at the student dean’s office, two boys from Gimbi stood before the desk. They presented a note, which prompted a smile from the dean. It was from a close relative, requesting that the boys be assigned to the same dormitory and given extra help if needed.

“How is Ato Tessema doing these days?” the dean asked, his eyes on the boys as he reached for the phone. The moment the line was answered, he said, his voice firm, “Please come immediately.”

Mr. Tessema, First Deputy of Gimbi County for the Workers’ Party of Ethiopia, was Thomas’s uncle and the dean’s son-in-law. Their conversation drifted into family matters and college details, a relaxed rhythm interrupted by a knock on the door.

The dean rose, walked around his desk, and placed a hand on each boy’s shoulder—Thomas and Johannes. He introduced them to the proctor.

“Make sure they share a dormitory,” he instructed. “Keep them together, and help them out whenever they need it.” Then, softening his tone, he added, “My door is always open. Don’t hesitate to come to me if you have any problems.”

Outside the dean’s office, Thomas and Johannes followed the proctor to their dormitory building. The proctor, aware of the dean’s high expectations, felt a quiet wave of relief as he reached the doorway and looked inside.

“This is your room,” he said, opening the door. “It’s tidy.” He gestured to the beds. “These are yours. And these are your lockers for your things.” He opened and closed the closet doors, demonstrating their readiness. Turning to the boys already in the room, he praised their efforts in preparing for the newcomers and asked them to extend their hospitality.

Hussein and Roba watched their new roommates with a mix of curiosity and caution, exchanging silent glances of welcome.

That evening, Captain Garuma arrived, with his eldest son Roba by his side. After a pleasant evening of conversation with his son’s roommates, he offered a few parting words, his voice earnest:

“This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity,” he said. “To build friendships that will last, to shape your futures. Look out for each other. Focus on your studies. Stay away from trouble—the pubs, the distractions. Do you understand?” He looked at each of them in turn. “Study hard, take care of yourselves, and support one another.”

––––––––
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CAPTAIN GARUMA’S HOPES dissolved before they even had a chance to know each other—long before the first mid-term exams loomed on the horizon.

Helen. She was the spark, the elusive flame that ignited whispers and envy alike. Her beauty hovered on the boundary between the divine and the unattainable—an almost angelic glow that seemed to set her apart from the chaos of student life. The bustling café rarely saw her face, and she drifted through campus like a specter—her arrivals heralded by the sleek whisper of a car pulling up to the gate, her uncle behind the wheel. An elegant routine, almost ritualistic, that only deepened her mystery—an enigma wrapped in shimmering silence, both unreachable and mesmerizing.

News of her single status traveled fast, like a ripple across still water: Helen was available, a prize for the taking. Quiet rivalries ignited beneath the surface. Daniel, a handsome second-year linguistics student with a confident smile, was the first to step forward. For days, he was seen walking beside her—tentative steps, a cautious closeness that hinted at something more. They strolled toward Arat-Kilo, whispering plans for a Saturday movie at Cinema Imperia. But come Monday, the dynamic shifted. Daniel kept his distance, his gaze averted, as if afraid to meet her eyes.

The reason for his retreat remained shrouded in mystery, yet the rumors spread like wildfire. Some claimed Helen had confided she had a boyfriend; others insisted she was married with children—stories that only fueled campus fascination. Meanwhile, Thomas Bijiga, another eager contender, tested the waters with cautious steps. He managed to walk her to a taxi, a small but notable victory amid a landscape of fleeting glances and unspoken desires.

One late afternoon, as the campus basked in the amber glow of the setting sun, Helen moved across the grounds with a grace that seemed to ripple through the air. Her presence brought a hush—a calm that contrasted sharply with the usual energy of students. Serene yet commanding, each step she took radiated effortless poise. Conversations paused, heads turned, whispers followed in her wake—eyes captivated by her almost otherworldly aura, as if she carried a secret beyond mortal reach.

From a distance, Thomas felt his heartbeat quicken. He had admired her from afar for nearly two months, but today, something shifted. Today, he resolved that he would approach her—no matter the nerves that churned inside him like a stormy sea. His chest tightened, and he hurried after her, trying to summon a confidence he felt slipping away.

Closing the gap, he hesitated only a moment before softly calling out, "Hey, Helen."

She turned, her eyes curious—an expression that seemed both amused and guarded—and a gentle smile played on her lips.

"Hi," she replied softly, her voice a melody that made his heart flutter.

