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In a city that pretends not to see, she becomes impossible to erase.

Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Copyright © 2026 Paul T Poolo

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations in reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, organizations, and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictional manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

First Edition

Published by Paul T Poolo

Dedication

For my late mother, Emily Padya,

whose strength still guides me.

And for my children,

Kevin, T Junior, Lionel, and Yanano

my reason to keep going.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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Waterfalls, Harare

The Waterfalls clinic did not close.

It exhaled.

Even after sunset, even after the generator coughed awake behind the security wall, even after the last kombi rattled past Simon Mazorodze Road with its doors still half-open and a conductor shouting for passengers who had already decided to walk.

Ruvimbo Moyo stood at the triage desk, sleeves rolled to her elbows, the smell of antiseptic clinging to her hands. Outside, the jacaranda trees along the verge of Masvingo Road shed purple petals onto cracked pavement. A vendor pushed a trolley of roasted maize down the street, calling out in a tired rhythm, “Chibage! Chibage chinopisa!” The city answered with its usual noise: distant hooters, the hum of generators from yards along Cripps Road, a radio playing low behind a tuckshop near the corner of Seke Road.

The clinic was full of small emergencies. Coughs. Cuts. Old injuries that never quite healed. A mother rocked a feverish child near the door. Two men argued in Shona over whose turn it was to be seen first.

“Ko tiri pano kusvikira riini?” one snapped.

How long are we waiting here?

“Nyarara shaa, inga tiritese muqueue,” the other shot back.

Quiet, we’re all in the line.

Ruvimbo moved between them, voice steady. “One at a time. Everyone will be seen.” She learned long ago that calm carried weight in rooms like this. Panic spread faster than illness.

The clinic phone buzzed. Again. The NGO coordinator had been calling since mid-afternoon. Ruvimbo ignored it. She finished dressing a deep cut on a delivery driver who said he’d fallen near Rotten Row after swerving to avoid a reckless motorbike. The city left its marks in small, quiet ways.

Then the paramedics arrived.

The man on the stretcher had collapsed near Mbare Musika, close to where Nelson Mandela Avenue dissolved into the chaos of vendors and traffic. His clothes were clean, too clean for the bus rank dust. His pulse was steady. His eyes tracked the ceiling light without blinking.

Ruvimbo guided the stretcher into the small examination room. “Can you hear me?” she asked.

The man nodded once.

“What’s your name?”

He opened his mouth, closed it again. A flicker of confusion crossed his face, as if the question had to travel a long way to reach him.

Memory Dube, the senior nurse, hovered at the door. “Referral papers?” she asked the paramedic.

“Mobile clinic. NGO transfer,” he replied, already stepping back as if he’d done his part and wanted distance from whatever came next.

Ruvimbo took the papers. The letterhead looked official. The stamp was too new. The clinic name didn’t match any of the outreach programs she’d seen operating along Seke Road or Samora Machel Avenue. The handwriting was neat, careful, impersonal.

She glanced at the man again. Something about his stillness felt wrong. Not unconscious. Not sedated. Compliant.

As she leaned closer to check behind his ear, she felt it. A tiny ridge beneath the skin, barely perceptible, like a grain of rice set too deep. Her fingers paused.

Memory noticed. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” Ruvimbo said automatically. Then she corrected herself. “No. Something’s off.”

She turned the man’s head slightly. Under the fluorescent light, she caught a faint metallic glint beneath the skin.

Memory’s mouth tightened. “We’ve seen marks like that before.”

Ruvimbo’s gaze snapped to her. “You have?”

Memory didn’t answer. She closed the door instead.

The clinic phone buzzed again. Then again. Then stopped.

Ruvimbo pulled on fresh gloves and checked the patient’s vitals. Everything looked ordinary. Too ordinary. She turned to the computer to log the intake. The system lagged. Then the entry field cleared itself. The referral disappeared.

––––––––
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Her breath caught. She refreshed the screen. Nothing.

“Tinashe,” she called softly.

The young records assistant leaned in from the hallway. “Yes, sister?”

“Check if this referral exists in the system.”

He typed fast, eyes narrowing. “It was here. Now it’s... gone.”

Memory let out a low sound. “They’re moving quickly.”

