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For those of us who arrived late 

and walked in anyway. 
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Niliota... juu ya mji wa dhahabu...
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I dreamed of a city of gold...

Katika upepo, Naskia sauti,

In the wind, I hear a voice,

Ikiniita kwa jina nisilojua...

Calling me by a name I do not know...

Njia ya dhahabu, inafifia mbele yangu...

The golden path fades before me.
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PROLOGUE
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“Pieces”

The city shimmered ahead, a mirage of glass and smoke.

Makena pressed her foot harder on the accelerator, the highway stretching beneath her headlights like a blade she meant to outrun.

Her chest tightened with grief, anger, humiliation; it didn’t matter which. By sunrise, her name would be ash. Her husband’s sins, her family’s rot, her own mistakes: headline fodder.

If she didn’t reach Nairobi before dawn, everything she had built would burn without her.

The night split.

A truck swerved into her lane without warning, metal shrieking, high-beams drowning her windshield in white. Her heart lurched. She jerked the wheel. Tires screamed. The guardrail rushed up like a mouth.

The world spun.

Makena shattered.

Taste came first; metal, then salt. Blood pooled under her tongue. Cold air tore through the wreck, slicing straight to bone. You shouldn’t be here.

Her vision stuttered light, dark, light, shadows. Pain wrapped itself around her ribs and pulled tight. Her hands wouldn’t move. Her legs didn’t listen. Someone had tried to kill her. Someone had almost succeeded.

Footsteps crunched on broken glass. A man’s voice cut through the static, velvet-edged and steady: “Stay with me.”

Stay. As if she had a choice. As if his hands weren’t the only lifeline between her and the dark swallowing the edges of her sight.

He worked fast; assessing, lifting, anchoring her with a grip that felt like decision, not mercy. The wind roared through the twisted car, but he didn’t flinch. He carried her like he already knew what she weighed in secrets.

This is not a love story. This is a blade held to the throat in a dark room. This is the family you carve from ruin, the blood-oath between survivors, the quiet promise in the wreckage:

No one gets out clean.

Still want the truth?

Then open your hands...

and bleed.
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STRANGER
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“...she’s not coming back”

The rain wasn’t falling.

It was drowning the city.

Headlights smeared across the tarmac like open wounds. Wipers thrashed desperate, pointless as Makena drove as if fate was a thing she could outmaneuver.

She wasn’t just lost in the storm. She was lost in herself.

Her fingers strangled the steering wheel, knuckles blanched, veins drawn tight like fault lines. The cold chewed at her skin, but the true chill pulsed lower, deep in the place where dread sleeps.

What waited at the end of this road? What she feared she had already lost. Tears blurred her vision. Not for him no, she had sworn she was done bleeding for men who treated her heart like a placeholder and yet tonight, the tears came anyway: hot, humiliating, and furious.

“Leo.”

His name hit her like a reopened scar. Silence didn’t stop the bleeding. It only made it echo louder. His lies had unraveled her life one thread at a time. The photos he took “for fun”? A joke, he said. A souvenir, he said. Now they were leverage and the man pulling the strings didn’t negotiate twice.

Her phone buzzed on the console, sharp as panic. She grabbed it with shaking hands. “I have the money. I’m almost there. Please... just wait for me.”

Silence.

Only her own desperation breathing back at her.

The envelope on the passenger seat was soaked along the edges, battered from how tightly she’d held it. Inside was everything she’d scraped together some money, dignity, the last of her hope.

Just get there.

Just end this.

Her foot slammed the brake.

Nothing.

Again, nothing.


The car didn’t stop. It lunged forward; a bullet misfired into the night.



A wall of headlights swallowed her.

Impact.

Her body snapped forward. The seatbelt punched into her ribs. Glass erupted around her like diamonds hurled across a black sky. The world spun, blurred, broke....

Then

SILENCE.

