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Chapter 1: The Burned Past
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The hut had always been quiet, the kind of quiet that carried secrets. Tonight, it was loud so loud it swallowed the night birds and the shivering wind. The thatch hissed as flames climbed it like greedy fingers, and the air filled with the sharp smell of smoke and bitter herbs, the kind Mary’s mother kept in woven gourds under the bed.

Mary crouched behind a stand of thorn, breath small and fast, arms tight around her knees. The thorns hooked her dress and scratched her calves, but she didn’t move. She watched the fire because if she looked away, the truth might take on a softer shape. It did not deserve softness.

Villagers circled the burning hut, faces rippling with firelight hard, eager, afraid. The old women had tied their leso tight, their eyes bright with the safety of numbers. Men with stout sticks measured out a righteous distance. Children peered between hips and elbows and were pulled back by anxious hands. Every once in a while, a hurt sound came from the hut, a human sound, and the crowd twitched as if it were a thing with one body and one hunger.

They had named her mother a witch with such certainty that it became a kind of weather. The word passed from mouth to mouth and gathered speed. The goats bleated in their pens. Dogs barked and then fell quiet, as if something had commanded it so.

Mary knew the one who had not spoken the word aloud but had carried it like a seed to those who would plant it the man who stood at the edge of the light now, face turned away from the flames, hands folded so neatly they might have been cut from wood. The chief. The man her mother had once loved. The man who was Mary’s father. He did not look at the hut. He did not look at the people or the sky or the girl in the thorn. He stared at the earth, as if he could dig into it with his eyes and hide.

“Look,” her mother had told her once, when the stars felt near enough to touch. “Look with all your senses. Seeing is not only the eyes.” She’d made Mary drink bitter tea and listen to rain fall in three different ways on the roof, on leaves, on soil until Mary could tell them apart with her eyes closed. “One day,” she’d whispered, “you will have to see without help.”

The flames found the roof ridge. The thatch fell with a roar and a gasp from the crowd. Her mother didn’t scream this time. Mary pressed her fist to her mouth. The world had suddenly become a place where the absence of a scream could mean mercy.

Her mother had known this night would come. There had been a softness about her in the days before, as if she were stepping lightly on the earth to avoid waking a sleeping thing. She cooked with more care, folded their clothes as if each had a soul, sang without words as she swept the floor. The day before, she had told Mary to repair her hem with small stitches and had kissed her hair for a long time afterward.

“Remember,” she’d said this afternoon when the shouts first started, low and gone-far-away already, as if part of her had stepped beyond the door. “Do not revenge. Revenge bends the path until you cannot see where you walk. See. Choose. Live.”

The first man to shout had been the one who traded salt from the dry lands. He had a way of smiling without his eyes. The second had been a woman who attended births and muttered prayers when pain took a long time to leave. Others had followed like rain on a tin roof fast, righteous, loud. Mary’s mother hadn’t tried to argue. She had touched Mary’s shoulders, said the words she had kept for this moment, and sent her out through the gap behind the hut where the banana leaves made a secret green tunnel.

“Walk to the forest where the fig roots are thick like old legs,” she’d said. “There is a stream that speaks softly even in the dry months. Go with it until you can no longer hear voices. Then listen to the trees. They will tell you which way to sleep. When the time is right, the path will open.”

“Come with me,” Mary had said, though she knew.

Her mother had smiled a little. “A mother does not walk every road with her child. Some roads the child must walk so that the mother’s love can reach them.”

Now, behind the thorn, Mary’s eyes stung with smoke and with the kind of tear that refuses to fall because it has too many reasons. She could feel the village wanting the fire to finish the story so they could go home and find their beds and say, See? We are safe now. See? We did the necessary thing.

The chief lifted his chin as if someone had pulled a string at the base of his neck. He took one step closer to the light and then another. For a moment the fire drew his face clear lines around the mouth that no smile had softened, eyes dull with a carefulness that felt like cowardice. He glanced toward the thorn no, past it. Mary’s breath paused on the ledge of her teeth. If he saw her, if he reached toward her with that hand that had once brushed her mother’s lip No. He looked away. A small part of her was grateful. A larger part grew a thorn of its own.

A fresh crack came from the hut. Voices lifted again some triumphant, some broken. A hand touched Mary’s shoulder and she bit back a cry. It was a goat, nudging through the bush to chew a bitter twig. She almost laughed, the sound trembling in her chest like a bird that had flown in by mistake.

