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Chapter 1: The World Ablaze

The sun, round and yellow like a ripened mango, illuminated Kayo's face. Lying on his
back, bare feet tickled by the untamed grass, he gazed at the azure sky, an immense
canvas upon which lazy clouds drifted slowly. His little sister, Abeni, two years his
junior, attempted to capture multicoloured butterflies with a makeshift net of twigs and
spider silk.

Nestled in the hollow of a verdant valley, their village vibrated with a gentle tranquility.
The laughter of children mingled with the melodious songs of women pounding millet,
while men, returning from the fields, shared stories in the shade of ancient mango trees.

Kayo loved to watch his father, a giant with an easy smile and calloused hands, repair
fishing nets by the riverbank. Sometimes, he would tell him tales of magical fish and
mischievous crocodiles, stories that filled the young boy's mind with dreams and
adventures. In the evenings, nestled against his mother, he would fall asleep lulled by the
mesmerizing sound of the djembe and traditional songs celebrating life, love, and the
nourishing earth.

Kayo's world was a cocoon of sweetness and security, a universe where the shimmering
colours of nature blended harmoniously with the laughter and songs of his family. One
morning, however, this delicate balance was shattered. A dull roar, emanating from afar,
travelled across the peaceful sky. Birds, seized by panic, took flight with shrill cries.

Intrigued by this unusual sound, Kayo sat up and scanned the horizon. In the distance, a
plume of black smoke rose into the sky, snaking like a malevolent creature. "Mama, what
is that?" he asked in a hesitant voice. His mother, her face suddenly etched with worry,
pulled him close. "Don't worry, my little one, it's nothing,” she replied, but her voice
trembled slightly.

Worry, like a menacing shadow, began to hover over the village. Laughter became
scarce, songs died down, replaced by hushed whispers and anxious glances. The elders,
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their faces weathered by sun and wisdom, gathered in the centre of the village, speaking
in low tones, their grave expressions reflecting a deep disquiet.

That evening, Kayo's father returned from the fields earlier than usual. His normally
serene face was taut, his eyes darkened by an unspeakable fear. "We have to leave, and
quickly! he exclaimed in a raspy voice. The news fell like a guillotine, plunging the
village into indescribable chaos.

Panicked villagers hastily gathered a few meagre possessions: worn blankets, chipped
calabashes, protective talismans. The sun, which only hours earlier had illuminated a
carefree world, now set upon a scene of chaos and despair.

Kayo, clinging to his mother's trembling hand, watched the scene unfold with wide,
frightened eyes. The deafening din of screams, cries, and heart-wrenching calls echoed in
his ears, blurring his thoughts. He couldn't comprehend this sudden upheaval, this brutal
tearing apart of his familiar universe. Why had laughter given way to sobs? Why were
faces once radiant now etched with terror?

Kayo's father, his face grim, carried sleeping Abeni on his frail shoulders, oblivious to the
drama unfolding around her. He led the way, his pace hurried, followed by a compact,
silent crowd that melted into the falling night.

Leaving behind the fragile security of their village, they embarked on a winding and
unknown dirt path. The ground, littered with stones and gnarled roots, slowed their
progress, each step seeming to take them further away from the life they knew.

Around them, the forest, once welcoming and familiar, now took on a menacing air. The
trees, their black silhouettes silhouetted against the starry sky, seemed to lean towards
them as if to suffocate them. The rustling of the wind in the leaves, once a soothing
melody, now resembled a hostile murmur, heralding unseen dangers.
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After hours of grueling travel, the group halted beside a river, its waters churning with a
violent energy. The adults, their faces etched with fatigue and anxiety, conversed in
hushed tones, their lowered voices betraying the fear that gripped them. Kayo, huddled
against his mother, shivered from cold and terror. His empty stomach growled painfully,
but hunger was eclipsed by a sense of abandonment and bewilderment.

Where were they going? Why had they been forced to flee their village? Where were the
laughter, the songs, the gentle rhythm of life that had cradled his young existence? His
world, once a cocoon of safety and joy, had transformed into a nightmare from which he
could find no escape.

Dawn was merely a whisper on the horizon, painting the sky with a pale, uncertain light,
when the first cries of alarm shattered the precarious silence that enveloped the small
band. Menacing shadows, erupting from the surrounding forest, descended upon them,
shouting in unintelligible tongues. Panic, raw and untamed, exploded within the group.
Mothers clutched their children, their cries piercing the air, while the men, seizing sticks
and machetes, attempted to form a meager defense against the sudden onslaught.

Kayo, jarred from a restless sleep by the encroaching terror, found himself thrust into the
heart of the chaos. Bodies jostled him, hands struck him, and piercing screams assaulted
his ears. He searched desperately for the sight of his parents, a reassuring beacon in this
maelstrom of violence and confusion. He caught a glimpse of his father, face contorted in
rage, repelling an assailant with a vicious swing of his machete. His mother pulled him
by the hand, running relentlessly through the panicked throng.

“Abeni!”

His father’s anguished cry cleaved the air, turning Kayo’s blood to ice. He turned his
head and saw his little sister, the wooden doll she clutched falling to the ground,
abandoned amidst the fray. Before he could react, his mother’s firm hand pulled him
inexorably forward, away from his sister and into the terrifying darkness of the forest.
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The uneven ground, littered with roots and sharp stones, tore at his bare feet. Low-
hanging branches whipped at his face, leaving angry red welts on his soft skin. But still,
he ran, propelled by fear, clinging to the hand of his mother who pulled him relentlessly
onward. Around him swirled a chaos of dark, terrifying figures, a waking nightmare
whose origin and purpose he could not comprehend.

The sounds of their pursuers grew fainter, fading gradually into the chorus of bird calls
and insect noises that animated the forest. Exhausted, at the very limit of her strength,
Kayo’s mother collapsed at the base of a gigantic tree, clutching him to her as if to shield
him from some unseen danger.

“Mama, where is Papa? Where is Abeni?”” Kayo asked, his voice thin and reedy, ravaged
by fear and thirst.

His mother did not answer. She held him close, her face bathed in silent tears. Her eyes,
usually so gentle and reassuring, reflected an unspeakable terror, an abyss of sorrow that
was beyond the small boy’s comprehension.

Kayo, huddled against her, felt his heart beat with a frantic rhythm, like a trapped bird in
its cage. A bird that, despite the terror that gripped it, still hoped to find freedom, to
rediscover the light and warmth of its nest. But the forest, dark and menacing, seemed to
close in around them, imprisoning them in a silence heavy with unspoken threats. A
silence that reeked of fear and death.

The forest's silence was deceptive, a precarious lull in a storm of violence. Kayo's
mother, her breath shallow and ragged, scanned the shifting shadows between the trees,
every snapping twig reigniting the terror in her eyes. She held Kayo tightly, his small,
trembling body nestled against hers. Her skin, usually soft and warm like the morning
sun, had turned cold and clammy, her familiar scent mingled with sweat and fear.

“Mama, I’'m hungry,” Kayo whispered, his voice barely audible in the oppressive silence.
His mother, drawn from her anxious trance, looked at him with an infinite sadness. She
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reached into her bag and retrieved a handful of millet grains, the last vestiges of their
former life, and placed them in Kayo's palm.

“Eat slowly, my treasure,” she murmured, stroking his tangled hair. Kayo, famished,
lifted the grains to his mouth, chewing slowly, savoring each morsel like a precious
treasure. His hunger abated, he huddled once more against his mother, seeking illusory
comfort in her warmth.

Sunlight, filtering through the dense canopy, cast a mosaic of shifting light upon the
forest floor, strewn with fallen leaves. The melodious songs of birds, far from calming,
seemed to mock the desolation. Kayo squeezed his eyes shut, trying to erase the terrifying
images that haunted him: faces contorted in fear, the piercing screams, his little sister's
lost gaze as she disappeared into the chaos.

"Mama, is Abeni playing hide-and-seek?" he asked suddenly, a flicker of hope
illuminating his youthful face. His mother choked back a sob, her heart shattering with
each innocent question. How could she explain the horror of their situation, the senseless
violence that had swept away their peaceful life?

"Yes, my darling,” she whispered, her voice hoarse with exhaustion and grief, a fragile
murmur in the forest's silence. "Abeni is playing hide-and-seek. She's waiting for us by
the river, where we used to fish with Papa.”

Kayo, reassured by these fabricated words, straightened up, his eyes bright with mischief.
"I'll find her, Mama. I'm very good at hide-and-seek."

Before his mother could stop him, he rose and ventured with hesitant steps into the dense
undergrowth. His small figure, almost swallowed by the tall grasses, appeared and
disappeared with his movements, like a fragile butterfly in a hostile, verdant ocean.

The forest, bathed in green and gold light, seemed to ripple around Kayo. Each tree took
on strange shapes, grimacing faces, or fantastical animals. Lianas, like slumbering
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serpents, barred his way. He moved cautiously, his small feet sinking into the damp earth,
softly calling his sister's name. "Abeni, where are you? It's Kayo! Come on, let's go find
Mama!"

His call, timid at first, grew louder, echoing between the massive trunks like a desperate
plea to a world that seemed to ignore him. He slipped between gnarled roots, crossed a
stream with a crystalline splash, each step taking him further from his mother, deeper into
the green labyrinth. The memory of his sister, running barefoot through the tall grass, her
face illuminated with a joyful smile, guided him, nurturing an illusion of proximity.

At times, a suspicious sound — the cracking of a branch, the shrill cry of a bird — would
make him start. He would freeze, heart pounding, scanning his surroundings with eyes
wide with fear. But there was nothing, only the heavy silence of the forest and the
rustling of the wind in the leaves.

Fatigue began to set in. His legs, thin as reeds, trembled under his weight. He sat down at
the foot of a gigantic tree, its bark as rough as the skin of an old crocodile. Solitude,
immense and icy, enveloped him in its invisible embrace.

"Papa?" he murmured, his voice choked with a sob. Was his father, his hero with the easy
smile, who could imitate the call of the hornbill so well and make him toys out of
bamboo stalks, also lost in this hostile, green ocean?

Suddenly, a flash of color caught his eye. A butterfly, with wings of iridescent blue,
fluttered near him, alighting delicately on a bright red flower. Kayo watched it with
wonder, forgetting for a moment his fear and loneliness. It was a magical butterfly, he
thought, a messenger sent from heaven to guide him back to his family.

He jumped to his feet, his heart filled with a fragile hope. With a hesitant gesture, he
reached out to the butterfly which, after a moment's hesitation, landed on his hand,
spreading its shimmering wings as if inviting him to follow.
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"Abeni, look!" Kayo exclaimed, laughing, convinced that his sister, hidden somewhere in
the lush vegetation, would witness this extraordinary spectacle.

The butterfly flew off with a beat of its wings, tracing a shimmering path in the subdued
light of the forest. Kayo, his eyes fixed on this unexpected guide, followed without
hesitation, venturing ever deeper into the unknown.

Hope, as fragile as a spider's web in the morning dew, still clung to Kayo's heart. He ran
now, his small legs burning with superhuman effort, his eyes fixed on the blue butterfly
that danced before him, a silent messenger in this green and gold labyrinth.

The forest suddenly opened onto a clearing bathed in golden light. In the center, a
majestic tree, its trunk as wide as a hut, spread its gnarled branches towards the sky like
arms imploring the protection of the gods. And there, leaning against its massive roots,
Kayo thought he recognized a familiar silhouette.

"Papa!"

The cry, erupting from the very depths of his being, shattered the silence of the clearing.
He rushed forward, heart pounding like a drum, oblivious to the fatigue, the fear, the
hunger that gnawed at his empty belly. But as he drew closer, an icy dread, constricting
his heart in an invisible vise, froze him in his tracks.

It was not his father.

A man, face obscured by a dust-caked scarf, lay slumped against the tree, limbs contorted
in an unnatural posture. His clothes, torn and stained with dark blotches Kayo couldn't
identify, were foreign to him. The blue butterfly, as if startled by this vision of horror,
had taken flight, disappearing into the verdant expanse.
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Kayo remained motionless, paralyzed by an instinctive terror. He wanted to cry out, call
for his mother, but no sound escaped his lips. The world, around him, seemed to sway,
the majestic trees transforming into menacing specters, the melodious song of birds into
mournful lamentations.

Suddenly, a low groan, emanating from the depths of the man's throat, broke the silence.
Kayo flinched, his gaze caught between the urge to flee and the macabre fascination that
rooted him to the spot. The man stirred slightly, his hand rising in a slow, jerky motion,
as if grasping at something unseen.

Kayo, compelled by an inexplicable force, took a hesitant step closer. The man, eyes
rolled back in their bloodshot sockets, fixed him with a gaze devoid of expression. His
lips, chapped and bloodied, parted in a grimace of pain, releasing a raspy breath that
reeked of dust and fear.

"Water..."

The word, barely audible, hung in the still air of the clearing. Kayo, his heart thundering
in his chest like a frightened bird, understood. This man, this stranger in his death throes,
was thirsty.

Nearby flowed a stream, its murmur crystalline, winding between moss-covered rocks.
Kayo, as if guided by an invisible hand, took the gourd that hung from his belt — the very
one his mother used to draw fresh water from the river — and dipped it into the current.

The water, pure and cold, glittered like a diamond under the sunbeams filtering through
the leaves. Kayo carried it to the man, his thin arms trembling under the weight of the
gourd. The man, with a last superhuman effort, took the gourd from the boy's trembling
hands and drank deeply, the precious liquid running down his bristly beard and seeping
into the tears of his dusty tunic.
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A sigh of relief, like the last gasp of a hunted animal, escaped his parched lips. He let the
empty gourd fall to the ground, his vacant gaze settling on Kayo with a flicker of
recognition.

"Thank you... little one..." he murmured in a hoarse voice, barely audible. Then, like a
marionette whose strings had been cut, he slumped sideways, his body wracked by a final
spasm.

Silence, heavy and oppressive, descended upon the clearing. Kayo remained motionless,
his breath shallow, his eyes fixed on the inert man. He didn't understand what had just
transpired. This man, this stranger who had frightened him so, had died before his eyes,
after drinking the water he had brought.

A wave of nausea washed over him. He dropped the gourd, which rolled along the
ground, bumping against the roots of the tree with a dull and disturbingly banal sound.
Fear, cold and viscous, invaded his being, paralyzing him more surely than the tendrils of
a wild vine.

He scrambled to his feet, his heart pounding in his chest. He had to leave, flee this cursed
place, find his mother, his father, Abeni...

But where were they? Where to run in this green and hostile labyrinth where the sun itself
seemed afraid to penetrate?

Blinded by terror, he began to run through the clearing, oblivious to the branches that
scratched him, the stones that rolled under his feet. He ran, and ran, as if to escape the
shadow of death that spread over him, threatening to engulf him forever.

The echo of his own footsteps resonated strangely in his ears, mingling with the frantic
beat of his heart. The forest, a reassuring haven just hours before, had transformed into a
menacing labyrinth, each tree seeming hostile, each rustle of leaves heralding an unseen
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danger. Thirst tormented him, parching his throat already tight with fear. His lips,
chapped and burning, searched in vain for a drop of dew on the dust-covered leaves.

How long had he run like this, with no precise goal other than to escape the haunting
image of the man in the stained tunic? Time, an abstract notion to his child's mind, had
stretched, distorted, until it merged with the chaos that surrounded him.

Suddenly, rounding a thicket of stunted palm trees, a distant clamor reached his ears. A
confused mixture of shouts, cries, and guttural calls that chilled his blood. Instinctively,
he crouched at the hollow of a silk cotton tree, its gnarled trunk offering him a derisory
protection. His short, ragged breaths echoed in his ears, amplifying the din that drew
inexorably closer.