"Got a problem only you can fix. Hope you’ve got a minute?" Thomas managed, forcing a casual tone despite the butterflies swarming in his stomach.

Her eyes sparkled with amusement. "Yeah, sure. What’s up?"

"My friends," Thomas began, a playful grin tugging at his face, "told me I should warn you—about, you know, toning down the beauty. Some of them are getting heart attacks just trying to keep up. What do you think?"

Helen paused, her expression contemplative, then a soft laugh escaped her—a pure, clear chime that seemed to lift the very air around them. Her laughter was contagious, drawing smiles from nearby students and transforming the mundane campus scene into something enchanted. It was a sound that made hearts skip, eyes linger, and ears strain to catch every note.

"No, really," Thomas pressed, voice now mock-serious. "It’s a serious health hazard. Do something about it?"

She raised an elegant eyebrow, her gaze sharp yet playful. With a delicate gesture, she reached up, her long, shimmering hair flowing over her shoulders like silk caught in a gentle breeze—casting a spell over the gathered students.

For a moment, Helen’s smile lingered after the laughter faded, her eyes still twinkling with amusement. She looked at him once more, then turned with effortless grace, crossing the main road. Her figure disappeared into the bustling stream of people. Her laughter—a faint, musical echo—lingered in the air, a reminder of her enchanting presence.

That brief, magical exchange with Thomas became a whispered legend among students, a story spun into the fabric of campus lore. To them, Helen was more than a girl; she was a myth—woven from threads of beauty, charm, and humor that seemed almost divine. Her laughter was her secret weapon, disarming hearts and cementing her place in the collective memory of campus life. Forever just beyond reach, forever unforgettable.

As these tales spread, Johannes—Thomas’s close friend couldn’t resist sharing the latest details with his roommates, fueling the fire of intrigue. Thomas, hailing from a family whose name was woven into the fabric of Gimbi’s political and business elite, was no stranger to social maneuvering. Though his skin was darker, he carried himself with a studied confidence—a dandy’s flair, always seeking to impress, with a hint of pretension.

The moment Thomas stepped into the dormitory, Roba’s eyes widened. He clapped him on the shoulder with genuine surprise. "You did it!" he exclaimed. "You made that dream girl your reality!"

Thomas chuckled, offering a small shrug—an unspoken What can I say?

Hussein felt a subtle shift within him—an awareness of his own maturing self—after Haji mentioned Zulfakir’s marriage. Such news felt trivial, almost childish, compared to his hopes of marriage. Quietly, he left the room, feeling the conversation drift behind him like a distant echo.

But the buzz about Helen and Thomas continued to ripple across campus. Before classes, during lunch, and at tea breaks, Thomas became the center of attention. Students gathered, eager for details. Thomas, basking in the spotlight, wanted to be the subject of campus gossip every hour of every day.

He took a bold step: sitting closer to Helen in class, walking beside her on campus—silent assertions that everyone interpreted as proof that she had finally yielded to his charm.

One Saturday afternoon, Helen closed her books, signaling the end of her study session. She left the library, heading home. Thomas, patient and calculating, sat near the front door, eyes fixed on her—not on his books. He timed her movements—collecting her belongings, returning her books to the librarian—so he could intercept her, steal a few moments, and speak.

He greeted her, reaching around her waist. Helen stiffened. This, she thought, was crossing the bold red line. A pang of regret shot through her; she wished she hadn’t let him get this close. With a subtle move, she freed herself and, her voice calm yet firm, suggested, "I need to talk to you about something serious."

Thomas, convinced that Helen had finally succumbed, felt a surge of confidence. Deep down, he believed their mutual flirtation had resolved. That idiot! Daniel had given up halfway, but I’m different. He swore: I will prove to her my true worth. Casually, he suggested, "Why don’t we grab some coffee?"

They chose a nearby café, close to campus, and started a tentative, gentle conversation. Helen was determined not to repeat her experience with Daniel. Though her uncle had made some concessions with Daniel—details she was still unaware of—at least Daniel had refrained from pressing further.

––––––––
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THAT SATURDAY AFTERNOON, Helen’s appointment with Daniel at Cinema Imperio was cut short. As Daniel reached Arat-Kilo by taxi, he remained unaware of the silent observers trailing him. Two men from his campus kept their distance—sometimes walking ahead, sometimes closing the gap—like shadows lurking on the periphery. When Daniel approached the corner near the ET-fruit stand at the square's entrance, he sensed their relentless pursuit. His heart pounded as he quickened his steps, trying to shake them off. Suddenly, one pursuer lunged forward, nearly grabbing him by the shoulder. Daniel staggered back, but the man forcefully shoved him onto a nearby green Niva. In a flash, the second man yanked open the passenger door, climbed in, and slammed it shut behind him. The Niva roared to life and sped away, leaving Daniel stunned and disoriented, caught in chaos he hadn’t anticipated.