A woman began to pray. The words were old and heavy and full of dust; they settled on the fire like ash. Mary’s mother had taught her other words, words that moved like water and reached for the roots of things. She whispered them now into her fist, words that urged smoke to rise gently, that asked pain to pass quickly, that wrapped love around a body the way a shawl might guard it from wind. She could not see her mother through the flames, but she could feel her, the way she always had: a warmth just behind the left shoulder, the hush that came when anger wanted to boil, the strong thread pulling her toward patience.

The sky had turned the deep blue that appears just before the last light folds. Sparks flew up to meet it and went out like tiny, unsuccessful stars. Mary’s knees ached. She pressed her forehead to them and saw nothing but red through her eyelids. Her mother’s voice lived in that red, calm and precise as always. If you must run, run. If you must hide, hide. If you must speak, speak so that truth does not catch a cold on your tongue.

A child cried scared by the fire, not by the reason for it. Mary wanted to press her palm over the child’s heart and speak the soft command that steadied small animals. She stayed still. Every move felt like a statement, and tonight she had already said the most dangerous thing by staying nearby.

The roof finally collapsed in full, a wall of flame leaning in on itself. People stepped back, heat pushing their shins. Someone said, “Enough.” Another said, “May the village sleep.” A third voice muttered, “Let this be a lesson,” and Mary wondered what lessons flames teach besides how easily a thing that took time to build can be made to vanish.

When the crowd thinned, she waited. When the last voices became low hums moving away between the compounds, she waited again. The embers found a quieter sound, the little conversations objects have when they are becoming ash. Crickets took back the night. A dog barked once and then remembered it was tired. Somewhere, a baby hiccoughed in its sleep.

Mary rose, every joint telling her she had become older while she crouched. She moved along the back of the hedges the way she had practiced since childhood leaf to shadow to stone until she stood where the hut had been. Heat pressed against her shins; she stepped carefully among the glowing ribs of wood. The gourd that had held their salt had burst like a popped seed. The three-legged stool had blackened and held its shape just enough to be recognized. On the blackest side of the floor, where the bed had been, she knelt and touched her fingers to the place her mother’s head might have rested. The wood was warm but not hot, as if it had saved a small comfort for her.

“See,” she whispered, tasting smoke, tasting grief. “I see.”

She took a handful of ash and pressed it to her forehead, a sign not for the village but for herself: remembered, marked, moving. Then she stood and turned toward the banana path. The leaves made a deep green tunnel anyway, even at this hour, the world pared down to scent and small sounds. She slipped into it the way you slip into a river that knows your name.

Behind her, the embers found a last bright breath and released it. Ahead, the forest opened its mouth and let her in.

The stream would be there, as her mother had said, speaking softly even now. Its voice would lay itself along her bones, show her which way not to die of thirst, which bend to sleep under, which fig root to trust. She would follow it until the village’s breath no longer touched the hairs on her arms. She would listen to trees for directions and to wind for warnings. She would remember to eat and to swallow the bitterness that kept the body awake. She would keep her mother’s last command like a bead under her tongue: Do not revenge. See. Choose. Live.

The forest did not welcome her gently. Its shadows pressed against her like watchers, old and patient, whispering in tongues only her mother had ever claimed to understand. Mary stumbled through thickets, feet bleeding, dress torn, and yet she kept moving. The smoke still clung to her hair, and every time she breathed, she tasted ash, as though the fire had followed her into the trees.

She did not stop until her legs betrayed her. Her knees buckled and she collapsed beside a stream her mother had once described the one that “spoke softly even in dry months.” It gurgled now with quiet persistence, the sound stitching itself into her frayed edges. She leaned forward and drank with desperate gulps. The water was so cold it made her teeth ache, but it cleared the smoke from her throat and the pounding from her head.

Mary lifted her face and looked around. The canopy swallowed the moonlight, only letting it filter through in silver threads. Strange shapes hung in the air: tangled branches that looked like claws, vines coiling like snakes. Her mother’s voice stirred inside her: “Look closely, not quickly. Everything has a face if you are patient enough.”

She tried. She studied the branches and realized the “claws” were just a fig’s crooked roots reaching for earth. The “snakes” were only vines heavy with dew. Slowly, the forest shifted from menace to presence alive, breathing, waiting.