Through the dense foliage, he discerned dark figures moving at the edge of the forest.
Men, their faces barred with streaks of war paint, armed with machetes and rudimentary
rifles, were advancing rapidly, scanning their surroundings with fierce attention.

Fear, cold and visceral, gripped Kayo's insides. He recognized these men. He had seen
them lurking around the village before, their hard gazes and gleaming weapons inspiring
fear in the adults. It was they, the strangers from the north, the ones the elders said sowed
terror and desolation in their wake.

He made himself small, as insignificant as a terrified hare amidst the tall grasses. His
heart pounded, threatening to betray his presence at any moment. He closed his eyes,
squeezing his eyelids so tightly that he saw stars dance behind them.

"May the spirits of the forest protect me,” he murmured, repeating the words his
grandmother uttered when thunder rumbled in the black sky of the rainy season.

A heavy silence, almost palpable, fell over the forest. The warriors, as if frozen in their
brutal advance, seemed to scrutinize every shadow, every movement of foliage, in search
of invisible prey. Kayo, his body stiff with terror, dared not breathe. He could hear the
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blood pulsing in his temples, each beat of his heart resonating like a war drum in the
unreal silence that enveloped him.

Suddenly, an object caught his eye. A wooden doll, crudely carved, lay abandoned on the
dusty ground, a few paces from his makeshift hiding place. It was Abeni's doll, the very
one his little sister never left her side. A silent scream stuck in his throat, his chest
heaving in a stifled sob of despair. Abeni was there, close by, perhaps hidden too,
terrified, unable to cry out, to move, to flee...

A sudden, irrational rage washed over Kayo. These men, these merciless monsters, had
taken his home, his family, his familiar universe. They had transformed his world into a
nightmare from which he could find no escape. He wanted to scream, to howl his rage,
his fear, his pain. He wanted to throw himself at them, strike them with his small,
impotent fists, make them pay for the evil they had done to him.

But a different emotion, more potent than rage, held him captive in his hiding place: the
instinct to survive. He knew, with the instinctive wisdom of hunted prey, that the slightest
movement, the slightest sound, would doom him. So he remained, immobile, petrified,
his body rigid with a terror that defied comprehension.

The warriors, after an eternity of waiting, resumed their advance, melting away into the
dense forest, taking with them the heavy silence that had invaded Kayo's soul. The young
boy, drained of all strength, crumpled to the bottom of his hiding place, tears flowing
silently down his dust-covered cheeks.

He didn't know how long he remained like that, curled in on himself as if to shield
himself from a world that had become hostile and menacing. The sun, filtering through
the thick foliage, painted shifting patches of light on the forest floor, as if to remind him
of the relentless passage of time. He had to leave, find refuge, a safe place to hide from
these merciless men.

Slowly, painfully, he rose, his trembling legs threatening to give way beneath him. He
cast a last glance at Abeni's doll, a poignant symbol of shattered innocence, before
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plunging into the dense vegetation, searching for a path only he knew. A path that, he
hoped with all his being, would lead him far, far away from this green inferno.
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Chapter 2: Macabre Hide-and-Seek

The sun, once a source of life and joy, had transformed into a blazing eye surveying a
world in disarray. The earth, scorched by the frantic rush of bare feet, exuded an acrid
smell of dust and fear. Kayo, a tiny silhouette tossed by the human tide, clutched his
mother's calloused hand as if his life depended on it. Around him, chaos had been
unleashed with the fury of a wild beast. Piercing screams tore through the air, mingling
with the dull thud of war drums in the distance. The tranquility of the village, lulled by
birdsong and children's laughter, was nothing more than a distant memory.

“Mama, where is Papa?” Kayo’s voice, barely audible amidst the tumult, betrayed the
dread that gripped his small heart. His mother, her face etched with anguish, offered only
a reassuring squeeze of his hand. She had neither the time nor the words to explain the
inexplicable.

The path leading to the forest, once familiar and comforting, had metamorphosed into a
winding trail toward the unknown. Branches clawed at Kayo’s arms, thorns snagged at
his worn clothes. He stumbled often, his little legs struggling to keep pace with the frantic
flight.

“Abeni!” His sister’s cry, sharp and heart-wrenching, turned Kayo’s blood to ice. He
turned, searching for the slender silhouette of Abeni, his playmate, his ray of sunshine in
a suddenly darkened world.

“Don’t stop, Kayo!” His mother’s voice, raw and urgent, jolted him from his stupor. He
couldn’t stop, he knew that. Not now. The forest, their ancestral refuge, swallowed them
into its verdant depths, promising both safety and obscurity.

The cool forest air enveloped them in a humid, leafy embrace, as if to shield them from
the nightmare unfolding behind them. Kayo, his breath short and legs trembling, clung to
his mother’s hand, seeking in her touch an illusory protection against the invisible
menace that pursued them. Around them, the chaos of their flight had faded into a heavy
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silence, broken only by the rustling of the wind through the leaves and the dull pounding
of blood in Kayo’s ears.

They walked like this for what felt like an eternity, time losing all meaning in their frantic
flight. The forest, once familiar and reassuring, had transformed into a hostile labyrinth
where every shadow seemed to conceal a danger, every suspicious sound a harbinger of
their doom. Kayo, his gaze haunted by his mother's defeated face and the memory of
Abeni's scream, allowed himself to be guided by a survival instinct that eclipsed his fear.

A vibrant blue butterfly, like a touch of surreal gaiety in this suddenly darkened world,
fluttered around Kayo. He followed it with his eyes, a fleeting smile gracing his lips. The
butterfly seemed to dance with the wind, a promise of freedom and lightheartedness in an
ocean of anguish. He imagined it reaching Abeni, carrying a message of hope, telling her
that he was there, close by, and that he would find her soon.

"Mama, look! The butterfly, it's going to find Abeni!" he exclaimed in a weak voice,
trying to convince himself of the veracity of his own words.

His mother leaned towards him, a sad smile on her lips. "Yes, Kayo, the butterfly will
find your sister. They are playing hide-and-seek in the forest, that's all."”

Kayo clung to these words like a shipwreck victim to a lifebuoy. If his mother said so,
then it had to be true. Abeni was alive, somewhere in the forest, and they would find her
soon. The blue butterfly, after a final capricious flight around him, disappeared into the
dense vegetation, carrying with it a little of the anguish that gripped Kayo's heart.

They suddenly emerged into a clearing bathed in an unreal light. In the center, like a
menacing shadow at the heart of an idyllic painting, lay a man on the ground. His frail
body, torn by gaping wounds, seemed surrendered to the ravenous flies. Kayo, frozen in
fear, had never witnessed death so closely. He recognized one of the village hunters, a
strong and courageous man who had taught him to distinguish animal tracks in the dust.
Today, he was nothing more than a broken carcass, a silent testament to the violence that
had befallen their world.
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"Mama..." Kayo murmured, his throat constricted with horror.

His mother, her face etched with pain, pulled him abruptly towards her. "Don't look,
Kayo! Come, we have to go!"

But Kayo, driven by an unknown force, broke free from his mother's grasp and
approached the hunter's inert body. He was thirsty, a burning thirst that parched his
throat. He then remembered the goatskin flask his mother had hastily filled before their
escape.

"He's thirsty, Mama..." he murmured, his eyes fixed on the hunter's chapped lips.

His mother, understanding her son's gesture, remained silent. She knew it was useless to
fight against the purity of his heart, against this innate empathy that pushed him to want
to relieve suffering, even in the face of death.

With a tenderness unexpected for one so young, Kayo approached the fallen hunter and
lifted the water gourd to his lips. He poured a few precious drops onto the parched
tongue, a futile gesture of hope against the certainty of death. A shudder passed through
the hunter’s body, a rattling gasp escaping his tortured chest. His eyes fluttered open,
twin wells of pain and incomprehension in a face ravaged by suffering. He fixed Kayo
with a gaze that seemed to pierce the young boy, searching for solace in a realm beyond
reach. Then, as abruptly as they had opened, his eyelids fluttered closed again, his gaze
fixed on some unseen horizon. The hunter was gone.

The forest clearing, once dappled with sunlight, now felt heavy with the presence of
death. Kayo, paralyzed by a nameless dread, felt the world tilt on its axis. His mother’s
hand, a familiar harbor in the storm, clutched at his arm, her fingers trembling like leaves
in arising wind. A strangled sob escaped her lips, a raw, guttural sound that tore through
the oppressive silence of the forest.
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Kayo didn't fully grasp the weight of what had transpired, but he felt the crushing sorrow
that descended upon his mother like a shroud. He had never witnessed such profound
grief in her, each searing tear etching a dark trail on her sun-weathered cheeks. It was as
if a part of her had withered and died with the hunter, taking with it a measure of the light
that illuminated their world.

"Come, Kayo," his mother's voice, shattered by emotion, roused him from his stupor.
With an effort, she pushed herself to her feet, her slender frame seemingly unable to bear
the weight of her despair. Kayo followed, his legs unsteady, clinging to the fragile lifeline
of her calloused hand.

They plunged back into the depths of the forest, leaving behind the silent clearing and the
menacing shadow of death. Kayo, his gaze fixed on the dust-covered heels of his mother,
couldn't help but steal fearful glances over his shoulder. He expected at any moment to
see the hunter rise, to hear his raspy voice calling to them from the depths of the forest.

The woods, once a source of comfort and familiarity, had transformed into a menacing
labyrinth of whispering shadows and unsettling noises. The wind, sighing through the
ancient trees, seemed to carry threats on its breath. Sunlight, filtering through the dense
canopy, painted shifting patterns on the forest floor, a constant reminder of the ephemeral
nature of life itself.

The sun began its descent, painting the sky in hues of orange and violet. Shadows
lengthened, twisting into ominous shapes that danced around the edges of their vision.
The air, thick with humidity and the cloying scent of decaying vegetation, crackled with a
palpable tension. Kayo, exhausted from the relentless trek and the gnawing fear,
stumbled with each step. His mother’s hand, once a source of reassurance, now felt
distant, as if an invisible chasm had opened between them.

Hunger, sharp and insistent, gnawed at his belly. Thirst, fueled by dust and swallowed
tears, parched his throat. But above all else, he was afraid. Afraid of the encroaching
forest, afraid of the cruel men who had shattered his world, afraid he would never again
see his father and little sister.
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"Mama, I’'m hungry..." he murmured, his voice hoarse and barely audible.

His mother stopped abruptly, pulling him behind a tangle of gnarled roots. She leaned
close, her gaunt face inches from his own. Her eyes, usually soft and filled with warmth,
were vacant, as if all light had been extinguished.

“Hush, Kayo,” she whispered, her voice trembling with a terror that mirrored his own.
“We mustn’t make a sound. They are close.”

Kayo couldn't quite grasp who "they" were, but he sensed an undeniable threat, a hostile
presence lurking in the shadows. He huddled against his mother, seeking solace in the
frail embrace of her arms. The wind rustling through the leaves sounded like menacing
whispers, and in the distance, he thought he could discern guttural shouts that sent shivers
down his spine.

The earth trembled beneath them. A low rumble, emanating from the forest's depths,
swelled in volume, approaching with terrifying speed. Eyes wide with terror, Kayo made
out furtive shadows moving between the trees, like predators stalking their prey in the
twilight. Their muscular bodies, built for war, were adorned with scars and tribal
paintings, lending them a savage, almost demonic, appearance. They carried rudimentary
yet lethal weapons: sharpened spears, taut bows, and long knives whose blades glinted
under the scant rays of sunlight that pierced the dense canopy.

Kayo had never seen men like these. They bore no resemblance to the hunters from his
village, with their sun-beaten faces and calloused but reassuring hands. These men
exuded an aura of cold violence, a bloodlust that petrified him. He understood, with the
instinctive wisdom of a child confronted with the unspeakable, that these men had not
come to talk, but to kill.

As if to shield him from the unbearable sight, his mother pulled him close, her hand
clamped over his mouth to stifle any cry, any gasp, any sign of life that could betray
them. Kayo surrendered to her embrace, his small body trembling with fear against her
own delicate frame. He squeezed his eyes shut, his small, clammy hands covering his
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ears, as if to cut himself off from the outside world, to create an illusory refuge from the
terror that surrounded them.

The fragile barrier of branches snapped under the weight of a heavy footfall. Kayo held
his breath, his heart pounding against his ribs like a trapped bird. The acrid smell of sweat
and wood smoke wafted towards him, confirming his worst fears. They were here, close
by, their harsh voices echoing like stones dropped into a bottomless well.

His mother, her face contorted with terror, tightened her grip. Her eyes, two black pools
in the dim light, fixed on him with unusual intensity. "Don't be afraid, Kayo," she
murmured, her voice barely audible. "Mama's here."

But her words, far from reassuring him, only heightened his anxiety. He could feel fear
vibrating within her like a string stretched taut, ready to snap at the slightest breath. He
had never seen her so fragile, so utterly human. The quiet strength that usually emanated
from her, the strength that shielded him from the world's dangers, seemed to have
vanished, replaced by a vulnerability that terrified him.

The voices drew closer, accompanied by the sinister cracking of branches breaking under
heavy footsteps. Kayo closed his eyes, clinging to his mother as if her presence alone
could render him invisible. He wished with all his might to melt into the damp earth, to
become a stone, a root, anything but this terrified little boy, powerless in the face of
approaching danger.

A heavy, interminable silence descended upon the forest, amplifying every sound, every
breath. Kayo could hear the blood pounding in his temples, the rustle of dead leaves
beneath the approaching men's feet. He pictured their faces, weathered by the sun and
war, their cold, cruel eyes scanning every corner of the forest, searching for easy prey.

A sudden shriek pierced the air, a high, keening wail that turned Kayo’s blood to ice. He
recognized instantly the voice of Abeni, his little sister, her terror echoing through the
unforgiving vastness of the forest. The world stopped spinning. A searing pain, like
lightning splitting a summer sky, tore through his heart. Abeni!
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He struggled to break free from his mother's grasp, propelled by an instinct stronger than
fear, the primal need to protect his little sister. But his mother's hand, now an iron
shackle, held him captive. "No, Kayo!" she hissed into his ear, her face a mask of
anguish. "Don't move, | beg you!"

Kayo thrashed silently, tears streaming down his dust-streaked cheeks. He couldn't
fathom why his mother prevented him from helping Abeni, why she forced him to remain
hidden while his sister was in danger. It was unjust, cruel, unbearable! He hated this
forest, these men, this world that had descended into madness and violence, tearing him
from those he loved.

Another scream, shorter, choked, echoed through the trees, followed by a chilling silence.
Kayo went still, his thin frame wracked with tremors. He knew, with a terrible certainty,
that this cry, his little sister's last, had just faded forever into the indifferent silence of the
forest.

A dark veil descended upon Kayo's world. The screams, the forest, his mother's trembling
hand, all blurred into a vortex of unspeakable pain. A part of him, the innocent part that
marveled at blue butterflies and wove stories from the clouds, had just died with Abeni's
scream. He didn't even cry. The pain was too profound, too raw for tears.

His mother, her face etched with a grief he couldn't begin to comprehend, pulled him
brutally, forcing him to follow her into the labyrinthine depths of the forest. They ran
now, blindly, crashing into trees, stumbling through thorny undergrowth, blood mingling
with tears and sweat on their torn skin.