Moments later, Daniel found himself in a shadowy, suffocating room—so silent it was almost deafening—broken only by relentless, jagged blows to his abdomen. The pain seemed to stretch on forever, each strike dragging him deeper into a nightmare he couldn’t wake from. Nearly an hour passed before a stern figure of authority called a halt. His hands and feet were bound tight, leaving him sprawled on the cold, unforgiving floor.

When they returned for a second round, exhaustion overwhelmed him. His body betrayed him—he vomited violently, the assault draining every ounce of strength, until darkness crept in, pulling him under.

That night, as consciousness returned in ragged fragments, a commanding voice cut through the haze—stern, cold, unyielding. A figure resembling a military officer warned him, coldly, to stay away from Helen. Any defiance, he was told, would be met with harsher punishment: he would be taken to Tolay military base, forcibly trained, and then thrown into the deadly battleground in the north—fighting EPLF dissidents and risking death.

Without ceremony, they shackled him into the Niva and drove him back to campus—darkness swallowing him whole as they dropped him off like discarded trash.

Meanwhile, Helen resolved to confront her fears with unwavering determination. She was determined to stand her ground, ready to face Thomas directly and speak her mind. Yet, beneath her calm exterior, an insidious worry festered—how many others like Daniel might be ensnared in similar danger in the days to come, especially during her time at college. The thought of countless suitors vying for her attention, coupled with her uncle’s growing intolerance, cast a heavy shadow over her hopes. Despite insisting that her heart longed only for her education and sought no distractions, Thomas’s relentless persistence threatened to sway her resolve.

She explained, softly but firmly, that her feelings for him were purely platonic—a sisterly affection, a bond she wished to nurture without complication. Yet Thomas, insistent and unyielding, argued that their future should be shaped by mutual love—that as young people with agency, they had the right to chart their destinies. He vowed he was the one meant to walk beside her, promising she would not regret her choice.

Helen hesitated, caught in a tumult of conflicting emotions. A strange, visceral revulsion flared within her—a deep-seated bias she could neither fully understand nor suppress. The very idea of being with a Black man turned her stomach; a revulsion so intense it made her gag and turn away in discomfort. It was a prejudice rooted in shadows she had yet to confront—an internal voice whispering of societal norms and ingrained beliefs she desperately wished to challenge but found herself unable to silence. In that moment, her heart was torn between her growing awareness and the weight of unspoken biases—an uneasy struggle between what she felt and what she thought she ought to feel.

Faced with an impossible choice and driven by a desperate need to halt his relentless pursuit, Helen summoned her courage. Her voice was calm, unwavering—a quiet storm. She revealed the truth she believed would finally silence him: “I am HIV positive.” Not out of conviction, but as a weapon to make him stop, to shake him from his obsession.

The revelation hit Thomas like a lightning bolt—sudden, blinding, ripping through the air. His carefully maintained composure shattered instantly, like fragile glass splintering under pressure. The lukewarm tea in his hand betrayed him—his body trembled as her words sank in. Without warning, he expelled it with a violent gasp—nostrils flaring, the tea shooting out like a jet—drenching his face and splattering the surrounding silence. Chairs and tables trembled as he fumbled, knocking over cups and books, chaos erupting in his frantic scramble to escape.

He burst from the café, dissolving into the campus shadows—leaving behind stunned silence, spilled tea, and a fractured sense of calm. His silhouette disappeared into the dusk, swallowed by the night.

That evening, the story spread like wildfire—filling the air with whispers, swirling through the campus like smoke in a breeze. Rumors ignited cruel laughter and whispered judgments. Word twisted through hallways and dorms, awakening whispers that cut deep. Many boys who once cared looked at her differently—her name becoming a silent scar. The students’ voices curled cruelly: “Poor Daniel, caught in his own game, dumbfounded, like a jester betrayed by his jest”—their words echoing like knives through the corridors, piercing her reputation.

The warm, tender gazes of friends and strangers alike turned cold—eyes filled with judgment, pity, and unspoken condemnation. Dawn broke over the grounds, heavy with unspoken weight, casting a gray pall over the campus. Helen, flanked by Sofia, moved silently toward the dormitory—her steps soft, her face a mask of quiet sorrow after attending a single early class. Around ten o’clock, she was seen leaving, her head bowed low, shoulders weighed down with silent grief.