Her body shook with exhaustion, but sleep would not come easily. She remembered her mother’s words, that final warning: Do not revenge. See. Choose. Live. They looped in her mind until they became rhythm, a chant she whispered under her breath. Each word was a fragile shield. She wrapped herself in them as if they were a cloak.

She pressed her back against the fig tree’s massive trunk. Its bark was rough, but the roots curved like an old woman’s lap. She pulled her knees to her chest, clutching them as though they could anchor her in this new, terrifying emptiness. For the first time, she realized she was utterly alone. No mother. No hut. No place in the world. Just a girl with smoke in her hair and secrets in her blood.

The forest did not let her forget the danger. From somewhere far off, a hyena laughed, the sound jagged and cruel. Leaves rustled, perhaps from a small animal, perhaps not. An owl called, its voice low and knowing. Mary froze, then forced herself to breathe. Her mother had warned her often: “The forest listens to your fear. Breathe steady and it will think you belong.”

So, she inhaled. Counted one, two, three. Exhaled. One, two, three. Slowly her heartbeat eased, and the forest’s voice shifted again. Not a threat, not quite comfort, but something in between. It was as if the trees themselves weighed her, measured her worth, and decided for now she could stay.

Memories rose unbidden. Her mother’s hand guiding hers as she ground herbs into powder. The bitter taste of protective teas. Nights when her mother whispered the language of wind and taught her how to watch people’s eyes until their souls revealed themselves. She had been trained for survival all along, though she had never believed she would need it so soon.

A flicker of guilt pierced her. She had run. She had left her mother in the fire. Should she not have fought, screamed, tried to pull her free? But the answer came with brutal clarity. If she had stayed, she too would be ash now, another story told in whispers by villagers around their cooking fires. Her mother had given her a task not to avenge, not to destroy, but to live. To live was obedience. To live was resistance.

The stream bubbled beside her. She dipped her fingers into it and traced circles on her forehead, as though anointing herself with its calm. “See. Choose. Live,” she murmured again. The words steadied her trembling hands.

Night deepened. The moon moved higher, and its silver stretched along the stream like a path. Mary lay on her side, cheek against the cool earth, eyes half-lidded. Her ears stayed awake long after her body begged for rest. She heard the shuffle of small animals in the underbrush, the distant cry of jackals, the sigh of wind pushing through branches. Every sound became both warning and lullaby.

Sleep crept over her at last, fragile and restless. Her dreams were thick with smoke and fire, her mother’s face appearing and vanishing like a shadow in flame. She dreamed of voices chanting, of hands reaching, of eyes that burned brighter than the hut itself. She woke with a start, heart hammering, only to find dawn was near. The forest was turning pale with first light, the air sharp and new.

Mary sat up slowly. Her muscles ached; her stomach knotted with hunger. She cupped water from the stream and drank again, then splashed her face. The reflection in the stream startled her: a girl with smoke-stained cheeks, wild hair, and eyes too old for her age. She hardly recognized herself. She was no longer the daughter hidden away in a witch’s hut. She was something else now an orphan, a wanderer, a keeper of secrets.

Birds began their morning chorus, loud and varied. The forest, so menacing at night, now glittered with dew and possibility. Insects hummed, and shafts of sunlight pierced the canopy in golden spears. The world had shifted again, reminding her of her mother’s lesson: nothing stays the same. To see clearly, one must wait long enough for things to change.

Mary rose to her feet, shaky but determined. She wrapped her arms around herself for warmth and took one last look at the stream. It had kept her alive through the night, its soft voice steady when everything else had been ripped away. She whispered a thank-you, the way her mother had taught her to speak to things that gave life.

Ahead, the forest stretched deeper, roots twisting like puzzles, leaves whispering in unseen breezes. Somewhere beyond this, she sensed, a path awaited one her mother had promised would open in time. She did not know where it would lead. Only that she must follow.

And so, she began to walk, slow steps at first, then steadier, each one carrying her further from the ashes of the hut, further into a future neither chosen nor refused. The forest accepted her tread with silence. Somewhere far ahead, destiny was waiting, though she could not yet see its face.

Mary did not cry until the stream found her ankles and made a cool language around them. Then she let the tears come like rain too late to save a field but still necessary for the sky. She drank from the stream, wiped her face with the hem of her dress, and made herself small beside a root that curved like an old woman’s back. Over her, leaves argued softly about the moon. Somewhere far away, a rooster misread the hour and crowed. The sound skittered over the surface of things and disappeared.