"Mama..." The word, barely a rasping whisper, died in his parched throat. He wanted to
ask her where Abeni was, why she no longer screamed, why they left her behind. But the
words refused to come, trapped by a knot of terror and despair that suffocated him. She
ran, her eyes fixed on the invisible path that led them through the green inferno. She ran
like a woman possessed, as if her own life depended on each step, each breath. And
perhaps it did. Perhaps the part of her that still clung to life, to hope, had only one
purpose left: to save her son, the last vestige of a shattered world.
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They reached the edge of a deep ravine, a gaping wound in the green heart of the forest.
The sun, low on the horizon, set the rocky walls ablaze with a blood-red glow. Far below,
a torrent of muddy water roared its fury, a raging dragon trapped in its stone prison.

Kayo recoiled, seized by vertigo. The acrid smell of moisture and decaying vegetation
rose to his nostrils, making him nauseous. He felt his mother's hand tighten on his, a
burning touch that brought him back to the immediate reality of danger.

"We have to cross, Kayo." Her voice, hoarse and faint, was a mere whisper carried by the
wind.

Kayo looked up at her, incomprehension and terror etched in his eyes. "But... Mama...
it's too high... I can't..."

A pained smile stretched her chapped lips. "You are stronger than you think, Kayo. You
can do it. For me. For... for Abeni."

The name of his sister, uttered with infinite sadness, coursed through Kayo's body like a
jolt of electricity. Abeni... He saw again her laughing face, her chubby little hands
clinging to his, the crystalline sound of her voice singing the ancestral melodies of their
people. Abeni... gone forever, swallowed by the hostile forest, left behind like a broken
toy.

A sudden, irrational rage overwhelmed his fear. He didn't want to die. He didn't want to
end up like Abeni, abandoned in the hostile shadows of the forest. He wanted to live, for
her, to honor her memory, to not let the monsters win.

He took a deep breath, the cool night air scorching his lungs. "How do we do it?" he
asked, his voice hoarse with determination.
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His mother looked at him, a glimmer of hope rekindling in her extinguished eyes.
"Follow me, Kayo, and don't look down."

They clung to each other, two minuscule beings facing the menacing immensity of the
void. The earth, friable and unstable, crumbled beneath their feet, each step bringing
them closer to the abyss. Kayo, his heart pounding in his chest, fixed his gaze on his
mother's calloused hands, gripping the slippery rocks like the talons of a bird. He didn't
dare breathe, terrified of disrupting the precarious balance of their perilous descent.

The setting sun, ablaze on the distant horizon, ignited the sky in hues of orange and
violet, transforming the tumultuous torrent below into a ribbon of liquid obsidian snaking
through the depths of the precipice. The deafening roar of the water, amplified by the
ravine's unique acoustics, resonated in Kayo's chest like a drumroll heralding a fateful
destiny.

"Hold on, Kayo," his mother whispered, her voice strained with effort. "We're almost
there."

Kayo tightened his grip on his mother's hand, his small fingers clenched until they turned
white. He couldn't fathom how they would possibly escape, how this sheer cliff face
could lead to anything other than certain death. But he clung to the fragile hope that his
mother, an inexhaustible source of courage and comfort, would find a path to safety, as
she always had.

Breathless, his muscles aching from an effort he didn't think possible, Kayo felt the
ground stabilize beneath his feet. Solid earth. He raised his head, eyes squinting against
the fading light filtering through the trees. They had made it. They had crossed the abyss.

A choked sob escaped his mother's lips. She sank to the damp ground, pulling Kayo
down with her. He felt her trembling against him, her body wracked with uncontrollable
spasms. It wasn't the tremor of fear this time, but that of relief, of exhaustion, of a tension
finally released after being held at its peak for what felt like an eternity.

Page | 22



Kayo, himself on the verge of collapse, nestled against her, drawing from the fragile
warmth of her body a sliver of solace in this world that had transformed into a nightmare.
Around them, the forest breathed a heavy, almost menacing silence, as if nature itself was
holding its breath, observing these two minuscule beings who had dared to defy its
merciless laws.

"Mama..." Kayo murmured, his voice hoarse and lost in the rustling of the wind through
the leaves. "Where is Papa? Where is Abeni?"

The question, held captive at the back of his throat since the beginning of their frantic
escape, finally burst forth, shattering the fragile balance of their complicit silence. Kayo
knew, with the instinctive wisdom of children confronted with the unspeakable, that the
answer to his question wouldn't be the one he hoped to hear. But he needed to know,
needed to pierce the wall of silence and unspoken words that had risen between him and
his mother.

Her mother straightened slowly, as though each movement demanded a superhuman
effort. Her eyes, usually so bright and full of laughter, were dull, veiled with an
unfathomable sadness. She raised a hand to her lips, hesitating for a moment as if
searching for the right words, words that could soften the unthinkable, make the
unbearable bearable.

“They... they’re gone, Kayo,” she finally murmured, her voice shattered by grief. “Gone
far away, to a place where there’s no more danger.”

Kayo stared at her, eyes wide, refusing to believe, to understand. Gone? What did “gone”
even mean? Where had they gone, his father, his sister, without him, without a glance, a
farewell?

“But... where did they go? When are they coming back?” he stammered, clinging to the
faintest hope of a return, an impossible reunion.
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His mother leaned down, drawing him into her arms. He felt her warm tears fall on his
burning skin, a silent deluge that spoke of a pain far more eloquent than words.

“They won't be back, Kayo,” she whispered, her voice broken by sobs. “They’re... gone
forever.”

Kayo’s world crumbled. Not with a roar, not with an earthquake, just an inward collapse,
an abyss that sucked him down, dragging him into a starless night. His father, his hero,
the one who could chase away bad dreams and tell him stories of invincible warriors, was
gone. Abeni, his little sister, his ray of sunshine, the one who smelled of vanilla and ripe
fruit, had vanished forever.

He didn’t cry, didn’t scream. He remained there, frozen in his mother's embrace, his body
stiff with a grief too vast, too profound for tears. He was alone now, a tiny boat adrift on
an ocean of silence and despair.
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Chapter 3: The Silence After the Storm

The silence, heavy and oppressive as a tombstone, had replaced the screams and
detonations. The forest, once familiar and welcoming, was now a hostile labyrinth,
haunted by shadows of the past. Kayo, clinging to his mother, walked with hesitant steps,
stumbling over the gnarled roots that crisscrossed the path. His small body ached with
fatigue, his eyelids heavy with sleep, but he dared not complain.

He felt his mother’s sadness like a lead weight on his shoulders. She no longer sang as
they walked, no longer pointed out the comical monkeys swinging from branch to
branch. Her face was closed, etched with a silent pain that squeezed his heart.

They walked like this for hours, days perhaps, Kayo had lost all track of time. The sun, a
disc of fire through the leaves, rose and fell in a sky indifferent to their distress. Hunger
gnawed at his stomach, turning each step into a superhuman effort. He had tasted only a
few hastily gathered berries, their tart juice barely enough to quench his parched throat.

One evening, as dusk painted the sky with hues of violet and orange, they emerged into a
large clearing. In the center stood a cluster of makeshift huts, hastily built with branches
and animal skins. Bluish smoke rose from the improvised hearths, carrying with it a
strange odor, a pungent blend of burning wood and unfamiliar food.

Children with hollowed bellies and evasive eyes played near a half-dried well, their
laughter stifled, as if afraid to attract attention. Emaciated women, their faces etched with
fatigue and worry, tended to fires, their movements slow and mechanical. Old men sat
silently, their gazes lost in the distance, as though they had already traversed the ocean of
suffering and reached the shores of resignation.

Kayo stopped abruptly, his hand tightening around his mother's. He recognized nothing
in this unfamiliar place, nothing in these foreign faces that observed them with a curiosity
tinged with mistrust. The sounds of the forest, with its birdsong and soothing murmurs,
seemed preferable to the heavy silence that reigned here, a silence broken only by the
occasional cry, a stifled sob, as if suffering itself dared not speak too loudly.
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A woman, her face scored with wrinkles as deep as rivers on an ancient map, approached
them. She wore a dress of coarse fabric, faded by sun and time, and a colorful scarf
concealed her graying hair. Her black eyes, sharp as an eagle's, scrutinized Kayo and his
mother with unsettling intensity.

"You have come from far?" she asked, her voice raspy, worn thin by grief.

Kayo's mother nodded, unable to utter a word. The old woman seemed to understand.
With a weary gesture, she indicated an empty space near a campfire where blackened
cooking pots sat upon smoldering stones.

"Sit, regain your strength. Here, we share what little we have."

Kayo and his mother perched cautiously on a mat of woven rushes, acutely aware of the
gazes upon them. A young girl, barely older than Kayo, offered them two wooden bowls
filled with steaming soup. The smell, a strange mixture of spices and unfamiliar
vegetables, made Kayo's stomach clench. He lifted the bowl to his lips and drank in small
sips, savoring the warmth of the liquid spreading through his weakened body.

Around the fire, conversations gradually resumed, like a stream finding its course after a
raging storm. Kayo listened without truly hearing, lost in his somber thoughts. Where
were his father and Abeni? Were they safe? Were they as cold and hungry as he was?

Night fell upon the camp, swift and implacable as a panther pouncing on its prey.
Innumerable stars glittered in the inky sky, like diamonds scattered across black velvet.
Kayo huddled against his mother, seeking in vain her usual warmth. She was distant, far
away, a prisoner in a silence of stone, her eyes fixed upon the dancing flames that seemed
to devour her last memories of happiness.

A slight rustle in the bushes made Kayo start. He turned sharply, his heart pounding in his
chest. A vibrant blue butterfly alighted delicately on the rim of his bowl, its delicate
wings trembling slightly. Kayo stared at it in wonder, forgetting his fear for a moment.
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The butterfly seemed to smile at him, as if to say that beauty and magic could exist even
in the darkest of places.

Then, with a flutter of wings, it vanished into the starlit night, leaving behind only a
fleeting memory of color and lightness.

The following day, Kayo awoke with a peculiar sensation, a disconcerting blend of hope
and apprehension. He had dreamt of the blue butterfly, soaring above the forest canopy,
guiding his father and Abeni towards a village bathed in peace and abundance. Could it
be a sign? An omen?

His mother still slept, her face gaunt and pallid in the pale light of dawn. Kayo rose
silently and walked towards the well. He peered into its gaping maw, his reflection
wavering in the dark water that mirrored the lightening sky. A hand fell upon his
shoulder, causing him to start and turn. It was the old woman with eyes like an eagle’s.

"Do not be consumed by sorrow, little one," she said, her voice uncharacteristically
gentle. "Despair is a trap more perilous than the darkest forest. Cling to hope. It is the
only weapon we have against the encroaching darkness."

Kayo stared at her, his eyes wide. He didn't grasp the full weight of her words, yet he
sensed within her an immense strength, an unwavering resolve that both fascinated and
comforted him.

"Where have my father and sister gone?" he finally asked, his voice barely a whisper.

The old woman hesitated, then sighed.
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"They have gone to seek assistance,” she replied, gently stroking his hair. "They will
return soon, do not worry."

Kayo wanted to believe her, he truly did. But deep down, a nagging voice told him the
old woman was concealing the truth. He felt it in his bones; something terrible had
transpired, something that had irrevocably shattered his family.

The day stretched on, measured by the rhythm of camp chores and the murmur of
conversations in a language Kayo couldn't decipher. He remained huddled beside his
mother, observing the other children playing with sticks and stones, their faces smudged
with dirt and ash. Their carefree spirit perplexed him, a mystery as profound as his
mother's silence.

As afternoon waned, a group of men arrived at the camp, their faces etched with fatigue
and dust. They carried crude weapons and wore grim expressions, their arrival casting a
chill over the tentative joy that had taken root. Kayo felt his mother stiffen beside him,
her breath shallow and ragged, as though she had been running.

One of the men, more imposing than the others, approached their small group. A thick
scar bisected his face, running from forehead to chin, lending him the appearance of a
crudely carved wooden statue. He addressed the old woman, his voice deep and guttural,
like the growl of a wild beast. Kayo didn't understand their words, but he perceived the
tension in each syllable, each exchanged glance. He gripped his mother's hand, seeking
solace in her touch, but finding none.

The old woman responded to the man, her voice trembling yet resolute. With a tilt of her
chin, she indicated a few families gathered around a fire, then gestured towards Kayo and
his mother. The man scrutinized each face, his gaze cold and sharp as a honed blade.
When his eyes fell upon Kayo, the boy felt his heart constrict in his chest. The man stared
with a peculiar intensity, a disconcerting mix of curiosity and disdain that forced Kayo to
avert his eyes.
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Suddenly, a shrill cry pierced the evening quiet. Abeni, his little sister, burst from behind
a hut, her small legs pumping furiously as she ran towards them. Her face was contorted
with terror, her eyes wide and wild, like those of a hunted animal.

"Mamal!" she screamed, her voice thin and sharp, like the cry of a wounded bird.

Kayo leaped to his feet, his heart pounding against his ribs. He had never seen his sister
in such a state, she who was usually so full of life and laughter. His mother rose in a
flash, a cry of alarm dying in her throat. But before she could take a step, two men lunged
for Abeni, their powerful hands seizing her like a rag doll.

Abeni fought back with all her might, her piercing screams echoing through the twilight.
Kayo yearned to rush to her aid, to shield her from her attackers, but his mother's iron
grip held him fast.

"No, Kayo!" she hissed, fear twisting her features. "We must go, quickly!"

She pulled him by the hand, dragging him through the camp in a frantic dash. Behind
them, Abeni's cries mingled with the cruel laughter of the men, creating a hellish
cacophony that pursued them, seeping into the very fabric of their being.

They ran until their lungs burned and their legs screamed for respite, plunging into the
shadowy depths of the forest, a precarious and uncertain sanctuary. The path, barely
discernible beneath the dense foliage, snaked between towering trees, their massive
trunks standing like insurmountable walls.

His mother's hand, clammy and trembling, clutched his with desperate strength. Kayo, his
breath coming in ragged gasps, fought against the fear that threatened to consume him.
He perceived the chaos through the muffled drumbeat of his heart, the snapping of
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branches beneath their hurried steps, the guttural shouts in the distance that pierced the
deepening darkness.

"Faster, Kayo," his mother gasped, her pale face illuminated by a sliver of moonlight
filtering through the canopy. "We must hide, quickly!"

They emerged onto a sheer cliff face, the black rock plummeting into an abyss of
immeasurable depth. The muffled roar of a river echoed from the chasm below, a
menacing melody that chilled Kayo to the bone.

"No turning back," his mother whispered, her gaze darting around their surroundings with
a feverish urgency.

A narrow crevice, almost invisible beneath a cascade of vines and gnarled roots, offered a
semblance of shelter. His mother slipped into it first, pulling Kayo after her. He found
himself pressed against her, his small frame enveloped by her feverish warmth, her
familiar scent of woodsmoke and damp earth.

The sound of breaking branches and guttural voices drew closer, a palpable threat that
tightened its grip around Kayo's throat. His mother, eyes squeezed shut, murmured
unintelligible words, a mixture of prayers and supplications directed at unseen spirits.

Time seemed to suspend itself, each second stretching into an eternity. Kayo, huddled
against his mother, listened to the silence of the forest, straining for any sound, his heart
pounding against his ribs. Never before had he felt with such acuteness the fragility of his
existence, the invisible presence of death lurking around them, watchful, patient, and
cruel.

A heavy silence followed the passage of the men. A silence even more oppressive than
that of the forest, for it was thick with terror and unspoken threats. Kayo, pressed against
his mother, felt her body tremble, not from cold, but from a terror that chilled them to
their very core.

Page | 30



They waited for what felt like an eternity to a five-year-old before his mother finally
stirred. With the cautious movements of a hunted animal, she extricated herself from their
hiding place, followed by a hesitant Kayo, his legs shaky beneath him.