Ruvimbo’s phone vibrated in her pocket. Unknown number.

She didn’t answer.

Outside, the clinic gates creaked as a vehicle rolled in. Not an ambulance. Black SUV. Tinted windows. The kind that moved along Enterprise Road and Borrowdale Road without ever stopping at traffic lights long enough to be recognized.

Memory stepped to the window and drew the curtain aside just enough to look. “Security contractors,” she murmured. “Private.”

Ruvimbo felt the old discipline settle into her bones. Breath steady. Weight centered. The city outside suddenly felt very close. Simon Mazorodze Road. Cripps Road. Seke Road. Samora Machel Avenue. All those veins leading back to the clinic door.

Her phone vibrated again. This time she answered.

“Ruvimbo,” the NGO coordinator said, voice warm, familiar. “We’re on site to collect the patient. There’s been a mistake with the paperwork. We’ll fix it at the transfer facility.”

Ruvimbo looked at the man on the stretcher. His eyes met hers. For a second, recognition flared. Not of her face. Of the room. Of fear he couldn’t name.

“There’s no transfer until I understand what this is,” Ruvimbo said.

A pause. Too long.

“You’re making this difficult,” the coordinator replied, the warmth draining away. “These cases are above your clinic’s mandate.”

Ruvimbo ended the call.

––––––––
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Memory’s voice dropped. “We delay. We document. Then we move him out.”

Tinashe nodded, fingers already flying across the keyboard, copying what he could before it vanished again.

Outside, the SUV doors opened.

Footsteps crossed the gravel.

Ruvimbo took a single photograph of the mark behind the man’s ear with her phone and slid it into her pocket. It felt small. Insignificant. And suddenly, impossibly heavy.

The clinic door handle turned.

From somewhere beyond the jacarandas, a kombi hooted along Masvingo Road. A radio crackled on Cripps Road. The city kept breathing.

Ruvimbo met Memory’s eyes.

“This is the start,” Memory said quietly.

Ruvimbo nodded. She already felt the net tightening. And she knew, with a certainty that settled cold in her chest, that whatever this mark meant, the city was full of others like it.

Forward hook into Chapter 2:

The SUV’s occupants step inside the clinic, and Ruvimbo must decide whether to hand over the patient or break protocol in a way that will put her directly in the Black Circuit’s sights.
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CHAPTER 2
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Waterfalls → Mbare → Highfield, Harare

The clinic door opened without ceremony.

Two men stepped inside. Not uniforms. Not police. Dark jackets, identical posture, the kind of stillness that suggested training. A third stayed outside near the SUV, visible through the glass, head angled as if listening to a private channel. Their eyes moved across the room in practiced sweeps, noting exits, noting people, noting Ruvimbo.

The noise of the clinic dipped, as if the air itself had tightened.

“Evening,” the taller one said, voice smooth. “We’re here for the transfer.”

Memory didn’t move from the doorway of the exam room. “Visiting hours are over.”

“This isn’t a visit.” The man’s gaze slid past her, landing on the stretcher. “We have authorization.”

Ruvimbo stepped forward before Memory could reply. “From which clinic?”

The man’s mouth twitched. “Mobile outreach unit.”

“Name it.”

A pause, too precise to be accidental.

Ruvimbo felt the moment stretch. The man on the stretcher shifted, his fingers curling against the sheet. The fluorescent light buzzed. Somewhere near the corner of Seke Road, a generator stuttered and steadied.

“We don’t need to debate this,” the second man said. “You’re delaying medical care.”

Ruvimbo met his eyes. “You’re not medical staff.”

The taller one sighed, the way people did when they decided patience was optional. “We’re acting on instructions. The patient is leaving.”

Memory’s hand slid to the doorframe, blocking the stretcher. “Not without proper documentation.”

The men exchanged a glance.

––––––––
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Outside, the third man adjusted his earpiece.

The clinic phone rang. No one answered.

Ruvimbo felt the room tilt toward a decision. She thought of Simon Mazorodze Road, of the web of streets that fed into Waterfalls. Masvingo Road. Cripps Road. Seke Road. Samora Machel Avenue. All of them led somewhere. Some of them led into shadows.

“Memory,” she said quietly. “Take Tinashe to the records room. Now.”