The campus felt subdued—the usual vibrancy dulled, hushed under a burden too heavy to carry openly. Those who looked at her with tenderness harbored unspoken thoughts:


"Go, Helen, seek your peace in the twilight—some wounds run too deep for words, and some truths burn too fiercely for the light."









Johannes leaned against the cold stone wall outside the dean’s office, his eyes fixed on the heavy wooden door. His fingers tapped a slow, nervous rhythm on his arm, tension etched into every movement. Minutes stretched in thick silence—unspoken worry weighing heavily between them. Then, the door swung open, and Thomas stepped out. Slumped, face pale, shoulders hunched as if burdened by unseen storms. His gaze was vacant, trembling slightly, fighting an internal war.

Johannes straightened instinctively, watching his friend’s unsteady steps. Without a word, he moved to fall in beside him, matching his pace. Their eyes met briefly—the flicker of shared memories passing silently, understanding written in that glance.

Thomas’s jaw clenched tightly, fists clenched at his sides. When he finally spoke, his voice was hoarse and low, edged with urgency. “Find Roba. Tell him I need to see him. Now.”

Johannes hesitated, scanning the crowd for their friend, then nodded. He reached out, gently placing a hand on Thomas’s shoulder—a silent gesture of support. “Let’s grab a quick bite first,” he suggested softly, trying to steady his friend.

Thomas jerked away suddenly, eyes burning. “No time,” he snapped. “Just find Roba—hurry. I don’t care about food right now.”

His words spilled out in tight, desperate bursts. Johannes slipped into the bustling crowd, weaving through students with purpose. Most weren’t at lunch but had gathered around the notice posted at the cafeteria door.

The notice blared:


“...First-year students Sofia Tsegaw and Hussein Seid have been expelled from campus for misconduct. They conspired to psychologically torment fellow students by spreading false information. The college has zero tolerance for such behavior.”

It continued:

“...We believe others may be involved. Further investigations will continue until all responsible are removed from campus—once and for all...”



Rumors swirled beneath the official words—copies appeared at dormitory gates; some claimed leaving campus was now forbidden altogether. Johannes’s eyes darted through the crowd until he spotted Roba. He grabbed him firmly, pulling him aside, away from prying ears, and hurried toward Thomas.

In a quiet corner of the garden, the three of them gathered, exchanging tense glances. Roba’s brow furrowed as he listened, then finally nodded in agreement to confide.

But his voice cut through the tension with a pointed question: “Why Hussein? Why him?”

Johannes and Thomas exchanged uncertain looks. The confusion was quick to follow.

“You don’t know?” Roba’s voice was edged with surprise. “Hussein was expelled too. Along with Sofia. Are you telling me this isn’t connected?”

Meanwhile, inside the dean’s office, the storm was just beginning. He summoned Sofia with thunderous urgency. Barely giving her time to sit before erupting in a storm of fury.

“You chatterbox! Was studying so easy that gossip became your focus? I’m done with you now!” His voice cracked with anger, eyes blazing.

Startled, Sofia hesitated, her voice soft and tentative.

“Gashe, what have I done now?” She nervously twisted the edge of her sleeve, a flicker of remorse and hope flickering in her eyes. Beneath her calm exterior, uncertainty danced—unsure of what had ignited his wrath or how to unravel the tangled knot of frustration tightening in his silence.

“Never call me that again!” he snapped, voice rising. “And who told Helen about her HIV diagnosis on campus?”

“Oh—that was, of course, me,” Sofia admitted softly, her voice trembling.

His face twisted with outrage.

“You what? Shame on you! Don’t you feel nothing—no guilt, no remorse?” His voice soared as he stormed forward.

Sofia’s eyes shimmered with pleading.

“I swear on Saint Mary’s name—it was Aster who told me yesterday evening, while I was doing an assignment in the dorm. Gashe, I never meant to upset you. I just thought—I didn’t realize it would cause so much trouble.” Her words faltered, delicate yet strained, desperately searching for a tone that might soften the storm behind his eyes.

The dean’s expression darkened further.

“So, Aster was with you, acting presumptuously? Well, that explains everything. Now—get out of my office. Pack your bags! Do you hear me? I don’t want to see you here tomorrow.” His voice was final, cutting through the air like a blade.

He swung the door open, summoning someone from the reception. Before Sofia could protest, she was already on her knees, begging him to reconsider, her voice trembling with desperation.