~**~
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A BLACK SEDAN ROLLED to a quiet stop behind the wreck. It had been following her for miles. The man who stepped out moved with the calm of someone used to cleaning disasters before dawn. Rain slid off his gloves, black leather, stitched with a thin line of crimson as he leaned into the shattered window.

His fingers brushed her neck. He didn’t pause at the pulse. He paused at her skin. Makena tasted metal, fear slithering under her ribs. The stranger’s face didn’t shift not fear, not surprise. Just recognition.

“Not mine,” he murmured. “But close enough.”

He traced the spiral once, slow, like reading a signature written in a language he shouldn’t understand. The night rewired itself around that touch.

She wasn’t part of his assignment. Pawns rarely survived nights like these. Take the jewelry. Swap the body. Burn the evidence. Routine.

Something in him hesitated. A crack in a man who did not crack. He moved fast. Jacket off. Hood up. A second body slid into the driver’s seat same hair, same height, none of her fire. He unclasped her locket, flipped it open: a faded photo, two numbers scrawled on the back. Coordinates? A code? Irrelevant for now.

He slid her wedding ring onto the corpse’s finger. By sunrise, Makena Nyagah Karani would be declared dead. 

A tragic accident.

A closed casket.

A story sealed.

Then the fire started. Orange licked the wreck first, then roared as if it had been waiting. Flames curled over metal, greedy, triumphant. He lifted her out of the wreckage, her limp body hanging against his chest, blood mixing with rain in thin red paths.

This wasn’t over.

Not for her.

Not for him.

Not, for anyone who believed this night would stay buried.

~**~
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WEST MEMORIAL HOSPITAL rose like a fortress against the midnight sky, its windows casting a faint, ghost-grey glow. Rain hammered down as the stranger approached the entrance, Makena held tight in his arms.

Smaller than he expected.

Lighter.

Too breakable.

Though he knew better.

She was wrapped in a blood-soaked blanket, braids plastered to her cheeks. Her warmth bled through the fabric, her blood drying against his gloves. He stood there a second too long, boots sinking into the slick pavement.

The automatic doors hissed open. Sterile hospital light spilled over his drenched clothes like an accusation. 

Walk in.

Let go.

His feet didn’t move.

A name pressed against his tongue. Not hers. His jaw tightened. He knew better than to hesitate; hesitation got men like him buried in unmarked graves. She made a sound barely a breath, a whimper more exhale than voice.

Small.

Hurt.

Human.

His grip loosened by a fraction. He crushed the sentiment before it could take shape. This is not your problem. Move. He stepped forward. His voice came out low, rough. “Accident. Found her on the road. She needs help. Please.” The triage nurse’s eyes widened; she shouted for a trauma team.

Two orderlies slid her onto a stretcher. The weight left his arms. Cold swept in immediately, vicious in its honesty. He turned to leave then her eyelids fluttered through the blur, her gaze locked onto him.

For a breath, something twisted in his gut. He’d seen eyes plead. He’d seen eyes break. He’d seen the last flicker of life go out more times than he could count but this... this wasn’t pleading.

It was recognition.

A question.

A tether.

Not help me but you.

Then her eyes closed again.

His hand flexed, as if something hot had touched his palm. Enough. Without another word, he slipped back into the storm.

~**~ 
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RAIN WHISPERED AGAINST the hospital glass when the intercom cracked to life: “Dr. Kinyua, ER stat.” Jason Kinyua didn’t believe in miracles. He believed in pulse rates, trauma windows, and the thin line between breath and silence.

He cursed under his breath, shrugging back into his coat before the call finished. Bag over his shoulder, surgical mask in place, he jogged down the dim corridor.

Outside the ER, chaos had already started.

A man in a navy sweatshirt slammed his palms on the front desk. “Where’s maternity? My friend’s wife she’s upstairs, I can’t find her!”

“Eighth floor,” the nurse muttered, not looking up.

He didn’t hear. Panic made him useless.

Jason caught his arm firm, but not cruel and shoved him toward the elevators. “Eighth floor. Maternity. Go.” The man blinked, startled, then sprinted away.