The sky had clouded over, concealing the moon behind an opaque veil of threatening
clouds. The air was heavy, laden with a clammy humidity that clung to clothes and skin.
Kayo, his face streaked with tears and dirt, followed his mother like a shadow, clinging to
her sodden wrap.

They walked for a long time, in silence, skirting around the immense trees that loomed
before them like menacing giants. The path, barely visible beneath fallen leaves and
broken branches, wound its way through the forest, leading them further and further away
from their village, from their former life.

Suddenly, Kayo stumbled over a soft, unyielding obstacle. He looked up, his heart
leaping into his throat. A man lay sprawled on the ground, his body inert and broken, his
eyes wide open and vacant of life. A pool of blood spread out around him, staining the
earth a dark and unreal color.

Kayo had never seen death so close. He stood frozen, paralyzed by fear, unable to tear his
gaze from the macabre spectacle. His father had often spoken of the dangers of the forest,
of wild animals and evil spirits that haunted its depths. But never had he prepared him for
this, for the raw, brutal reality of death visited upon a human being.

His mother, her face pale and drawn, pulled him sharply by the hand.

"Don't look, Kayo," she murmured, her voice hoarse. "Come, we must get away from
here."
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She pulled him away from the lifeless body, her pace quickening as if she feared death
might be at their heels. Kayo, his heart still a frantic drum in his chest, cast fearful
glances over his shoulder, convinced the man would rise again, would hunt them down in
the black abyss of the night.

The image of the dead man, etched into the core of his being, Kayo continued walking,
each step an agonizing effort, his small, frail body wracked with tremors that had nothing
to do with the cool night air. The forest, once a familiar playground, had transformed into
a menacing labyrinth, every dancing shadow taking the shape of a lurking beast, every
rustle of leaves a harbinger of imminent danger.

His mother, a fragile silhouette against the looming darkness, walked with weary steps,
her head bowed as if carrying the weight of the world on her stooped shoulders. She no
longer sang, no longer murmured words of comfort. Her silence, heavier than the
darkness that enveloped them, was a reflection of an unspeakable pain, a gaping wound
bleeding in silence.

At the bend of a winding path, bordered by trees with trunks gnarled like skeletal limbs, a
flickering light caught their attention. A hesitant flame, like a butterfly of light lost in the
darkness, danced in the distance, a beacon of human presence.

Hope, fragile as a straw in a tempest, flickered to life in Kayo's heart. A hearth meant
warmth, protection, perhaps even food. And above all, the possibility of finding his father
and sister, their absence a throbbing void in his chest.

His mother, sensing the shift in her son's gait, straightened slightly, a flicker of hope
illuminating her drawn features. Without a word, she squeezed Kayo's hand and
cautiously moved towards the light.

As they drew nearer, the crackling of the fire grew more distinct, accompanied by a
murmur of voices, low and hushed as if not to disturb the silence of the forest. Kayo
thought he recognized the deep timbre of his father's voice, spinning one of his
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captivating tales around the fire, and his heart quickened, a mixture of hope and
apprehension washing over him.

They finally emerged into a small clearing bathed in an orange glow. A cheerful campfire
crackled in the center, casting dancing shadows on the trunks of the surrounding trees.
Sitting near the flames, his back against a massive boulder, a man held in his arms a
slender figure wrapped in a thick blanket.

Kayo stopped short, his breath catching in his throat. It wasn't his father. The man, his
face weathered and somber, had the hard, distant gaze of a warrior. He stared at the
newcomers with a curiosity tinged with mistrust.

Disappointment struck Kayo with full force, cold and bitter as an empty gourd. His father
wasn't there. Neither was Abeni. The void in his chest expanded, threatening to engulf
him whole.

Hope, that flickering flame that had rekindled in Kayo's heart at the sight of the campfire,
died as quickly as it had appeared. The stranger's unfamiliar face, the frail figure in his
arms that wasn't his sister, all served to reawaken the throbbing ache of their absence.
The world around him lost its color, shrinking to a dull, hostile canvas.

His mother, her face etched with a weariness that seemed to consume her from within,
took a hesitant step towards the fire. The man lifted his head, his gaze taking in every
detail of their appearance: their clothes torn and caked in dirt, their faces etched with fear
and exhaustion. He said nothing, merely observing with an intensity that made Kayo
uneasy.

A movement in his arms caught Kayo's eye. The figure stirred, slowly emerging from the
thick blanket that enveloped her. A thin, pale face appeared, eyes shadowed with fatigue,
lips slightly parted in a raspy breath. It wasn't Abeni. It was a young girl, barely older
than himself, whose delicate features betrayed a silent suffering.
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Kayo's mother, as if drawn by an invisible force, sank to her knees before the young girl.
Her trembling fingers brushed against hollow cheeks, tangled hair. A strangled sound
escaped her lips, a murmur both question and plea. Kayo didn't understand the words, but
she sensed the desperate urgency in her mother's voice, as if clinging to a mad,
impossible hope.

The young girl, eyes wide with terror, allowed herself to be touched, her frail body
wracked with uncontrollable tremors. The man, still silent as a stone statue, observed
them with an unreadable expression in his gaze.

Silence descended, heavy and suffocating. Kayo, still and mute as a salt statue, felt
superfluous in this strange and sorrowful tableau. She didn't understand what was
happening, but she felt that something grave had just occurred, something that concerned
her directly, even if its full weight remained beyond her grasp.

Suddenly, Kayo's mother turned to her, her face etched with a grief that transcended
tears. Her lips parted and closed several times, as if words refused to come, dammed by
some invisible barrier. Then, in a voice hoarse and distant, as if emanating from the
bottom of a well, she uttered a phrase that echoed in the clearing's silence like a
shattering blade:

"Kayo... your father... he's gone."

An icy shiver ran through Kayo, far more biting than the night breeze whistling through
the skeletal trees. The woman's words reverberated in her mind, cold and sharp as shards
of glass. Her father was gone.

Gone where? The question pounded against the walls of her skull, each beat of her heart
drumming it like a funeral march. She searched for a look, a gesture, an explanation in
her mother's eyes. But she remained mute, her face frozen in a mask of silent agony.
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The man, who until then had observed them with the detachment of a spectator before an
incomprehensible play, slowly rose. His imposing figure seemed to grow even larger in
the flickering firelight, transforming him into a giant hewn from shadow and smoke. He
gestured slowly towards the young girl huddled against her mother.

"She..." he began in a voice as deep and resonant as distant thunder. His tongue, which
Kayo didn't understand, rolled the words like stones in his mouth. "...Saw. Bad men.
Village. Fire. Screams."

He paused, letting the words fall into the silence like drops of molten lead. Kayo, unable
to decipher the precise meaning of his account, sensed its horror through the man's
agitated gestures, the grave tone of his voice, the silent tears that streamed down the
young girl's emaciated cheeks.

The man took a deep breath, as if to gather his courage, then resumed his tale, each word
another stone added to the wall of anguish rising around Kayo.

"Father... Tried to protect. Mother... Sister... Taken. Away."

A sob escaped Kayo's mother's lips. She crumpled forward, burying her face in her hands,
her entire body wracked with uncontrollable spasms. A muffled moan rose from her
chest, as if her heart had just shattered into a thousand pieces.

Kayo stood frozen, paralyzed, unable to move, to speak, to grasp the meaning of the
drama unfolding before his eyes. The pieces of the puzzle slowly assembled in his child's
mind, forming a blurry, terrifying image he dared not confront.

Night had fallen, black and thick as ink, blanketing the clearing in a shroud of silence and
mystery. The campfire, once blazing and comforting, was now a heap of glowing embers,
casting flickering shadows on faces etched with grief and exhaustion.

Page | 35



Kayo, huddled against his mother, trembled with cold and fear. The man's words still
echoed in his ears, pounding his mind like the rhythmic beat of a drum in the night. He
didn't understand everything, but he grasped the essence, the brutal truth that had just
crashed over him like a hurricane, ravaging his childhood world.

His father, his sister... taken... far away.

Images of that dreadful day, fragments of a nightmare, flickered before his closed eyes:
flames devouring the huts of their village, screams of terror piercing the night, his
mother's rough hand pulling him through the hostile forest.

And then, emptiness. A gaping abyss that had swallowed his father and sister, leaving
him alone with his mother, shipwrecked on an island of grief amidst an ocean of silence.

He felt his mother tremble against him, her warm tears falling silently onto his burning
skin. He wanted to hold her tightly, to comfort her as she always did when nightmares
plagued him. But his arms felt heavy as lead, paralyzed by a new and terrifying
helplessness.

Around them, the camp had sunk into a precarious sleep, lulled by the crackling embers
and the whisper of wind through the trees. Only the man with the weather-beaten face
remained seated by the fire, still as a stone statue, his gaze lost in the flames that seemed
to reflect his own inner demons.

Kayo watched him surreptitiously, unsure of what he felt for this stranger who now
shared their fate. Was he an enemy? An ally? A protector? He didn't know. All he knew
was that the world as he knew it had shattered, leaving him alone and terrified in the face
of an uncertain future.

Slowly, as if not to disturb the fragile equilibrium of the night, he rose and approached
the half-dried well that lay at the center of the clearing. He leaned over the gaping
opening, peering into the dark depths where the distant stars were reflected.
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The water at the bottom of the well was black and still as a shattered mirror. Kayo
thought he saw his reflection, the gaunt and drawn face, the wide, frightened eyes. But it
wasn't him. It was the face of another child, a child he didn't recognize, marked by fear
and suffering.

He straightened abruptly, his heart pounding. He didn't want to become that child, that
stranger staring back at him from the bottom of the well. He wanted to find his father, his
sister, their home, their life before.

But deep down, a dull, insistent voice whispered to him that nothing would ever be the
same. The war had ravaged everything, shattering their family, their innocence, their
world.

He was nothing more than a lost child in a world at war, a tiny boat adrift on an ocean of
violence and despair. And the most terrifying thing was, he knew it.
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Chapter 4: The Evening Ghosts

Silence. A heavy, oppressive silence had fallen upon Kayo like a leaden shroud. The
silence of absence, of uncertainty, of fear. A silence that roared louder than the
explosions and screams that haunted his nights.

He clutched tightly the straw doll the old woman had made for him. A warrior, she had
called it. A protector. But Kayo did not feel protected. He felt alone. More alone than he
had ever been.

His mother had passed away a few days earlier, consumed by the fever that ravaged the
weakest in the camp. A dry, rasping cough had first shaken her frail body, then
transformed into a painful rattle that chilled Kayo to the bone. He had stayed by her side,
helpless, clutching her burning hand in his own, whispering silent prayers to spirits he did
not understand.

The day she had closed her eyes for the last time, a blazing sun had set over the camp, as
if to extinguish any glimmer of hope. Kayo had wept silently, hot, salty tears streaming
down his hollow cheeks. He had no one left.

The other women in the camp had taken care of the burial, wrapping his mother's body in
a shroud of coarse cloth before burying her at the edge of the forest. Kayo had placed a
wildflower on the makeshift grave, a fragile and ephemeral offering to the one who had
given him life.

Now, he wandered through the camp, a small, fragile silhouette lost among the wandering
souls. He watched the other children, those who still had families, playing in the dust and
laughing uproariously. Their laughter reached him as if muffled, unreal, as if it came
from another world. A world he no longer knew.

Sometimes, he sat by the well, staring at the brackish water that shimmered at the bottom.
He saw faces, moving shapes that danced and contorted before his eyes. His father's face,
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smiling and kind, suddenly transforming into a grimacing and menacing mask. The
delicate features of his sister blurred, giving way to a ghostly silhouette that reached out
to him, as if to drag him into the dark depths.

He would then close his eyes, clutching his straw doll tightly to his chest, seeking
comfort in vain in the rough texture of the woven straw.

At night, nightmares haunted him. He relived the escape from the village over and over
again, the flames dancing in the night, the screams of terror that tore through the silence.
He saw his sister's terrified face again, her tiny hand slipping from his in panic.

He would wake up with a start, his heart pounding, his body covered in cold sweat. He
would cry out, but no one came to comfort him. He was alone, left to his fears, a prisoner
of a nightmare from which he could not escape.

One day, as he wandered aimlessly near the edge of the forest, a bright light caught his
eye. A kaleidoscope of shimmering colours sparkled between the trees, like fragments of
rainbows fallen from the sky. Intrigued, Kayo approached, his bare feet sinking into the
damp earth littered with dead leaves.

He then discovered an old man sitting on a tree stump, his back bent with the weight of
years. His face, weathered by the sun and etched with countless wrinkles, seemed to
reflect the ancient wisdom of the forest. Around him, dozens of multicoloured birds,
crafted from feathers, beads and pieces of shimmering fabric, seemed to come to life
under his nimble fingers.

The man looked up at Kayo, his piercing gaze contrasting with the gentleness of his
toothless smile.

"Do you like my birds, little one?" he asked in a raspy voice, worn by time.
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Kayo nodded, unable to take his eyes off these fantastical creatures that seemed to vibrate
with a life of their own. He had never seen anything so beautiful and so strange.

"Come closer, don't be afraid," the old man invited him, beckoning him to sit beside him.
"They won't hurt you. They are only spirits of the forest, come to keep me company.”

Timidly, Kayo approached and sat on the ground, at a respectful distance from the old
man. He watched every movement of his gnarled hands, every strand of straw that came
to life under his fingers, transforming into delicate wings, pointed beaks, shimmering
feathers.

"What are their names?" Kayo asked, his voice barely audible.

The old man smiled again, his eyes crinkling at the corners, a benevolent gleam dancing
in their depths.

“They have no names, little one. Or rather, they bear all the names we wish to give them.
They are messengers, travelers who carry our dreams and hopes to the heavens.”

Kayo’s gaze settled on one bird, a magnificent specimen with feathers of scarlet and
cerulean that shimmered in the sunlight. It resembled a phoenix, a creature of myth and
magic, capable of defying the laws of nature.

“And that one?” he asked, his finger outstretched toward the flamboyant bird. “Where
does it go?”

The old man followed his gaze, a flicker of sorrow passing through his eyes.
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“That one,” he said, his voice barely a whisper, “flies to a distant land, a land free from
war and suffering. A land where families are reunited for eternity.”

A pang of longing resonated deep within Kayo’s chest. A land where families were
reunited... If such a place existed, he would give anything to be there. To see his father
again, his sister, to feel the warmth of their embrace once more.

Suddenly, an idea sparked in his mind. A foolish, improbable idea, yet one that offered a
glimmer of hope in this world consumed by chaos.

“Can you... can you make one for me?” he asked, his voice trembling with a mixture of
apprehension and anticipation. “A bird that flies... that flies to my family?”

The old man turned to him, his expression grave. His eyes, dark and piercing as an
eagle’s, seemed to bore into Kayo’s very soul, reading him like an open book.

“A bird to fly to your family...” he murmured, more to himself than to the child. “It is a
long journey, little one. A perilous journey. Are you certain this is what you desire?”

Kayo hesitated for a moment, his heart pounding in his chest. Fear, lurking within him
like a caged beast, threatened to overwhelm him. But the yearning to see his family again,
to feel their love surround him once more, outweighed all else.

“Yes,” he said, his voice barely audible yet resolute. “I am certain.”

The old man nodded slowly, a flicker of understanding in his eyes. He bent down and
gathered a handful of golden straw, rolling it between his calloused fingers.
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“Very well,” he said. “We shall make it together. This bird will be special. It will carry
all your love, all your hope.”