Memory hesitated. Then she nodded, guiding Tinashe away.

The taller man stepped closer. “You’re making a mistake.”

Ruvimbo reached for the stretcher rail and pushed. The wheels squealed as she pivoted the bed toward the back corridor that led to the storage rooms and the rear exit. The second man lunged.

Ruvimbo moved.

Her body remembered narrow halls and crowded rooms. She angled past him, caught his wrist, twisted just enough to break his grip, then shoved the stretcher through the gap. The corridor swallowed the noise of the waiting room. The door slammed behind them.

The taller man cursed softly and followed.

The back corridor smelled of bleach and old paint. A narrow strip of light ran along the floor from the rear exit. Ruvimbo pushed harder, heart thudding, the stretcher rattling as it hit the uneven patch near the utility closet.

The second man caught up, reaching for her shoulder.

She pivoted, using the wall to break his momentum. He stumbled back a step. The taller one recovered faster, moving in to block the exit.

Outside, voices rose. Someone shouted in Shona. “Ko muri kuitei?”

What are you doing?

Ruvimbo’s mind mapped the space in fast lines. Storage room. Back door. Yard. Then Simon Mazorodze Road, where traffic never quite stopped. From there, Mbare was a short, brutal ride. Highfield, a turn off Seke Road, crowded enough to swallow people whole.

The taller man stepped in again. “This ends now.”

––––––––
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Ruvimbo drove forward, not to strike, but to close distance. The corridor was too tight for wide swings. She used her shoulder to jam his stance, slid past him, and wrenched the back door open.

Night rushed in.

The yard was lit by a single bulb. The SUV idled near the gate. The third man looked up, surprise flickering across his face.

“Move!” Ruvimbo hissed to the patient.

He tried to sit up. His limbs didn’t answer him fast enough.

The second man burst through the door behind her.

Ruvimbo pushed the stretcher toward the gate. The SUV’s engine revved.

A voice cut through the night. “Stop!”

People were gathering at the clinic fence. Phones lifted. Murmurs rippled.

Ruvimbo veered left, away from the gate, toward the narrow service path that led to the side street. The second man grabbed the stretcher frame. It lurched.

Ruvimbo struck his grip away, then planted her foot and drove the stretcher forward. The wheels bounced over gravel. The yard gate rattled open. The street beyond was alive with noise. A kombi idled, conductor leaning out the door, calling routes toward Mbare and Highfield.

“CBD! Mbare! Highfield!” he shouted.

Ruvimbo met his eyes. “Mbare. Now.”

The conductor blinked at the stretcher, at the men behind her, at the small crowd forming. He hesitated.

“Ndokumbirawo!” she snapped. Please.

The taller man reached the gate.

Ruvimbo shoved the stretcher toward the kombi. The conductor swore and pulled the door wider. Passengers shifted, confused, then shouted as the stretcher blocked the aisle.

“Hey, what is this?”

“Move!” the conductor barked, already slamming the door. “You two, get in!”

Ruvimbo leapt up into the kombi, dragging the stretcher with her. The door banged shut. The engine roared. The vehicle lurched forward, tires squealing as it shot onto Simon Mazorodze Road.

The SUV surged after them.

Inside the kombi, bodies swayed. Someone cursed. Someone laughed nervously. The patient’s eyes fluttered.

“Hold on,” Ruvimbo murmured to him, bracing herself against the pole as the kombi swerved onto Masvingo Road, then cut hard toward the artery that would funnel them into Mbare.

The SUV stayed close, headlights flaring in the rear window.

The conductor glanced back. “They’re following us.”

Ruvimbo nodded once. “Take the turn at Seke Road. Then Highfield. Don’t stop.”

The conductor’s jaw set. He hit the indicator and swung the kombi into traffic, horns blaring as they cut across lanes toward Seke Road. The city surged around them. Vendors scattered. A cyclist swerved. The SUV forced its way through, relentless.

The patient stirred. His gaze found Ruvimbo again. This time, his voice came through the fog. “They won’t stop.”

“I know,” she said.

The kombi jolted as it hit the turn toward Highfield. The SUV followed, too fast, too close.

Ruvimbo’s phone buzzed in her pocket. A message from an unknown number.