Jason stepped into the ER just as a gurney burst through the sliding doors. Nurses called vitals. Wheels screeched. A body broken open by the night.

Under the surgical glare, she was a riddle wrapped in injuries unconscious, bruised, hair matted with blood and rain. Even in sleep, her face carried grief older than the accident.

“BP dropping fast,” a nurse called. “She’s crashing.”

“Tube her. Now.”

She should have died. Instead, she lay there defying logic, dripping rainwater and secrets onto the linoleum.

No ID.

No name.

Just a body surviving on borrowed time. Jason’s thumb brushed the scar on her wrist thin, deliberate, healed long ago. Not an accident. Not random. This wasn’t just a patient. This was a crime scene with a heartbeat and now, whether he wanted it or not, he was part of it.

~*~
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CRICKETS.

They didn’t sing; they bore witness.  Their song dissolved into darkness. Muthoni’s Zipper hissed shut. The sleek fabric molded onto her body like second skin, its dark shimmer catching the light as she turned once in the mirror. Perfect. 

On the marble counter, her phone blinked. Once a new message. She picked it up, lashes low over her calculating eyes, one swipe. The image filled the screen. Makena. An exhibit, lifeless in the wreckage of a sleek blue sedan. Blood streaked across pale skin. The flash of the camera caught everything with clinical precision. 

Cold. 

Final. 

Another text slid in beneath it. It’s done. 

Muthoni tilted her head. Not a flinch. Not a breath. Her reply was quick. “Sawa. cheza chini. (Okay. Lie low)” She locked the phone.  

No hurry. 

No tremble. She walked out of the bathroom. Heels light and soft against the polished floor. Each step was controlled. Makena was no longer a problem. The smile came then. Relief  

~**~
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LEO LAY ON THE BED, scrolling through his phone. Aimless, eyes flicked up as she approached. He saw it instantly, the glow in her eyes, the sharper edges of her smile. He knew that look. “Okay....” he drawled, pushing himself upright. “What's got you smiling like that, Soni? Sema (say)” his voice was light. Too light. Something in it frayed at the edges. Muthoni’s expression softened into something almost gentle-almost.

“Just business,” she said. Flat. polished like a stone. “Nothing, you need to worry about.” Leo’s thumb stilled on the screen. He already knew. Deep down, he knew, and he also knew the rules. Muthoni didn't do confessions. She made deals. 

She crossed to him, leaned in, kissing his temple. Her scent lingered. Sweet, sharp, the kind of thing you'd drink by mistake and never wake up. “Leo,” she murmured. Voice like cool silk.” Think about your future, baby. Nakuru’s not the best place for us right now.” his arms tightened around her waist. “So that’s the end? A job well done and a fuck-you smile?”

Quiet. 

Bruised. 

Muthoni stepped back. Smoothed the lines of her dress. Her smile returned, this time, a razor. “We used each other,” she said. “You knew the deal. You handle Mrs. Karani, keep her busy. I take care of you, and your bank account.” She kissed his cheek. Her lips were warm. Her tone, ice. She picked up her purse and left- gone. 

~**~
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STILL, HE SAT THERE. The silence pressed in, thick and close. On the dresser, an envelope lay half open. 

Cash.

Blood money

After a long while, he forced himself up He dragged his body into the shower.  A condemned man.  Hot water hammered his skin, but it didn't burn away the guilt. The lies clung to him like cheap cologne and gunpowder residue.

Later, with a towel draped over his shoulders, he sat at the edge of the bed. Phone in hand. Scrolling. Searching. He stopped on a photo. 

Him and Isaiah. Smiles real enough to fracture ribs now... Eyes bright with something he hadn’t seen in himself since the first lie took root... He remembered that day, his laugh. Isaiah’s hand brushing his. Casual and electric all at once.

Leo’s throat tightened. His thumb hovered over the call button. What would he even say? 

I miss you.

I regret everything.