A glimmer of hope, tentative yet tenacious, ignited within Kayo. He watched, captivated,
as the old man’s agile fingers moved with surprising dexterity, weaving the straw
together. Each movement seemed precise, ritualistic, as if he were not merely crafting a
toy, but performing a sacred act.

Slowly, under the old man’s expert touch, the bird began to take shape. A slender,
delicate body, long, graceful wings, a beak sharp as an arrow. Kayo assisted as best he
could, passing strands of straw, gathering fallen feathers.

“It needs a color,” the old man said, handing Kayo a small pot filled with a vibrant red
paste. “The color of hope. The color of the rising sun.”

Kayo took the pot carefully, his fingers trembling slightly. He dipped a finger into the
paste and drew a heart on the bird’s chest. A red heart, a symbol of his love for his
family, of his fervent desire to find them.

“Good,” the old man said, smiling. “Very good.”

He took the bird in his hands and breathed gently upon it, as if to imbue it with life. Kayo
held his breath, his heart pounding. He almost expected the bird to open its eyes, flap its
wings, and soar into the sky.

But the bird remained still, inanimate. It was just a fragile construction of straw and
feathers, after all. A symbol. A hope.

The old man handed the bird to Kayo, his gaze filled with solemn gravity.
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“Here,” he said. “Keep it safe. It will guide you. But remember, little one: the journey is
long, and the dangers are many. Never give up hope.”

Kayo took the bird carefully, clutching it to his chest as if it were a priceless treasure. He
felt the rough texture of the straw beneath his fingertips, the softness of the feathers
against his skin. He closed his eyes for a moment, breathing in the scent of the forest, the
damp earth, and the freshly cut grass.

“Thank you,” he whispered, his voice thick with emotion. “Thank you.”

He rose to his feet and, without a backward glance, plunged into the forest, the straw bird
clutched tightly to his chest. He had no destination in mind, no clear picture of what lay
ahead. But he possessed a purpose now, a reason to continue, a flicker of hope in a world
consumed by chaos.

The sun dipped below the horizon, setting the sky ablaze with hues of orange and violet.
Shadows stretched out across the forest floor, twisting familiar trees into menacing
silhouettes. Kayo walked with a hesitant step, his heart a tight knot in his chest. He had
lost track of how long he had been wandering, guided only by instinct and the tenacious
hope that burned within him like a fragile flame.

The straw bird, held fast against his chest, had become his sole companion, his silent
confidant. At times, he would whisper to it, confiding his fears, his hopes, his confused
dreams, like a child lost in a hostile world. He would imagine the bird coming to life,
spreading its multicolored wings and soaring into the sky, carrying his silent prayers to
his vanished family.

Hunger gnawed at him, a dull ache that consumed his insides. He had not eaten in hours,
save for a few wild berries plucked at random during his journey. Thirst parched his
throat, yet he dared not approach any streams for fear of encountering wild beasts, or
worse, armed men.
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The forest was dense, impenetrable. The trees, with their gnarled and imposing trunks,
seemed to close in on him, imprisoning him in a green, shadowy labyrinth. The silence,
broken only by the shrill cry of nocturnal birds and the cracking of branches beneath his
feet, weighed heavily upon his shoulders.

He felt terribly alone. More alone than he had ever felt before. Even in the heart of the
chaos that had engulfed his village, there had always been a human presence around him,
a murmur of voices, a burst of laughter, a simple glance that reminded him he was not
alone in the world. But here, in the heart of the hostile forest, he was left to his own
devices, confronted by his deepest fears, his inner demons.

Suddenly, as he rounded a bend in the winding path, he glimpsed a light through the
trees. A flickering, ethereal light, like a star that had fallen from the sky. He stopped
dead in his tracks, his heart pounding in his chest, unsure of what he was seeing. Was it a
trap? A hallucination? Or... a sign?

Clutching the straw bird tightly to his chest, as if drawing courage from its presence, he
moved cautiously toward the light. As he drew closer, the glow intensified, revealing a
clearing bathed in a soft, golden light.

In the center of the clearing, a campfire burned merrily, casting dancing shadows on the
surrounding tree trunks. Seated around the fire, arranged in a circle, were several
children. Children of all ages, boys and girls, some barely more than infants, others
already in their teens. They were singing softly, a sweet, melancholic melody that seemed
to float in the air like a prayer.

Kayo stood frozen, rooted to the spot, unable to tear his gaze from this unreal scene. Who
were these children? What were they doing here, alone, in the heart of the forest? Were
they lost, like him? Or... something else?

A primal fear held him captive. Instinctively, he drew back, melting further into the
protective shadows of the trees. His throat constricted, choking off the cry that threatened
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to betray him. The scene before him, though seemingly peaceful, resonated with a
disturbing strangeness that chilled him to the bone.

Never, during his short life in the village, nor throughout his frantic escape, had he
witnessed so many children gathered without the reassuring presence of an adult. Their
singing, though melodious, was imbued with a profound sadness, a melancholy that
seemed to permeate the very air of the clearing.

He scanned their surroundings, desperately searching for a sign, an adult presence that
could explain this incongruous gathering. But the forest remained silent, as if holding its
breath, a mute observer to this strange spectacle.

The wind, caressing his burning face with its cold fingers, whispered an indecipherable
message. He shivered, clutching the straw bird tighter to his chest. His heart, a drumbeat
against his ribs, felt as though it would burst from his chest.

Should he remain hidden? Flee? Or... approach?

The mere thought of venturing into the clearing, of revealing himself to these children of
whom he knew nothing, filled him with an unspeakable terror. And yet... a flicker of
hope, however tenuous, sparked deep within him. They too were alone, like him. Lost,
perhaps. In danger, undoubtedly.

What if... what if they could help each other?

Slowly, cautiously, he took a step out of his hiding place, then another. His bare feet sank
into the damp moss, producing a faint squeak that shattered the forest's silence like a clap
of thunder in the night.
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The chanting ceased abruptly. The children turned towards him, their faces faintly
illuminated by the flickering light of the campfire. Their eyes, immense and dark as
bottomless wells, fixed upon him with a disturbing intensity.

Kayo froze, his breath shallow, his heart pounding in his chest. He felt like a hunted
animal, caught in the blinding glare of headlights.

“Do... don't be afraid,” he stammered, his voice barely audible. “I... I am alone. Like

2

you.

A deathly silence greeted his words. The children remained motionless, their black,
glistening eyes, like obsidian beads in the dim light, never leaving his face. Kayo felt a
cold shiver run down his spine. Instinct screamed at him to turn back, to flee and never
look back.

Then, slowly, as if moved by an invisible force, the children stirred. They rose, one by
one, their movements fluid and silent as felines in the night. They drew closer, forming a
circle around him, holding him captive in their silent gaze.

Kayo retreated a step, then another, until his back bumped against the rough bark of an
ancient tree. He felt trapped, encircled by a pack of wild animals whose intentions he
could not decipher.

A small girl, barely older than himself, detached herself from the group. Her hair, black
as ebony, framed a delicate, fine-featured face, marked by a sadness that belied her young
age. She approached Kayo with a hesitant step, her hand outstretched as if to touch him.

Kayo remained motionless, his breath caught in his throat, unable to make the slightest
move. The little girl’s hand stopped inches from his own, suspended in the air like a
fragile promise.
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“Are you alone?” she asked, her voice soft and melodious, a stark contrast to the heavy
silence of the forest.

Kayo hesitated for a moment, torn between fear and the visceral need to break his
solitude. He lowered his gaze to his bare feet, unable to hold the little girl's intense stare.

“Yes,” he murmured, his throat constricted with emotion. “I have no one left.”

A murmur rippled through the group of children. A murmur of sadness, of compassion,
but also of a strange familiarity, as if those words, “I have no one left,” resonated deep
within their very being.

The little girl took another step closer, her face inches from his. Their eyes finally met,
and Kayo was struck by the unfathomable depth in hers. Eyes that had seen too much for
one so young. Eyes that had witnessed horror, violence, death.

And yet, in those eyes, he read no malice, no threat. Only an immense sadness, and a kind
of silent understanding, as if she too knew what it meant to lose everything.

“Neither do I,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “We are all alone, now.”

The girl gestured with her hand, inviting Kayo to join them by the fire. Still hesitant, he
cast one last glance at the dark forest that surrounded them, as if to make sure no danger
lurked. But the forest remained silent, indifferent to his fate.

Summoning his courage, Kayo stepped into the clearing. He clutched the straw bird to his
chest, a protective talisman, and approached the circle of children. The fire's heat kissed
his face, chasing away the damp night air. He sat carefully, apart from the group,
observing his new companions with a distrust tinged with curiosity.
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The children made no comment on his arrival. They merely regarded him for a moment,
their faces solemn and impassive, then resumed their singing as if nothing had changed.
Their voices, harmonious and melancholic, seemed to weave an invisible web around
him, enveloping him in a strange warmth, both familiar and unsettling.

Kayo closed his eyes, letting the music wash over him, carrying him far from his fears
and his loneliness. He didn't understand the words of their song, but he felt its raw power,
its tragic beauty. It was a song of hope and despair, of life and death, a song that seemed
to rise from the depths of their wounded souls.

After a while, the little girl who had greeted him approached and offered him a piece of
dried fruit. Kayo hesitated for a moment, then took the fruit carefully and brought it to his
lips. He hadn't eaten in hours, and hunger gnawed at his insides, but he ate slowly,
savoring each bite as if it were a king's feast.

"What is your name?" he asked the little girl when he had finished eating.

"Nia," she replied with a slight smile. "And yours?"

"Kayo," he murmured, lowering his eyes.

"Where do you come from, Kayo?" asked an older boy, his face gaunt and his gaze
serious.

Kayo hesitated, uncertain of what to say. Should he tell them about his village, his
escape, the loss of his family? Or should he remain silent, guarding his memories like a
fragile treasure?

He decided to tell them the truth. He no longer had the strength to lie, to hide.
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"I come from a village far away,"” he began in a hesitant voice. "A village that exists no
more."

He told them his story, with simple words, short sentences, as if he were speaking to
children younger than himself. He told them about the armed men, the flames that had
devoured his home, the frantic flight through the forest. He told them about his sister,
Abeni, her large dark eyes and her crystalline laughter. He told them about his father, his
quiet strength and his calloused hands that could do anything. He told them about his
mother, her gentleness and her unconditional love.

He told them about their disappearance, the absence that gnawed at him from within like
a foul beast. He told them about his loneliness, his fear, his despair.

He told them about the straw bird, the wild hope that animated him, this impossible
journey to a land where families are reunited forever.

When he had finished speaking, a heavy silence fell over the clearing. The children
remained silent, their gazes lost in the flames of the campfire, as if their own demons had
caught up with them.

A young girl sitting opposite him, her cheeks streaked with dried tears, spoke up, her
voice as soft and hesitant as the song of a wounded bird. "My little brother... he went
with the men in uniform. They said he was strong, that he would become a soldier. But
he’s only six..." A sob wracked her small frame, shaking her like a leaf in the wind.

An older boy, his face marred by a scar that slashed across his right cheek, put his arms
around her, holding her close. "They took my mother," he said, his voice hoarse, thick
with unshed tears. "They said she was dangerous, that she was hiding enemies. But my
mother... she only cared for the injured, she helped everyone."
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One after another, as if to exorcise their inner demons, the children recounted their
stories. Stories of violence, of loss, and of terror. Stories that all echoed each other, like
variations on the same tragic theme: war.

Kayo listened, his heart heavy, finally understanding the depth of their sadness, their
profound melancholy. These children were not lost, at least not in the literal sense. They
had been found, gathered together by circumstance, by the cruelty of the adult world. The
war had stripped them of everything: their homes, their families, their innocence.

He also understood that the straw bird he clutched to himself, that fragile and tenacious
hope, was not only his. It was theirs too. The hope of one day finding those they had lost,
of rebuilding a world destroyed, of healing their deep wounds.

As night thickened and the flames of the campfire slowly died down, Kayo lay down on
the hard ground, surrounded by his new companions in misfortune. He closed his eyes,
lulled by the warmth of the fire and the rhythmic breathing of the other children. For the
first time since the beginning of his nightmare, he no longer felt alone. He had found a
new family, united by pain, loss, and the tenacious hope of a better future.

The next morning, as the sun rose, the children left the clearing and plunged into the
dense forest, walking towards an unknown destination. They had neither map nor
compass, only their instinct for survival and the tenacious hope that burned within them
like an eternal flame. Their journey would be long and perilous, fraught with obstacles
and dangers. But they were together, and that was all that mattered.
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Chapter 5: The Straw Bird

The sun was barely peeking over the horizon, setting the savanna ablaze with orange and
gold hues, as Kayo emerged from his restless sleep. Morning dew clung to the leaves of
the trees, sparkling like a myriad of ephemeral diamonds. The cool air filled his nostrils,
heavy with the pungent scents of damp earth and blooming wildflowers.

Around him, life was awakening in a concert of familiar sounds: the melodious songs of
birds perched on branches, the incessant drone of unseen insects, the rustle of leaves
beneath the light steps of an unseen animal. The forest, that living and unpredictable
entity, was reclaiming its domain after a night of relative silence.

Kayo sat up slowly, his limbs stiff and sore from the cold and dampness of the ground.
He rubbed his eyes, chasing away the last vestiges of sleep, and instinctively brought his
hand to his neck, clutching the straw bird.

The object, crafted with love by the old man, was a little more worse for wear than the
day before, a few stray strands of straw having come loose during his restless sleep. But
to Kayo, it had never seemed so beautiful, so precious.

It represented so much more than a simple toy. It was a symbol of hope, a tenuous link to
a shattered past, a talisman that protected him from the despair that lurked at the edges of
his mind.

His mother’s face, her eyes brimming with love and worry, swam before him for a
fleeting moment. He remembered her smile, her soft voice crooning lullabies in the
darkness. Burning tears welled up, but he fought them back.

He couldn’t cry. His mother wouldn't want that. "Be strong, Kayo," she whispered, her
ghostly voice mingling with the rustling leaves. "Be strong, my little one."
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Kayo gritted his teeth, swallowing his sorrow. He had to be strong. For his mother. For
his father. For Awa, his little sister with a laugh like wind chimes.

He rose, muscles protesting at the sudden movement, and surveyed their surroundings.
The other children still slept, nestled against each other like fledglings in a nest. Their
faces, etched with fatigue and hunger, were relaxed, soothed by sleep.

A peculiar feeling, a mixture of sadness and gratitude, washed over Kayo. He wasn’t
alone.

These children, broken by war like him, had become his new family. They shared the
same pain, the same fear, the same tenuous hope for a brighter future.

He bent down and gathered a few dry twigs, adding them to the glowing embers of the
campfire. The flames leaped up with a cheerful crackle, greedily devouring the wood,
spreading a comforting warmth into the cool morning air.

Soon, the other children began to stir, emerging from their slumber like butterflies from
their cocoons. Their eyes, initially clouded with confusion, brightened at the sight of the
fire and Kayo's tentative smile.

"Good morning,” murmured the girl with tear-stained cheeks, her voice as soft as the
song of a wounded bird.

"Good morning," Kayo replied, smiling shyly.

The boy with the scar approached the fire, stretching his hands towards the comforting
warmth of the flames. "What are we doing today?" he asked, his questioning gaze fixed
on Kayo.
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Kayo hesitated, uncertain. He had no idea which direction to take, no clear plan in mind.
He clutched the straw bird in his hand, as if drawing courage and inspiration from it.

"We follow the bird," he finally declared, his voice laced with newfound conviction. "It
will show us the way."

A perplexed silence greeted his declaration. The children exchanged questioning glances,
a mixture of curiosity and disbelief in their eyes.