Overwhelmed by the tumult within her, Sofia’s vision blurred like fog rolling in. Her thoughts unraveled—images flickered of her father and family waiting in Maichew, hopeful for her graduation, their faces etched with silent expectation. Her aunt’s stern face, the one who helped her finish high school in Dessie, faded in and out. Her siblings’ distant voices called out to her, muffled and unbearable.

When consciousness finally returned, Sofia reached for her dismissal papers, but her hands trembled uncontrollably. Months ago, she had been filled with hope—thinking within two years she could help her family escape their shabby life. Now, that fragile dream was shattered by the dean’s ruthless decision.

Overwhelmed by a storm of anger and confusion, she sank into darkness again. Her body felt weightless, as if gravity had loosened its grip. Colors and shapes dissolved into a swirling haze, her mind teetering on the edge of awareness. She believed resting in her dormitory bed might bring relief. But dizziness washed over her abruptly, and her knees buckled. She collapsed onto the cold corridor floor. The dean’s secretary and others hurried to her side, gently lifting her and rushing her to the campus clinic.

After the dean concluded Sofia’s case with commanding authority, he called in Thomas.

He issued clear instructions, outlining exactly what Thomas should say—and what he must avoid. He explained Helen’s insinuations, warning that revealing too much could unleash chaos—a Pandora’s box best left closed.

“Remember the delicate situation you’re in,” the dean said, voice firm yet cautious. “Even if she says whatever she wants, respond carefully—no reactions that could escalate things. For now, just follow my instructions. Deny any special connection with her. You’ve studied together, done assignments—nothing more. Do you understand? Of course I’m with you—don’t worry. We’ll turn this around, strike back at her, and see her downfall.”

Thomas nodded cautiously, the weight of the advice sinking in.

“Gather support from your friends—those who won’t testify against you. Do you think anyone would dare oppose you in this matter?”

“Maybe... Hussein?” Thomas hesitated. “Hussein definitely won’t come around easily.”

The dean’s eyes narrowed.

“Hussein, who?” Without hesitation, he rose abruptly and left the office, issuing a swift order. At that moment, Hussein’s fate was sealed.

A messenger entered, stumbling slightly as he followed Thomas out. Hussein wasn’t on campus—no one had seen him since Saturday night in his dorm. The dean scrutinized him, a sly grin curling his lips. His face brightened with triumph.

He reached into a file, pulled out a photograph, and tossed it onto the desk, sliding it across with a pointed finger. “Can you identify him if you see him in person?”

“No problem, Sir,” the dormitory proctor replied confidently. “I could pick him out of thousands.”

“Good. For now, what you need to know is that he fled over the campus fence while you tried to stop him. Report this to security immediately. And,” the dean added with a smirk, “double your overtime hours this month. I’ll approve them tonight. Oh—and call Aster Hunde on your way out.”

The messenger nodded, grateful for the perk, and exited swiftly.

Later, when Aster arrived at the dean’s office, she faced two stark choices: deny any involvement with Helen’s HIV case, or face complete dismissal—the third person entangled in the scandal.

The dean’s voice was insistent.

“Listen to me instead of your instincts this time. I am your only salvation. Yesterday at half past seven, you weren’t with Sofia in the dorm—you were with your boyfriend, right? I know you have one. You were probably in the garden, kissing, hugging, making love—whatever it is couples do. Think carefully. If you even consider testifying against what I’ve told you, you’ll fail all your courses by Christmas. Pack your bags and leave the campus forever. Now, what’s your decision?”

Faced with the pressure, Aster decided to cooperate. She drafted a statement denying she was with Sofia last evening at the dorm and instead claimed she was discussing Helen’s situation with her boyfriend.

––––––––

[image: ]


AROUND TWO IN THE AFTERNOON, the Green Niva pulled up at Kotebe Teachers College, carrying Helen alongside a man from the Security Office. The pieces of the puzzle were nearly in place—thanks to the Dean’s efforts to back fire at Helen.

The man from Security and Helen both insisted on speaking with the Student Dean, claiming they already had an appointment. Recognizing the gravity of the situation, the secretary reluctantly ushered them into the inner office.

Helen never called her uncle’s number without a reason. When she left a message expressing her longing for him, it signaled she had a problem—perhaps not urgent, but serious enough to seek his advice. If she sent a message saying, “I need to see you,” that meant an immediate crisis demanding his swift attention.

As soon as Helen left the campus, she made that call. She explained her urgent need to see him. Dressed in a white hat, she then headed straight to Bambi’s Supermarket, wandering through the aisles—an act her uncle’s trusted loss adjuster would recognize as a coded signal for help.