I was a coward, I still am

With a sharp breath, he tossed the phone onto the bed It landed face -up. Isaiah’s grin glowing in the dark. Switched off the light. Darkness felt like the truth. Leo was running out of chances. He knew it. 

~**~
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DING.

The elevator opened.

Isaiah stepped into the new apartment, modern, beige and carefully anonymous. The air smelled of fresh paint and loneliness wearing cologne.

He stood in the center of the empty room, keys dangling between his fingers.

Dropped them. Shrugged out of his jacket. Let his shoes land wherever they wanted.

Then he turned and there he was. Leo. Not really, but real enough to hurt. Barefoot on the floor, teasing him about curtain colors, arguing about fridge magnets, laughing about the future they swore on salt air and mistakes they never admitted.

Isaiah blinked.

Empty room again. Of course. His chest tightened, that old disloyal ache from remembering too much too quickly. He crossed to the sliding glass door and stepped out onto the balcony. Wind rose to meet him however it was not sea wind, not freedom; just exhaust fumes, impatience, sirens and a city heartbeat. Below, a bodaboda sliced through traffic with careless precision. Nairobi. A city that didn’t lie. Didn’t love you back. Didn’t pretend to. It just kept moving.

Closure?

Forgiveness?

Answers?

He found none but he stayed anyway ... breathing, letting the silence between car horns say what he refused to.

~**~
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NO SOUND. NOT EVEN breath. Makena drifted through cold silence.

Weightless.

Unbound.

A body without edges, with no pain. Just the kind of cold that feels like a verdict. Then... A flicker.

Light.

Laughter.

Soft. Girlish. Familiar in the way grief is familiar.

She turned. Bare feet sinking into wet grass, her mother’s lawn in Nakuru, rain heavy in her braids. Her mother stood across the garden, arms folded, face unreadable. “You’re not listening,” she said. Makena frowned. “What?” The voice shifted.

Wrong.

Too sharp. Too modern. Too alive.

Not her mother.

Soni.

The world twisted... a lens snapping out of focus then back again. Now she was inside the Jacaranda Suite. Wedding night. The curtains half-open, the city lights trembling in the glass.

Leo.

Daniel.

Her father.

Frozen in corners like portraits in a museum, faces she knew, eyes that didn’t move. Only one figure breathed. A veiled woman. Someone Makena knew deep in her marrow. Someone she’d always known. “You’re not coming back,” the woman said, adjusting her collar with careful, practiced fingers. “Tell them goodbye.”

Makena opened her mouth, but the scream collapsed inside her, lost in the cold.

Beep.

Beep.

A machine calling her back from the dark.

~**~
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HER HANDS TWITCHED. A nurse glanced up, frowned, scribbled a note.

Makena’s lashes fluttered. Lips parted in a whisper only the machines heard: “Help me.” She lay tethered to the hiss of oxygen. Every shallow breath synced to the mechanical lullaby stitched with wires and quiet desperation.

Antiseptic clung to her throat. Sterile. Cold. Nothing like warmth she didn’t remember. Pale light cut the bed into fractured shadows. Her body bandaged was heavy. The IV needle itched; skin yellowed with old bruises. A flower rotting at the stem. Underneath it all, something stirred.

A sound very soft. Like someone singing through a wall she couldn’t break.

Niliota... juu ya Mji wa Dhahabu.

(I dreamed of a city of gold.)

A woman’s voice. Distant. Inside her bones.

Memory?

Hallucination?

Something worse?

Nurse Wanjiru adjusted the pillow routine, unthinking until the eyelids twitched again. A flutter. Small. Fragile. Wanjiru froze. “DOCTOR!”

Her hand slammed the call button. “She’s singing!”

Footsteps thundered. Dr. Jason Kinyua appeared...steady hands, sharp eyes, his calm cracked with relief. “Welcome back,” he said softly, like anything louder might undo her. Makena blinked. Everything hurt, but the emptiness hurt worse. Her voice scraped out: “Nani...?” (Who?)