"Follow the bird?" repeated the girl, her voice tinged with cautious doubt. "But... it's just
a toy."

Kayo held up his straw bird, brandishing it like a banner. "No, it's not just a toy," he
retorted with a conviction surprising for his young age. "It's a guide. It will show us the
way to... to a better place."

The idea, as absurd as it was, seemed to resonate with the children. After all, what else
did they have left but hope, however tenuous? The war had taken everything from them:
their families, their homes, their childhood. Could a simple straw bird, a fragile symbol of
an unreachable dream, truly guide them towards a better future?

The boy with the scar, usually so taciturn, nodded, a glimmer of hope flickering in his
dark eyes. "Why not?" he murmured. "We have nothing left to lose anyway."

And so it was that, driven by a mixture of desperate hope and childlike curiosity, the
children set off, following Kayo and his straw bird as if it were a magical compass. They
plunged into the dense forest, the sunlight struggling to penetrate the thick foliage of
ancient trees.
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The path was treacherous, strewn with natural obstacles: gnarled roots that snaked across
the ground like slumbering serpents, intertwined vines forming an impenetrable labyrinth
of vegetation, muddy streams barring their way.

Kayo, guided by a sudden intuition, would raise his straw bird, scanning every corner of
the forest as if searching for a sign, a clue. Sometimes he would stop, hesitant, turning in
circles, the bird held out before him like a divining rod.

"This way," he would murmur in an uncertain voice, pointing to a barely visible path
through the lush vegetation.

The other children followed without a word, accepting without question his role as their
makeshift guide. They had placed in him, and in this straw bird that seemed to dictate
their every move, a fragile hope, a faint glimmer in the darkness of their existence.

After hours of pushing their way through the dense undergrowth, the sun reached its
zenith. Its scorching rays pierced the thick canopy, creating a play of light and shadow on
the damp forest floor. A stifling humidity permeated the air, making it difficult to
breathe.

Exhausted by their journey and the oppressive heat, the children trudged onward, their
small frames bowed beneath the relentless sun. Hunger gnawed at their empty stomachs,
thirst parched their throats.

"Kayo... can we rest for a while?" the young girl pleaded, her voice a fragile whisper as
she leaned against the trunk of a towering tree. Her slender legs trembled beneath her
slight weight.

Kayo paused, acutely aware of the fatigue that burdened his companions. He glanced at
his strawbird, as if seeking an answer from its woven form. "Alright,” he finally
acquiesced. "We'll rest here for a bit."
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The children slumped to the ground, seeking respite in the meager shade offered by the
imposing trees. Their weary bodies were slick with perspiration, their clothes damp with
sweat. A heavy silence descended upon the group, broken only by the sound of their
ragged breathing and the distant call of a tropical bird.

Kayo sat apart, his back against a tree with gnarled roots. He observed his companions
from the corner of his eye, a sense of responsibility intertwined with helplessness
washing over him. He had led them this far, blindly following his intuition and the
strawbird that served as his compass. But where were they going? To what uncertain fate
was he leading them?

Suddenly, a faint rustle in the undergrowth caught his attention. He straightened, senses
on high alert, his gaze scanning the dense shadows of the forest.

"What is it?" whispered the boy with the scar, his head lifting apprehensively.

"Hush... | heard something," Kayo murmured, a finger pressed to his lips.

The rustling sound grew more distinct, closer. A shiver traced a path down Kayo's spine.
He rose to his feet, his strawbird clutched tightly in his clammy hand, ready to face
whatever danger lurked.

The children huddled together, eyes wide with fear, peering into the undergrowth with
mounting apprehension. The rustling became a swishing of leaves, then a snapping of
twigs. A shadowy, indistinct form began to take shape in the dim light of the forest.

A stifled gasp escaped the young girl's lips. The boy with the scar scrambled to his feet,
snatching a sharp-edged stone from the ground, ready to defend himself. Kayo's heart
pounded against his ribs as he held his strawbird aloft like a protective talisman, though
the fragile object offered no defense against any real threat.
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The figure emerged slowly from the undergrowth, revealing a young woman with a
slender, willowy frame. She wore a simple, worn cotton dress, her bare feet moving
across the dusty ground with a disconcerting grace. Her face, framed by thin braids, was
etched with weariness, yet her dark eyes held a glimmer of kindness.

A collective sigh of relief swept through the group. It was not a soldier, nor a wild
animal, but a lone woman.

"Do not be afraid,” she murmured, her voice soft and melodic, raising her hands in a
gesture of peace. "I mean you no harm."

The palpable tension that had gripped the group began to dissipate. The children lowered
their guard, their fear-stricken faces slowly relaxing.

"Who are you?" Kayo ventured, his gaze searching the stranger's face with a mixture of
curiosity and suspicion.

"I am Abeni," the young woman replied, a tentative smile gracing her lips. "I live in a
village not far from here."”

"What are you doing here, all alone?" the boy with the scar questioned, his voice laced
with instinctive caution.

A veil of sadness fell over Abeni's features. "I am looking... 1 was searching for
medicinal herbs," she murmured, her gaze falling to the ground. "My child is ill, and..."

Her voice trailed off, a sob catching in her throat. The children exchanged sympathetic
glances. They needed no further explanation to understand the young woman's despair.
Iliness, like war, was a scourge that afflicted all, regardless of age or circumstance.
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Kayo, sensitive to Abeni's distress, felt a surge of sympathy for her. He thought of his
own mother, her gentle touch and compassionate nature. He could easily picture her
tending to the sick and comforting the afflicted.

"What herbs are you looking for?" he asked, an unexpected wave of generosity washing
over him. "Perhaps we can help you find them."

Abeni's head snapped up, her eyes widening in surprise at the boy's spontaneous offer.
Her gaze swept over the group of children, lingering on their faces etched with weariness
and hunger.

"You... you would do that for me?" she breathed, her voice thick with emotion. "But...
you are so young... so fragile..."

"We are not so fragile," the boy with the scar retorted, a wry smile touching his lips. "Life
has taught us to be strong."

Abeni regarded them for a moment, a torrent of sadness and gratitude swirling in her dark
eyes. A flicker of hesitation crossed her features, torn between the hope offered by the
children's aid and the fear of exposing them to peril.

"Just tell me what plants you seek,” Kayo insisted, extending his straw bird towards
Abeni as if offering a pledge of commitment. "We will do our utmost to assist you."

Touched by the young boy's sincerity, Abeni finally relented. A fragile smile graced her
weary countenance, as though a glimmer of hope had been rekindled within her heart. "It
is exceedingly generous of you," she murmured. "The plant | seek is rare and elusive,
thriving in damp, shaded havens...”
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With precision, she delineated the plant's appearance: its serrated leaves, its blossoms of
deepest violet, its pungent and unmistakable fragrance. The children listened intently,
etching each detail into their memories. They possessed no knowledge of herblore, yet
their yearning to aid Abeni eclipsed their ignorance.

"We shall find it," Kayo asserted with a conviction that resonated deeply. "Shall we not?"

The other children responded with enthusiastic nods. The prospect of a quest, a mission
to fulfill, instilled within them a semblance of purpose, a flicker of motivation amidst the
chaotic world that had become their reality.

Guided by Abeni, who navigated the forest with an innate familiarity, the children
embarked on their task, venturing deeper into the verdant labyrinth. The air grew cooler,
thick with the intoxicating scents of wildflowers and damp earth. The sun, veiled by the
dense canopy, struggled to penetrate the ambient gloom.

They followed a meandering stream, its crystalline water winding between moss-covered
rocks, the soothing murmur of its current intermingling with the melodious chorus of
tropical birds. Kayo, gaze fixed upon the ground, scrutinized every plant, every clump of
grass, hoping to detect the prized violet bloom.

"Look!" the young girl suddenly exclaimed, her sharp voice piercing the forest's silence.

She pointed towards a cluster of dark green, serrated leaves nestled beneath an imposing
rock. At the heart of the lush vegetation, a solitary flower of deepest violet unfurled, its
delicate petals spreading as if to greet the timid sun filtering through the foliage.

"That is it!" Abeni cried out, a spark of joy illuminating her weary visage.
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She approached the plant with reverence, as if it were a priceless treasure, and bent down
to observe it more closely. Her slender fingers brushed against the soft leaves, her eyes
shimmering with boundless gratitude.

"Thank you," she murmured, rising and addressing the children with palpable emotion.
"You have done me an immeasurable service."”

The sense of fulfillment that washed over Kayo and his companions was indescribable.
They had accomplished something meaningful, something tangible. For the first time in
what felt like an eternity, they were not merely powerless victims, broken toys discarded
by the wayside of war. They had rediscovered a semblance of agency, an ounce of
dignity in a world that had stripped them of all else.

The cool shade of the forest offered a welcome respite from the sun's oppressive heat.
Abeni, kneeling beside the life-saving plant, delicately gathered its violet blossoms,
murmuring words of gratitude in a language Kayo couldn't comprehend.

The girl, overcome with curiosity, approached timidly. "What are you saying?" she
inquired, gesturing hesitantly towards the plant.

Abeni smiled gently. "I am offering thanks to the forest for its precious gift," she
explained, carefully placing the flowers within a cloth pouch that hung from her waist.
"This plant, it is a gift from nature, a source of healing and hope."

Kayo, seated a short distance away, observed the scene with a mixture of admiration and
incomprehension. How could one thank a forest, a mere collection of trees and plants, for
a simple flower? To him, nature was a hostile, unpredictable entity, a source of both peril
and wonder.

He rose to his feet and approached Abeni, his straw bird clutched tightly against his
chest. "Will that plant... Will it heal your child?" he asked, his voice laced with genuine
concern.
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Abeni regarded him with maternal tenderness. "I pray with all my heart that it will,” she
replied, placing a gentle hand atop Kayo's head. "It is the only chance he has left.”

A heavy silence fell upon the group. The children, keenly aware of the gravity of the
situation, struggled to find words to express their empathy. They knew that illness, like
war, was a formidable adversary, capable of striking without warning and robbing loved
ones from those who cherished them most.

"We should go," Abeni suddenly announced, rising with a fluid motion. "The sooner |
return to the village, the sooner I can tend to my little one.”

The children acquiesced silently and resumed their journey, following Abeni through the
verdant labyrinth. The sun, descending towards the horizon, cast long, dancing shadows
upon the damp earth. The cool forest air was saturated with the scent of moist soil and the
heady fragrance of wildflowers.

As they progressed through a dense thicket, a peculiar sound reached their ears: a distant
melody, melancholic and mesmerizing, seeming to drift upon the still air.

Kayo halted, straining to listen, his heart pounding in his chest. It was a song of haunting
beauty, both sorrowful and exquisite, like a siren call from another realm.

"What is that?" whispered the little girl, her small hand clutching Kayo's arm.

Abeni froze, her face etched with an unreadable emotion. "Those are... children," she
murmured, her voice barely audible.

"Children?" repeated the boy with the scar, his eyes wide with disbelief. "What are they
doing here?"
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Abeni did not answer. She merely beckoned the children to follow, venturing with
newfound caution upon a narrow path that meandered through the lush vegetation.

The singing grew more distinct as they advanced, revealing an enchanting melody,
imbued with an unspeakable sadness. Kayo, a mixture of intrigue and unease swirling
within him, clutched his straw bird for reassurance.

The path opened into a clearing bathed in golden light. At its center, a campfire crackled
merrily, casting dancing shadows upon the majestic tree trunks that encircled the space
like a protective barrier.

Around the fire, seated in a circle, a dozen or so children, ranging in age from five to ten,
sang in unison, their crystalline voices rising in the sweet warmth of the evening air.

Their clothes were worn, their faces etched with fatigue and hunger, yet their eyes shone
with a peculiar luminescence, a blend of sorrow and fierce resilience, as if they had
witnessed more suffering and wonder than life could contain.

Kayo, moved by the sight, stopped short, his breath catching in his throat. These children,
lost in the heart of the forest, held a strange familiarity, a disquieting resonance. Their
melancholic songs, their life-worn faces, awakened within him a dull ache, an
unspeakable compassion.

The singing ceased abruptly, as if silenced by an invisible hand. The children around the
fire turned towards the newcomers, their curious and wary gazes scrutinizing every detail
of their appearance.

Kayo, unnerved by the sudden silence and the intensity of their stares, tightened his grip
on the straw bird, seeking illusory comfort in the rough texture of the woven straw. He
felt strangely vulnerable, exposed in the heart of this secret clearing, like prey delivered
to the curiosity of a pack of wild children.
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Abeni, breaking the heavy silence, took a hesitant step forward. "Good evening," she
greeted softly, raising her hands in a gesture of peace. "Do not be afraid, we are but lost
travelers. We seek only shelter for the night."”

A girl with solemn eyes, seated near the fire, rose gracefully. Her blue cotton dress, faded
with time and weather, flowed around her slender legs like a halo of sadness. "Who are
you?" she inquired, her voice astonishingly composed for her tender age. "Where do you
come from?"

Abeni hesitated for a moment, debating the wisdom of revealing their true circumstances.
Could she trust these children, themselves marked by the world's violence? Their instinct
for survival, their fierce solidarity, inspired within her a mixture of apprehension and
hope.

"We come from far away," she finally replied, choosing her words carefully. "The war...
The war took our homes, our families. We have been wandering for weeks, seeking
refuge, a safe haven."

A murmur of understanding rippled through the assembly. The children exchanged
knowing glances, their eyes reflecting an ancient pain, a disturbing familiarity with the
ravages of war.

“You are not alone,” whispered a boy with a gaunt face, clutching a crudely carved
wooden doll. “The war... it took our parents, our brothers, our sisters. We are alone in the
world, too.”

A heavy silence descended upon the clearing, as if the boy’s words had ripped open a
fresh wound, reviving the raw agony of loss, the unfathomable solitude of abandoned
children.

A wave of sadness washed over Kayo. These children, singing with such melancholy,
were reflections of his own story. War, that insatiable monster, had united them all in the
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shared pain of bereavement and the fragility of abandonment. He clutched his straw bird
a little tighter, as if to ward off the despair that threatened to engulf him.

Abeni, her face etched with infinite compassion, stepped towards the group of children.
Her voice, soft and reassuring, broke the silence like a caress. "We don't mean to
intrude,” she said sincerely. "We have traveled far, and we seek only a place to rest
before continuing on our way."

A boy, older than the others, rose and approached them. His gaze, startlingly mature for
his young age, settled on Abeni with a flicker of defiance. "Who are you?" he asked, his
voice roughened by years of suppressed suffering. "What do you want from us?"

Abeni, understanding the boy’s apprehension, responded gently, "My name is Abeni, and
these are children | have met on my journey. We are fleeing the war, just like you." She
gestured towards Kayo and his companions. "We mean you no harm. We seek only
shelter for the night, and perhaps a little company.”

The boy scrutinized their faces, searching for any hint of malice, any trace of deceit. But
he found only weariness, fear, and a flicker of tenuous hope, much like their own. After a
silence that stretched into an eternity, he nodded, a sad smile touching his emaciated face.
"You are welcome among us," he said, gesturing to the vacant space around the fire. "Sit,
warm yourselves. Supper will be ready soon."

Kayo and his companions approached the fire cautiously, conscious of the honor being
bestowed upon them. They took their places amongst the children of the clearing,
drawing close to one another, drawing warmth and solace from this newfound proximity.

A young girl, her eyes bright with curiosity, approached Kayo. "What's that?" she asked,
pointing to the straw bird Kayo held tightly.