The adjuster, upon spotting her at Bambi’s, greeted her with a grin. “Hey, gorgeous! Take off that hat—you’re hiding your beauty,” he said softly. That was their secret code. Helen briefed him on what had happened at the college. Within an hour, he mobilized all his resources, stirring up the entire administrative staff of Kotebe Teachers College.

Helen’s uncle was a senior Politburo member of Ethiopia’s Workers’ Party. He had explicitly ordered the Student Dean to assist his envoy, knowing that, within the party hierarchy, the Student Dean was more aligned with the Party than the Academic Dean or other senior staff.

“Please, have a seat, comrade,” the Dean said warmly, offering tea or coffee. “The Academic Dean was called away on urgent business, so I’ve been asked to help and bring you up to speed on what we’ve done so far.”

The Dean’s voice trembled as he explained how far the college administration reacts in such a short notice. “As soon as we learned about the incident, we held a meeting and launched our own investigation. It would have been much easier if Helen had come to me directly, instead of exhausting everybody around. But we’ve already begun expelling the two most notorious students involved. Trust me, this is just the beginning. We’re thoroughly investigating and will take all necessary measures to put an end to such disgraceful acts at this college.”

The Dean paused, allowing the guests to enjoy their tea before continuing.

“There’s a student named Thomas, who shared a dorm with the troublemaker Hussein. From what we’ve uncovered, Helen and Thomas are close—working on assignments, studying together. Hussein, however, is obsessively possessive of Helen. He refuses to see her with anyone else and has even threatened Thomas’s life. Hussein is a troublemaker—chewing chat in the dorm, drinking alcohol, disturbing everyone. The proctor tried to manage the situation until yesterday, but you know we have zero tolerance for such behavior. Sadly, the proctor was covering for them instead of reporting it. Hussein’s been manipulating the situation and conspiring with Helen’s best friend, Sofia. We’re still unclear what he offered her to willingly damage Helen’s reputation, but once Hussein realized we’d started investigating, he jumped the campus fence and fled. The proctor reported this to me.”

He paused again, then added, “As for Sofia... I don’t know what it feels like to be truly close friends these days. Anyway, Hussein told Sofia to tell Helen that Thomas spread a rumor claiming she was an HIV carrier. Naturally, that devastated her. When we questioned Sofia, she said she heard it from Aster around half past seven last night. But we have proof—Aster was with her boyfriend from dinner until nine. When I confronted her, she broke down crying and begged for forgiveness.”

The Dean sighed heavily, weariness etched into his face. “I understand—no one’s perfect. We all stumble. But shifting blame onto others and trying to dodge responsibility—that I cannot stomach. To cut a long story short, Sofia and Hussein have already been expelled. We haven’t caught Hussein yet, but the police are involved, and it’s only a matter of time before they apprehend him.”

The man from Security, trained to listen patiently, was not convinced. His gaze sharpened. He waited for the Dean to finish before requesting a private chat with Thomas—and, if possible, Sofia and Aster as well.

The Dean hesitated, visibly uneasy. But knowing the Politburo’s influence behind the man, he saw no choice but to cooperate—if only to slow the investigation.

Thomas was summoned. The security officer wanted to speak privately, away from prying ears. That quiet moment marked a turning point—the carefully maintained conspiracy the Dean had tried to uphold was beginning to unravel.

After a tense few minutes, the officer’s patience snapped. His tone was firm but controlled. “Don’t lie to me, Thomas. I don’t want to see you detained or interrogated at the Central Investigation Bureau. Believe me, it’s a nightmare—ugly and relentless. Just tell the truth. Write it all down—what happened with Helen, what you did afterward. From your heart.”

Thomas hesitated, then began recounting the events. When he mentioned Helen’s claim about contracting HIV, the officer furrowed his brow.

He leaned in slightly, his voice low and serious. “Listen, Thomas. I’m not asking for lies. But you need to see how deep you’re in. Your recklessness and ego have already cost two honest students their places here. And considering how hard it is to tell close family about HIV, do you really believe Helen told you she’s infected? I don’t. And I’ve told you—if I sense deception, I’ll act. This is your last chance. Change your story now.”

In a rush, Thomas adjusted parts of his statement. He now claimed that Helen’s rejection—her refusal to be his girlfriend—had fueled his envy, which then drove him to commit his malicious act.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
11th hour

the Umbra
{U6 NUIpLY

J P poni






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