She slept, not because she felt safe, but because the body insists on its own small faiths. The forest kept her without guarantees. The stream spoke on. And the night, having taken what it came for, loosened its grip enough to let morning imagine itself.

When dawn came, it would bring Mwangi into the trees, his hands still smelling of wood shavings and oil, his eyes alert for straight branches and smooth grain. He would find a girl by the stream and not ask the kind of questions that make a stranger run. He would take her home. He would call her Mary because she said that was her name. And somewhere just outside the circle of their new beginning, a boy named Joseph would be waking to a day that would turn him slowly toward everything he would not be able to undo.

Dawn came with a trembling gentleness, the kind that paints the forest in layers of silver before the sun grows bold enough to command gold. The air smelled of dew and woodsmoke carried faintly from the village, though Mary dared not think of that smoke. She sat by the stream, rubbing her palms together for warmth, listening to the forest stretch awake around her. Birds tried out their songs first hesitant, then confident, until the air rang with them.

She bent low, splashing her face, trying to wash away not just dirt but the night itself. The water dripped down her chin, tracing paths over skin still marked by smoke and tears. She whispered her mother’s chant again “See. Choose. Live.” as if the stream could carry it into the roots of the earth and back again as strength.

That was when she heard it: the rhythm of footsteps, measured and deliberate. Someone moving through the undergrowth. Her breath caught. Every instinct screamed at her to vanish into the trees, but her body was heavy, her legs weak. She crouched lower, clutching the hem of her dress, waiting.

The man who appeared was not the kind she expected. He carried no spear, only a bundle of short axes slung over his shoulder, tools worn smooth by long use. His clothes smelled faintly of sawdust even from where she sat. He paused at the sight of her a girl at the stream, half-hidden by roots and morning mist. His eyes widened, then softened.

Mwangi had been searching for straight branches to carve into stools. Instead, he had found her. And something in his chest shifted, as if an invisible cord had pulled tight and then refused to let go.

“Are you hurt?” he asked in Kikuyu, his voice low and cautious, as one speaks to wild animals or frightened children.

Mary froze. But her mother had prepared her for such moments. She had taught her the tongues of many peoples, insisting that survival depended on blending in. So, Mary lifted her face and answered in the same language, steady though her throat was raw: “No. I am not hurt.”

The man blinked. Relief flickered across his face. He set down his axes and crouched a little, trying not to loom. “You look lost. What are you doing here at this hour?”

Mary lowered her gaze, searching for the story that would keep her safe. “I... don’t remember,” she murmured. “Only that I woke in the forest. My name is Mary.”

Her name at least was true. The rest was fog, a veil she placed carefully between them.

Mwangi studied her. Her clothes were torn, her skin scratched, but she held herself with a quiet strength, not like a wanderer undone by the forest. There was mystery in her, and something more an unspoken weight that made his heart quicken though he did not understand why.

“Mary,” he repeated, as though the syllables themselves were fragile. “You cannot stay here. The forest is no place to live alone. Come. My mother will help you.”

Mary hesitated. Trust was a luxury she could not afford. But his eyes were open, kind, without the sharpness of suspicion she knew too well. She saw no cruelty in them, only curiosity and concern. She rose slowly, every muscle taut in case she needed to flee.

He extended his hand. She looked at it, then at him. His fingers were calloused, strong from work, but steady. Something inside her the part that wanted to believe in beginnings urged her to take it. And so, she did.

The moment their hands touched, a spark jolted through her, small but undeniable. He felt it too. His brow furrowed, as though surprised by his own heartbeat. Neither spoke of it.

Mwangi led her along the forest path. He asked no sharp questions, only gentle ones: “Do you know from which village you came? Do you have family who might be looking for you?”

Mary shook her head. “I remember nothing,” she lied, each word careful. She could not tell him about the hut, the fire, the whispers of witchcraft. Not yet. Perhaps not ever.

When they emerged from the trees, the morning sun had fully broken, laying warmth over the fields. Mwangi’s homestead stood ahead, simple but sturdy, with smoke rising from its cooking hut and chickens scratching in the dust. A dog barked once, then wagged its tail when Mwangi spoke to it.