Kayo hesitated, unsure of how his explanation would be received. "It's... it's my good
luck bird," he finally replied, lowering his gaze.
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"Your good luck bird?" the girl repeated, a playful smile spreading across her face. "It
doesn't look very lucky."

Kayo felt a flicker of anger rise within him. "It's a gift," he retorted, clutching the bird to
his chest. "A very precious gift."

The girl, sensing his distress, relented. "I'm sorry," she murmured, her gaze dropping. "I
didn't mean to upset you."

Kayo, mollified by her apology, offered her a tentative smile. "It's alright,” he murmured.

The older boy, who seemed to hold some authority within the group, approached them,
carrying a wooden bowl filled with steaming soup. "Come eat," he said, offering a ladle
to Kayo. "You must be hungry."

Kayo accepted the bowl gratefully and lifted the spoon to his lips. The soup, made from
roots and wild vegetables, was rudimentary, yet it tasted of comfort and hope. Around the
fire, the children ate in silence, savoring each mouthful as if it were a feast.

As the night deepened, the atmosphere gradually relaxed. The children of the clearing,
initially wary, had opened their hearts to their guests. They had shared their meager food,
their blankets, and most importantly, their stories. Stories of violence, loss, and terror, but
also stories of courage, resilience, and hope.

Lulled by the fire's warmth and the soothing murmurs of the children, Kayo's eyelids
fluttered closed, surrendering to the embrace of sleep. For the first time since the
nightmare began, a sense of security enveloped him, cradled within this newfound tribe
bound by shared suffering and flickering hope. Tomorrow, they would resume their
journey, blind to the fate that awaited them. Yet, for now, the present sufficed, with its
embers of human warmth and solidarity in a world consumed by chaos.
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Chapter 6: The Bird's Flight

The sun, a nascent glow on the horizon, painted the sky with hues of orange as Kayo
stirred from his slumber. He opened his eyes, still clinging to the sweetness of the night,
and gazed at his surroundings. The clearing, bathed in a soft, ethereal light, seemed to
float in an uncanny silence, broken only by the occasional crackle of charred wood in the
extinguished fire pit.

Slowly, he sat up, his body stiff and sore from the arduous journey and unforgiving
ground. His eyes fell upon the children of the clearing, nestled together like a brood of
fledglings warmed by the sun's nascent rays. Their breathing, calm and rhythmic, spoke
of peaceful slumber — a slumber he envied.

Kayo's hand instinctively reached for his straw bird, still clutched tightly against his
chest. The rough texture of the woven straw offered a familiar comfort, a tangible link to
the fragile hope that sustained him. He traced the delicate wings with his fingertips,
momentarily envisioning the bird taking flight, soaring through the air with grace and
ease, guiding him toward a brighter future.

A soft whimper, emanating from the far end of the clearing, shattered the stillness and
drew him from his reverie. He turned his head towards the sound and saw Abeni,
kneeling beside a mound of coarse blankets. Her face, illuminated by the flickering light
of dawn, was etched with a mixture of anxiety and exhaustion.

Kayo rose silently and approached her, his bare feet sinking into the damp earth. He
stopped a few paces away, hesitant to break the heavy silence that enveloped them. He
could tell by the pained expression on Abeni's face that something was amiss.

"Abeni?" he whispered, his voice barely audible. "What's wrong?"
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Abeni flinched slightly at the sound of Kayo's voice and turned towards him, her red-
rimmed eyes betraying a sleepless night. "Kayo," she murmured, her voice hoarse.
"You're awake already?"

Kayo nodded, taking a few more steps closer and kneeling beside her. His gaze fell upon
the still form beneath the blankets, and his heart sank as he realized that the soft whimper
he had heard was not a sound of waking, but a stifled cry of pain.

"It's my child,” Abeni whispered, her voice thick with emotion. "He's not well. He
suffered much during the night."

Kayo looked at Abeni, feeling a wave of helplessness wash over him. He didn't know
what to say, what he could possibly do to ease her pain. He was just a child himself,
facing unimaginable circumstances, yet he understood the agony of loss, the fear of
seeing a precious life extinguished.

"He needs the plant,” Abeni continued, her voice laced with desperate hope. "The plant
we seek. It's his only chance.”

Kayo straightened up, a sense of urgency washing over him. He looked at the children of
the clearing, still sound asleep, oblivious to the unfolding drama beside them. He had to
act, to rouse them, to alert them.

"I'll help," he said with sudden determination, his voice stronger than he expected. "We'll
find this plant, Abeni. | promise."

A shiver ran down Kayo's slight frame as the gravity of his words settled upon him. The
promise he had just made to Abeni echoed in his mind like a sacred oath, a commitment
to life, to hope. He turned towards the children of the forest, their peaceful faces a stark
contrast to the urgency that gripped him.
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He approached a boy whose face bore a deep scar, a brutal testament to the violence they
had all endured. Kayo hesitated for a moment, torn between the fear of disturbing their
slumber and the need to act swiftly.

"Wake up,” he whispered, placing a hesitant hand on the boy's shoulder. "Please, wake
up."”

The boy stirred, groaning softly, his heavy eyelids struggling to open. A vacant, confused
gaze met Kayo's, and his heart ached at the innocent vulnerability reflected in the boy's
eyes.

"What is it?" the boy mumbled, his voice thick with sleep, his eyes still glazed over.
"Why are you waking me?"

"It's important,” Kayo urged, his heart pounding in his chest. "We have to help Abeni.
Her child is sick, very sick."

Confusion melted away, replaced by a flicker of understanding in the boy's eyes. He sat
up slowly, his gaze falling on Abeni, prostrate near her child. The gravity of the situation
seemed to strike him fully, chasing away the last vestiges of sleep.

"What can we do?" he asked, his voice raspy with a mixture of worry and resignation.
"We've already tried everything.”

"Abeni said she needs a plant,” explained Kayo, clinging to this fragile hope. "A rare
plant, one that grows in the forest. We have to help her find it."

The boy rose, followed closely by other children who had stirred, intrigued by the
conversation. Soon, a small group had gathered around Kayo, their questioning eyes
fixed on him.

Page | 67



Kayo took a deep breath, feeling the weight of sudden responsibility settle upon his
young shoulders. He was only five, but the war had forced him to grow up too fast, to
shoulder burdens no child should bear.

"Who knows where to find this plant?" he asked, searching the faces of the forest
children. "Abeni is desperate. We have to help her save her child."

A heavy silence fell over the group, thick with doubt and uncertainty. The children
exchanged furtive glances, their expressions flickering between compassion and
helplessness.

"It's a plant that grows in the mountains,” a girl finally murmured, her large, dark eyes
fixed on the ground. "My grandmother used to tell me about it when | was little. She said
it had the power to cure even the most serious illnesses."

A surge of hope coursed through Kayo. "Do you know the way?" he asked urgently. "Can
you take us there?"

The girl hesitated, her gaze drifting into the distance as if reliving painful memories. "It's
a dangerous place,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. "Many have gotten lost
there, never to return.”

"We don't have a choice,” insisted Kayo, determination blazing in his eyes. "We have to
try. For Abeni's child.”

The boy with the scar stepped forward, his hardened gaze belying the gentleness of his
words. "We'll help you, Kayo," he said, placing a reassuring hand on his shoulder. "We'll
find that plant. Together."”
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A murmur rippled through the group of children, a mix of apprehension and resolve. The
sun, now higher in the sky, filtered through the canopy, casting dancing patterns on the
clearing floor. The urgency of the situation settled upon them all: the state of Abeni's
child could not wait.

Abeni, her face etched with anguish, watched the children mobilize around her. She
clutched her feverish child close, searching Kayo's gaze for a glimmer of hope to cling to.
Her voice, when she addressed the small band, was thick with gratitude. "May the spirits
of the forest guide and protect you," she whispered, tears welling in her eyes.

The girl who had spoken of the plant, a slender figure named Aissa, took the lead. She
walked with a determined stride, her youthful face set in a serious expression, as if
carrying the weight of the world on her small shoulders.

Kayo walked close behind her, clutching his straw bird like a talisman. He watched Aissa
navigate the verdant maze, her small body moving with uncanny ease between the vines
and gnarled roots. He was mesmerized by her confidence, her familiarity with an
environment that filled him with equal parts fear and fascination.

The forest deepened as they progressed, the sunlight struggling to penetrate the dense
canopy. The calls of unseen birds echoed around them, a strange and haunting melody
accompanying their journey. The air was heavy, thick with humidity and the heady scent
of wildflowers.

Kayo felt his heart beat faster, a mixture of excitement and apprehension washing over
him. He scanned their surroundings, alert for any suspicious sound, any menacing
silhouette. The forest, a refuge for some, could quickly turn into a deadly trap for those
who dared to venture within its depths unprepared.

"We're almost there," Aissa announced, stopping abruptly. She pointed to a break in the
vegetation, bathed in an ethereal light. "The plant grows there, near the waterfall."
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Kayo followed her gaze and felt a shiver crawl down his spine. The waterfall, a veritable
curtain of silver water cascading from the height of a sheer cliff, emanated an aura of
mystery and power. Around the basin of clear water that stretched at its foot, luxuriant
vegetation flourished, thriving on the ambient humidity.

"You see that flower?" Aissa indicated a plant with petals of a deep, almost unreal blue,
which stood out against the dark green of the vegetation. "It's the one we need. But be
careful,” she added, frowning, "you mustn't touch it with bare hands. Its sap is toxic."

A prudent silence greeted her words. Kayo, despite his young age, understood the
implicit warning. The forest, a source of life and beauty, also concealed invisible dangers,
traps laid for the unwary. He clutched his straw bird to him, as if to reassure himself, and
observed the other children.

The boy with the scar, without hesitation, took the lead. He approached the waterfall with
disconcerting confidence, his gaze scrutinizing every nook and cranny of the damp rock.
The other children followed close behind, forming a hesitant human chain across the
slippery rocks.

Kayo, in the heart of the group, felt torn between the urge to retreat and the determination
that shone in Aissa's eyes. The girl, her face grave, seemed guided by an invisible force, a
mission that only she fully understood.

Arriving near the plant, they formed a silent circle. The flower, of an almost unreal deep
blue, seemed to glow with a supernatural light under the water droplets of the waterfall.
Its petals, of a translucent finesse, revealed veins of a luminescent silver. The aroma that
emanated from it was captivating, a heady blend of wild honey and unknown spices.

Kayo noticed that the flower's beauty aroused no admiration in the other children. On the
contrary, their faces expressed a mixture of fear and respect, as if they were in the
presence of a creature both sacred and dangerous.
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"We need a knife," declared the boy with the scar, his voice betraying no emotion. "And
something to carry it in without touching it."

One of the children held out a rusty knife, its handle wrapped in a piece of worn leather.
Another carefully placed a large banana leaf at the foot of the plant.

The boy with the scar knelt cautiously, his gaze never leaving the intense blue flower.
With a precise gesture, he cut the stem at the base, taking care not to touch it with his
fingers. The flower swayed slightly, as if it had just lost a part of itself, then straightened
proudly, defying the world with its fragile beauty.

Kayo watched the scene, his heart pounding. He felt as if he were witnessing an ancient
ritual, passed down from generation to generation, where the boundary between the real
and the magical blurred. The forest, a silent witness to their every move, seemed to hold
its breath, as if it too gauged the importance of what was unfolding beneath its thick
foliage.

The boy with the scar slowly straightened, carefully holding the banana leaf closed over
the blue flower. His movements, of disconcerting economy and precision, betrayed an
innate knowledge of nature, a deep respect for its secrets and dangers.

The return to the clearing was silent, each one seeming absorbed in their own thoughts,
haunted by the uncertainty of the morrow. Kayo walked alongside Aissa, observing the
play of light and shadow dancing on her youthful face. He wanted to thank her, to tell her
how much he admired her courage and determination, but the words jostled in his throat,
unable to break through the dam of his lips.

He simply offered her a shy smile, one that the little girl returned with a gravity that was
both profound and heartrending. Their bond, forged in the crucible of fear and urgency,
now clung to a fragile hope, a flickering ember in the encroaching darkness of their fate.
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Back at the clearing, the atmosphere was heavy, saturated with a palpable anxiety. Abeni,
seated beside the rekindled fire, held her child tightly against her, as if to infuse her own
life force into his frail form. Her gaze, upon seeing the group of children return with the
blue flower, ignited with a desperate hope, a silent plea directed at these young souls
already marked by tragedy.

The boy with the scar approached her cautiously, laying the banana leaf at her feet. He
explained, with an economy of words that belied the gravity of the situation, how to
prepare the flower, the precautions to be taken to avoid any contact with its toxic sap. His
words were clear, precise, devoid of any outward emotion, yet Kayo sensed within him a
deep well of compassion, an empathy born of shared suffering.

Abeni listened intently, her face etched with worry, but her eyes never left the blue
flower, as if she saw in it the promise of a miraculous cure, a chance to escape the tragic
destiny that awaited them. She took the banana leaf with slow, almost sacred gestures,
and retreated to a corner of the clearing, away from prying eyes.

Kayo followed her with his gaze, his heart heavy in his chest. He could do nothing more
but hope, pray that this miracle flower would live up to its promise, that the magic of the
forest would once again work its wonders to ward off evil and bring solace to their
troubled souls.

The shadows of the trees stretched across the clearing, staining the red earth with an
unsettling gloom. The fire, sparingly fed by the children, cast flickering shadows on their
faces, highlighting features etched with hunger and fatigue. The silence, heavy and
oppressive, was broken only by the crackling of the flames and the distant murmur of the
waterfall.

Kayo, sitting apart from the group, observed the scene with a knot in his throat. He felt
Abeni's anguish like an icy wave washing over them, stifling the faintest glimmers of
hope. The fate of the sick child seemed to hang by a thread, tossed between life and death
in a silent, merciless battle.
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Since Abeni's return to the clearing, the hours had passed with the agonizing slowness of
a moonless night. The young woman, withdrawn into a silence haunted by worry, had
prepared the decoction from the blue flower with a religious precision. Each gesture,
measured and delicate, betrayed the immense hope she placed in this fragile remedy, her
only weapon against the evil that was consuming her child.

Kayo had seen her administer the potion with infinite tenderness, depositing drop by drop
the amber liquid onto the child’s parched lips. He had perceived in her gaze a mixture of
hope and terror, the fear that this desperate act would be either a triumph or a final defeat.

Now, the wait was unbearable. The child, lying on a bed of dried leaves, seemed to be
plunged into a feverish sleep, his small body racked by uncontrollable tremors. Abeni,
prostrate at his side, never took her eyes off him, searching in his ragged breathing for the
slightest sign of improvement.

Kayo, unable to bear the suffocating silence a moment longer, rose and approached the
scarred boy, who was poking at the flames with a charred stick.

"Can we do something?" Kayo's question was barely audible, escaping his lips like a
hesitant breath.

The scarred boy glanced up, an unreadable expression in his eyes. "Like what?"

Kayo clutched his straw bird to his chest, searching for the right words, the ones that
might soothe the anxiety gnawing at him. "I don't know, sing a song? Tell a story? My
mother, when I was sick, she always used to sing..."

A sad smile touched the scarred boy's lips. "Your mother's gone, little brother. Songs
can't heal anyone here."”
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Kayo lowered his gaze, his heart clenched by a familiar sadness. He knew the boy was
right, that death was an ever-present guest in their world, a menacing shadow that loomed
over every moment stolen from the war. Yet, he couldn't bring himself to accept this
powerlessness.

He met the scarred boy's gaze once more, a flicker of defiance in his eyes. "What if we
tried anyway? For her, for Abeni. We can at least try."