“You’re at West Memorial,” Jason said. “You were in an accident. Unconscious for days.”

Accident. The syllables landed without meaning. The song lingered.

Katika upepo, Naskia sauti...

(In the wind, I hear your voice...)

Her pulse jumped. Jason studied her face for recognition. Found none. A knock. HR. Dr. Mogaka entered, followed by a younger doctor, Isaiah Ka’athi. Their greetings blurred but Isaiah’s gaze stayed. Too long. Too soft. Too knowing. 

Recognition?

Pity?

Danger?

She couldn't tell. The melody pressed harder, threading through her ribs:

Nyota zinang’ara... lakini baridi.

(The stars shine, but they are cold.)

Isaiah flinched as if he’d heard it too. Then he looked away. Jason continued with vitals, instructions, numbers but Isaiah hesitated in the doorway. 

Later, silence returned like a tide. The song swelled, clearer now, like it belonged to her.

Kila hatua, naanguka tena...

Lakini moyo hauachi ndoto.

(Every step, I fall again...

But my heart won’t leave the dream.)

Warmth brushed her skin. Not real but close. Sunlight? A hand? Memory? Gone. She opened her eyes to the white ceiling. The heart monitor steadied. Makena knew two things: She wasn’t supposed to be alive and something was still waiting.

Her hand twitched.

~**~
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CHARRED SECRETS
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"Some runaways don’t need roads,

just the dark,

a lie sharp enough to cut the wind,

and wings made of borrowed time."

Detective Dennis Ka’athi sat hunched over a metal desk that had survived more confessions, bribes, and broken promises than any man ever would. The fluorescent above him buzzed like a dying mosquito, flickering just enough to make his shadow twitch across cracked tiles.

The file lay open.

Photos. Smudged reports. Ash.

Something darker he didn’t want to name.

This wasn’t his case it wasn’t anyone’s. So, they dumped it on him, the graveyard shift, where careers went to rot.

A body.

Burned clean.

No face.

No teeth.

No prints.

Just bone and smoke. Even the morgue attendant, a woman who’d been doing this since Moi wore power like Sunday best even flinched when they pulled the sheet down. Whoever it was had died violently. Alone and now anonymously.

Dennis turned the only intact evidence beneath the lamp: a wedding band, warped and blackened, as if it had screamed through the fire. There was faint engraving: Forever Yours.

He exhaled sharply.

Bitter.

Nobody was forever anything.

Not in Nairobi.

No missing-persons report. No frantic spouse. No lover banging on the desk demanding answers. Just silence and that silence crawled under his skin. Nobody dies like that in this city. Not unless someone wants them forgotten. He was about to close the file, write it off as another ghost, when...

SLAM.

The door crashed open. “Detective!” a young officer blurted, breath punching out of him. Wrong voice for this hour. Wrong hope for this station.

Dennis lifted his gaze, slow, unimpressed. “What?”

The officer slapped down a printout like it was a holy vision. Dennis read it. Once. Twice. A cold thing slid behind his ribs.

Mukoni Nyag Karan.

No.

Makena Nyagah Karani.

Nyagah.

Old money.

Old power.

Old blood.

The kind of family that shook hands at noon and buried things at midnight. They didn’t lose daughters and if they did, you never found them. He said the name aloud, quiet either a prayer or a curse: “Makena Karani.” The room chilled. The blackened ring in his palm pulsed with his heartbeat. “You tell anyone else about this?” Dennis asked, voice flat.

The officer shook his head. “No, sir.”

“Good.”

Dennis pocketed the printout. Stood. The chair shrieked across tile like something dying. They gave him a case no one wanted. Now? He wasn’t letting it go. Not him... Not this time.

~**~
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RAIN TAPPED THE ROOF in slow, mocking rhythms the kind that made you think time itself was bored. Dennis sat in the driver’s seat. Engine off. Wipers frozen mid-swipe like they’d quit halfway through the shift. 
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