His mother came out to meet them, a woven basket balanced on her hip. She stopped short when she saw Mary. Her eyes narrowed, not in malice but in wary assessment. Mwangi quickly explained, “I found her by the stream. She says her name is Mary. She has nowhere else to go.”

The older woman’s gaze lingered on Mary, searching for answers in her face. Mary lowered her eyes, the way her mother had taught her never challenge too soon. At last, Mwangi’s mother sighed. “Then she will eat first. A girl cannot speak on an empty stomach.”

She ushered Mary inside. The smell of porridge filled the air, warm and comforting. Mary sat on the mat offered to her, hands folded tightly in her lap. She had not realized how hollow she was until the first spoon touched her tongue. She ate slowly, grateful, fighting back the tears that threatened to betray her.

When she looked up, Mwangi was watching. Not with suspicion, but with something gentler, deeper, though he tried to mask it.

In that glance, Mary felt it again that dangerous spark, the one her mother had warned her about. Attraction. The kind that could unravel a life if allowed to grow. She pushed the thought aside, focusing instead on the food, the safety, the present moment.

But somewhere in her chest, a seed had been planted.

The village stirred as word spread of the stranger Mwangi had brought home. Curiosity traveled faster than the morning sun. Women fetching water paused with their gourds, whispering. Men on their way to tend goats lingered at Mwangi’s gate. Children hovered, bold enough to peek but shy enough to dart away when Mary glanced up.

Mary felt their eyes pressing against her skin as she sat quietly on the mat, her borrowed dress freshly washed and still damp in patches. Mwangi’s mother had given it to her after insisting she bathe at the stream. The smell of soap clung faintly to her hair. She kept her gaze lowered, remembering her mother’s advice: “When you are new, let silence shield you until words can no longer harm.”

The elders came by midday, summoned by curiosity as much as duty. Mwangi stood proudly at Mary’s side, his hand hovering close as though to remind her she was not alone. He introduced her simply: “This is Mary. I found her by the stream. She remembers little, but she is not without dignity. I believe she belongs among us.”

The oldest elder, a man with a beard white as ash, studied her carefully. “Girl,” he said, “what is your clan? From which ridge do you come?”

Mary lifted her chin just enough to meet his eyes. “I remember only my name,” she said softly. “Mary. The rest is smoke. I woke in the forest, and the forest gave me to Mwangi.”

Murmurs rippled. A few women frowned, suspicion flickering in their eyes. Strangers without histories often carried shadows. But others nodded had they not all, at some point, been wanderers? Had not their own ancestors crossed forests and rivers, arriving in strange lands with little more than names?

Mwangi’s mother, practical as always, interrupted the whispers. “The girl works hard,” she declared. “She has already helped me tend the fire and clean the calabash. A lazy mouth can spread gossip, but busy hands keep a home.”

The elders exchanged glances, weighing her words. At last, the white-bearded man nodded. “Then let her stay. The village will watch. If she proves herself, she will belong.”

Mary exhaled quietly. One hurdle passed. Yet she felt the weight of every eye still measuring her.

That evening, Mwangi led her to the small plot of land the village had granted him as a young carpenter. “This will be our home,” he said, his voice steady with a certainty she did not yet feel. The plot was bare save for a few scattered stones and the promise of soil that could yield if coaxed. He looked at her as though the two of them could transform emptiness into plenty.

Mary said nothing at first. She studied the earth, touched it with her fingers, felt its richness. She remembered her mother’s lessons how to plant in rhythm with the moon, how to speak to seeds as though they were children. Slowly, she allowed herself to smile. “It will do,” she said simply.

Together, they began.

Days turned into weeks. Mary rose early to tend a kitchen garden, her hands quick and sure. She planted maize and beans, scattered pumpkin seeds, and tucked herbs at the edges. She kept chickens that scratched happily near the hut, and soon their compound smelled of flowers she had coaxed into bloom. The neighbors began to soften. Where suspicion had once sharpened their tongues, now they nodded approvingly when they passed her gate. “The girl knows how to work,” they murmured. “Mwangi chose well.”

Mary felt their acceptance but kept her secrets close. In her solitude, she whispered to the plants, touched the air as if weaving unseen threads, carried within her the hidden legacy of her mother. She dared not reveal it. This village had burned before; she could not let its fire find her again.

One evening, as the sun bled orange across the sky, Mwangi spoke with a kind of nervous resolve. “Mary,” he said, “I want you to be more than a guest. I want you to be my wife.”
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