‘You have chosen the wrong side of the street.’

She closed her eyes for half a breath, then opened them.

Ahead, Highfield’s narrow roads braided into a maze. If they could reach the tighter lanes near the back streets, the SUV would lose its advantage. Maybe.

The kombi lurched again, the city rushing past the windows in streaks of light and shadow.

––––––––
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Ruvimbo tightened her grip on the pole and leaned toward the conductor. “Next turn. Then don’t look back.”

Forward hook into Chapter 3:

The kombi plunges into Highfield’s narrow streets, drawing the pursuit into a close-quarters chase where escape will depend on the crowd, the alleys, and how much chaos Ruvimbo is willing to risk.
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CHAPTER 3
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Highfield → Mbare → Avondale, Harare

Highfield swallowed the kombi in a tangle of narrow streets and shadowed corners.

The conductor swung hard off Seke Road into a side lane that ran behind rows of concrete houses patched with fresh paint and old repairs. Children scattered from the curb. A woman carrying a crate of tomatoes shouted as the kombi brushed past her stall. The SUV clipped the corner behind them, its tires shrieking in protest.

“Hold on!” the conductor yelled.

The kombi lurched over a pothole and veered toward a cluster of tuckshops near the bend where Highfield folded into its older backstreets. Ruvimbo braced herself against the pole, one hand on the stretcher rail, the other steadying the patient as bodies swayed around them.

The patient’s breathing hitched. His eyes darted to the windows, tracking the SUV’s lights as they flickered between gaps in buildings.

“They don’t let people go,” he whispered.

“I know,” Ruvimbo said. “But we’re not stopping.”

The conductor took the next turn too fast. The kombi skidded, fishtailed, then straightened, plunging deeper into Highfield’s maze. The SUV tried to follow, clipped a curb, and lost a sliver of ground.

Ruvimbo leaned forward. “Drop us near the back lane by the shops. Now.”

“You’ll get us all in trouble,” the conductor snapped, but his eyes flicked to the rear window again. “Fine. When I slow, move.”

The kombi shuddered to a rolling crawl near a cluster of vendors. Ruvimbo shoved the door open. The night poured in, thick with smoke and voices.

“Now!” the conductor shouted.

Ruvimbo hauled the stretcher toward the opening. A man near the door jumped back, swearing. The patient clutched the rail, eyes wide. Ruvimbo half-carried, half-dragged him onto the pavement as the kombi surged forward again, door slamming shut behind them.

The SUV roared past the junction, overshot the turn, then braked hard.

“Move,” Ruvimbo breathed.

They cut between stalls, past crates of tomatoes and sacks of maize meal, into a narrow passage that funnelled toward a footpath leading away from the main lane. The patient stumbled. Ruvimbo steadied him, her breath coming faster now, the rhythm of movement sharpening her focus.

Voices rose behind them. Footsteps. The SUV’s engine idled somewhere nearby, doors opening.

Ruvimbo veered left, then right, pulling the man through a gap between two walls. The footpath sloped down toward a drainage channel that fed into a broader road running back toward Mbare. The smell of stagnant water hung in the air.

The alley in Highfield narrowed into a throat of shadow.

Ruvimbo felt the walls press in as the first man lunged from between two parked cars. She clocked his reach and stepped inside it before he could build power. His fist skimmed past her shoulder, close enough that she felt the rush of air.

She dropped her centre of gravity, right hand tight to her face, and snapped a short jab toward his chin. He shifted his weight and dipped under the punch, his hair brushing her knuckles as he surged forward with a wide hook meant to drive her back into the wall.

Ruvimbo pivoted on her heel and let the blow slide past. As his arm extended, she hooked her forearm over his elbow and wrenched it downward, using the narrowness of the alley to torque his balance sideways. His shoulder clipped the brickwork. The impact knocked a grunt from his chest.

A second man rushed in behind him, using the first man’s stumble as cover. Ruvimbo didn’t retreat. She drove forward, slammed her instep into the second man’s shin with a sharp, grounding impact, then seized the back of his jacket collar as he folded and pulled his head down into the line of her rising knee. The strike snapped his head back. He reeled, hands flying up too late to protect himself, and crashed into a stack of crates, sending them clattering into the lane.
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