The scarred boy scrutinized him for a long moment, as if trying to decipher the mystery
of his fierce determination. Around them, the other children had fallen silent, their gazes
shifting between Kayo and the scarred boy. The atmosphere, heavy and hushed, seemed
to vibrate with a palpable tension.

"What do you want to sing, little brother?" the scarred boy finally asked, his gruff voice
betraying a hint of amusement.

Kayo straightened, proud of this unexpected victory. He closed his eyes, searching his
memory for a familiar melody, a lullaby his mother used to sing to ward off nightmares.
A sweet and melancholic song, about multicolored birds, fragrant flowers, and singing
rivers. A song that spoke of a world where war did not exist, a world where hope shone
like an eternal sun.

And as his frail voice rose in the night, barely covering the crackling of the flames, Kayo
felt something shift around him. The drawn faces of the children seemed to relax, their
eyes gazing into the distance, as if they too were traveling to that faraway land where
suffering vanished at the sound of his voice.

The scarred boy, eyes closed, let the melody wash over him, an expression of peace
settling on his gaunt face. Around the fire, the shadows danced to the rhythm of the song,
as if they too were touched by the magic of this suspended moment.
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And for a moment, a brief moment stolen from the darkness of the world, the clearing
transformed into a haven of peace, a fragile refuge where hope rose from its ashes,
carried by the voice of a child who sang to ward off death.

The fragile melody, woven from memories and hope, lingered in the still air of the
clearing. When Kayo lowered his gaze, a tear tracing a path down his cheek unnoticed, a
respectful silence had replaced the crackling fire and the anxious whispers.

The children's eyes, fixed on him, reflected a newfound light, a fragile spark in the
dreariness of their daily lives. The scarred boy, his face relaxed, let out a sigh that
sounded like gratitude.

"Your mother... she sang well," he murmured, breaking the silence in an
uncharacteristically soft voice.

Kayo nodded, unable to speak, his throat tight with emotion. He knew his song was but a
drop in the ocean of their pain, but for a fleeting moment, he had felt the invisible weight
on their shoulders, the burden of children grown old too soon, lessen just a little.

A flicker of movement near the fire drew his attention. Abeni, her face pallid yet
illuminated by a newfound glow, leaned over her child. Kayo held his breath, his heart
pounding, watching for the slightest sign, the slightest gesture.

A faint whimper, almost inaudible, escaped the lips of the ailing child. Abeni sat up
straight, eyes wide, a mixture of hope and disbelief etched on her drawn features.

"He's moving," she whispered, her voice barely a breath. "He drank some of the
potion..."
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A murmur rippled through the group of children, a shared breath of hope in the darkness.
Kayo leaped to his feet, rushing towards Abeni and the sick child. He bent over the small,
frail body, watching for any sign of life, any glimmer of hope in the dim light.

The child's eyes, clouded with fever, opened slowly, fixing on Abeni with a glimmer of
recognition. A fragile smile, like a promise, lit up his thin face.

"Mama..."

The word, barely a murmur, echoed in the clearing like a cry of victory wrested from the
night. Abeni took her child's hand in hers, clutching it with desperate strength, as if to
prevent him from slipping back into the abyss of unconsciousness.

"I'm here, my darling," she whispered, tears streaming down her cheeks unchecked. "It's
alright now. You're going to be alright.”

Kayo watched the scene unfold, his heart overflowing with a joy mingled with sadness.
He knew the battle was far from over, that danger lurked ever-present in their world
ravaged by violence. But for now, hope had found its place again around the fire, fragile
as a flame in the wind, yet undeniably real.

The boy with the scar approached him, a playful glint in his eyes. "You see, little
brother,” he said, clapping him gently on the shoulder. "Sometimes, songs can work
miracles."

Kayo smiled shyly, clutching his straw bird to his chest. He didn't fully understand what
had just transpired, but he knew he had witnessed something rare and precious. A
moment where music, hope, and solidarity had triumphed over fear, pain, and death.
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The night was still long, the path ahead fraught with unknown obstacles. But for now,
Kayo allowed himself to be lulled by the gentle warmth of the fire, his heart filled with
boundless gratitude for these children who, despite the wounds of the past and the
uncertainty of the future, had offered him refuge, a family.

The sun, like a dying ember, dipped below the horizon, draping the forest in hues of
crimson and gold. Shadows stretched long and menacing as a damp chill rose from the
ground. Kayo, seated near the rekindled fire, felt the weight of the uncertain night ahead.

Abeni, cradling her now peaceful child, turned to him with a look of infinite gratitude, a
mixture of unshed tears and a smile as fragile as the flickering firelight.

"Thank you, Kayo," she murmured, her voice raspy with exhaustion and relief. "You
saved my son. | will never forget it."

Kayo, embarrassed by this gratitude he felt he didn't deserve, lowered his eyes to his
straw bird. He had only sung, just as his mother used to sing for him. Was that enough to
be considered a hero?

The boy with the scar, who was busy feeding the fire with dry twigs, turned to him, a wry
smile illuminating his face.

"It seems you've found your calling, little brother," he said, a hint of admiration in his
voice. "Perhaps singing is your weapon against the evil that befalls us."

Kayo shrugged, unsure of the true significance of his actions. Yet, as he observed Abeni's
peaceful expression and the even breathing of the child nestled against her, a glimmer of
hope flickered within his heart despite himself.
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Around the fire, the children of the forest, lulled by the newfound tranquility, prepared to
spend the night. Some huddled together, seeking the warmth of human contact beneath
makeshift blankets. Others, more solitary, allowed themselves to drift off to sleep, their
eyes fixed on the dancing flames, as if hypnotized by their eternal dance.

Kayo, despite the fatigue that weighed heavily on his eyelids, could not find rest. He felt
both foreign and familiar within this tribe of children united by tragedy and hope. Their
courage, their resilience in the face of adversity fascinated him, reminding him of the
strength his own mother had always found in the face of hardship.

As night definitively settled in, enveloping the clearing in a star-strewn darkness, the boy
with the scar approached him, a wooden flask extended towards him.

"Here," he murmured, a rare gesture of tenderness in his gaze. "Drink this, it will help
you sleep.”

Kayo took the flask gratefully, recognizing the familiar scent of the herbal infusion his
mother used to brew for him to soothe his anxieties. He took a sip, letting the warmth of
the liquid spread through his aching body.

"Thank you," he breathed, his gaze lost in the flames. "That's kind of you."

The boy with the scar sat down silently beside him, also staring at the crackling fire. A
long moment passed, punctuated by the chirping of crickets and the distant hoot of an
owl.

"You know," the boy with the scar resumed, his hoarse voice barely audible, "we don't
stay here forever. We follow the forest, it guides us to... to what is meant to be."

Kayo looked at him, intrigued. "Where is that, 'what is meant to be'?"

Page | 78



The boy with the scar shrugged, a sad smile illuminating his face. "No one really knows.
A safe place, perhaps. A place where war doesn’t exist."

A pensive silence fell upon them once more. Kayo, lulled by the warmth of the fire and
the unexpected closeness of this boy with a mysterious past, felt his eyelids grow heavy.
The image of his mother, her benevolent smile and her soft songs, floated before his eyes
for a moment before fading into the growing darkness.

He fell asleep like that, lulled by the crackling of the flames and the strange, new feeling
of belonging to this tribe of lost children, united by fate and the fragility of a tenacious
hope. Tomorrow, they would resume their journey, guided by the forest and by this "what
was meant to be", leaving behind the clearing and its shadowy burdens, ready to face the
dangers and uncertainties of a world that had not finished testing them.
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Chapter 7: The Land Beyond the Clouds

The sun, once a source of life and joy, now beat down on Kayo like divine punishment.
Each ray seemed to pierce him, burning his skin already cracked by thirst. The forest,
once protective and familiar, had transformed into a hostile labyrinth, each tree
resembling a menacing giant, every rustle of leaves the raspy breath of a beast lurking in
the shadows.

Hope, that flickering flame he had managed to rekindle within himself after healing
Abeni's child, had slowly extinguished, leaving in its place an immense fatigue, an
exhaustion that gnawed at his frail body and childish mind.

He clutched the straw bird to his chest, the sole tangible relic of a past that already felt
like another lifetime. The straw, yellowed and frayed, still held the imprint of his small
hands, a fleeting memory of the forest's reassuring scent.

"Mama...," he whispered, his voice a raspy thread barely audible in the heavy silence of
the forest.

The word, uttered thousands of times in the hollow of his thoughts, now resonated with
the force of a silent scream, lost in the indifferent green vastness.

The boy with the scar, walking a few paces ahead, seemed impervious to the oppressive
heat and fatigue that weighed them down. His face, shuttered and impassive, betrayed no
emotion, his piercing gaze scanning every corner of the forest as if trying to penetrate its
hidden secrets.

"We should stop," Kayo gasped, his legs trembling, threatening to buckle beneath him.
"I'm thirsty... and hungry..."
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The boy with the scar turned towards him, his black eyes fixing him with a disturbing
intensity.

"Soon," he replied in a neutral voice, devoid of compassion. "We can't stay in one place
too long. It's dangerous.”

Kayo didn't press for more information. Fear, his constant companion, constricted his
throat, preventing him from speaking, thinking, feeling anything but the dull dread that
engulfed him.

He resumed his hesitant steps, stumbling over gnarled roots that crisscrossed their
makeshift path. The forest grew denser, the trees closing in as if to imprison them in a
suffocating cage of vegetation.

"Where are we going?" he finally asked, his voice barely a murmur in the heavy, humid
air.

The boy with the scar hesitated for a moment, his gaze lost in the dense foliage.

"Towards the river,” he finally replied. "There, we'll find water... and maybe something
to eat.”

The word "river" sparked a flicker of hope in Kayo's heart. The river held the promise of
guenching his burning thirst, of cooling his aching face and limbs. The river was also a
distant memory of his life before, of childhood games in the cool water, of his mother's
laughter echoing across the verdant banks.

Renewed energy coursed through his thin limbs. Forgetting for a moment the hunger that
gnawed at his empty stomach, he quickened his pace, following the boy with the scar,
who moved with disconcerting ease through the obstacles of the undergrowth.
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The air grew cooler, laden with the scent of humus and damp moss. The sun, veiled by
the dense canopy, lost its bite, transforming the forest into a labyrinth of greens and
browns with uncertain edges.

Kayo thought he could discern the distant murmur of water, a soft and promising music
that seemed to emanate from the very heart of the forest. His heart beat faster, a mixture
of hope and apprehension washing over him.

"We're almost there,” announced the boy with the scar, slowing his pace.

He gestured with his chin towards a break in the dense foliage. Holding his breath, Kayo
moved cautiously forward, pushing aside the last branches that blocked the way.

The clearing opened before him like a haven of peace, a secret jewel nestled in the heart
of the hostile forest. The river, a shimmering silver serpent under the timid rays of the
sun, flowed peacefully between banks covered with ferns and wildflowers. Butterflies
with multicolored wings fluttered in the gentle air, and the melodious song of unseen
birds filled the soothing silence.

Kayo stood motionless for a moment, captivated by the unreal beauty of the spectacle
that unfolded before him. It was as if, after a long journey through an arid desert, he had
finally discovered a luxurious oasis, a refuge where life resumed its course despite the
darkness that surrounded them.

The boy with the scar, after a quick, sweeping glance around, headed with a determined
step towards the bank.

"We'll drink, rest a little, and then we'll leave,” he announced, his voice devoid of any
trace of emotion. "We mustn't stay in one place too long."”
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Kayo nodded, forcing his gaze away from the mesmerizing river. He knew the boy with
the scar was right. The forest, despite its deceptive beauty, remained a dangerous place.
The ever-present war could catch up with them at any moment, tearing them from this
fragile respite.

He approached the bank and dropped to his knees near the cool water. He plunged his
hands into the clear current, letting the icy liquid soothe his burning skin. He drank in
long gulps, feeling the cool water revive him from within, chasing away the dryness that
clung to his throat.

"We should eat something,” he murmured, the pangs of hunger returning with a
vengeance.

The boy with the scar produced a handful of red berries from the pocket of his worn
trousers, each one gleaming like a ruby.

“Here,” he said, offering the fruit to Kayo. “Found some further ahead. Be careful
though, some are still green.”

Kayo accepted the berries gingerly, examining them closely before bringing one to his
lips. The juicy flesh, sweet and tart, burst upon his tongue, a veritable feast for his
deprived taste buds.

He ate slowly, savoring each bite, acutely aware of the fortune they’d had in finding
sustenance in this unforgiving environment.

“How do you know which ones are safe to eat?” he asked, his brow furrowed with
curiosity.

The boy with the scar shrugged, his gaze fixed on the water tumbling between the rocks.
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“I learned,” he replied simply. “The forest is an open book, if you know how to read it.”

Kayo regarded the boy with a newfound admiration. Despite his young age, he seemed to
possess an intuitive understanding of nature, an ability to decipher its signs and utilize its
resources to his advantage.

“Do you think we’ll ever find our families?” he asked suddenly, the question that had
haunted him for days escaping his lips before he could stop it.

The boy with the scar stiffened imperceptibly, a veil of sadness falling over his dark eyes.
He remained silent for a long moment, his gaze lost in the ceaseless flow of the water.

“I don’t know,” he finally responded, his voice barely a whisper. “War... it separates
people. Sometimes, forever.”

Kayo felt a pang in his chest. He didn’t want to believe the boy’s words, clinging
desperately to the hope of seeing his mother again, of feeling her arms around him, of
smelling her familiar scent, of hearing her soft voice singing him to sleep.

He clutched his straw bird tightly, as if the insignificant object could shield him from the
harsh truth, from the dull ache that threatened to engulf him.

“But... but we can still hope, can’t we?” he insisted, his voice trembling with a
desperation he couldn't conceal.

The boy with the scar turned to him, his dark eyes locking onto his with a newfound
intensity. A long moment passed, filled only by the murmur of water flowing over stones.
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“Hope is all we have left,” he murmured finally, an unreadable glint flickering in his dark
eyes. “Without hope, we are already lost.”

Kayo clung to those words like a drowning man to a lifeline. He wanted to believe the
boy with the scar, to believe that despite the war, despite the separation, life would
ultimately prevail.

The sun, now less harsh, played hide and seek through the dense foliage, casting a
tapestry of light and shadow upon the glistening water. Kayo, lulled by the soothing
murmur of the river and the distant song of a bird, felt his eyelids growing heavy.
Fatigue, that all too familiar companion, was creeping up on him once more, beckoning
him into its insidious embrace.

“We should move,” the boy with the scar announced, rising to his feet in one fluid
motion. “Night will fall soon.”

Kayo got up as well, his stiff and aching limbs protesting the renewed effort. He cast a
final glance at the river, already missing the coolness of its water, the promise of peace
and serenity it seemed to embody.

They resumed their silent march, plunging once more into the hostile green labyrinth.
The forest, as if to emphasize their departure, seemed to close in around them, low
branches snagging at their worn clothes, thorns scratching at their bruised skin.

Kayo followed the boy with the scar without a word, trying to ignore the hunger gnawing
at his empty stomach, the thirst that parched his throat. Hope, that fragile flicker the boy
with the scar had rekindled within him, illuminated his uncertain path, allowing him to
persevere despite the exhaustion, despite the fear that lurked around every bend.

As the sun began its slow descent towards the horizon, painting the sky in hues of orange
and violet, a clearing opened up before them, unexpected as an apparition. In the center
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of this open space, bathed in an ethereal light, stood a gigantic tree, majestic as a king in
the midst of his court.

Its trunk, as thick as a house, soared towards the heavens, its mighty branches reaching
out as if to embrace the immensity of the forest. Thick vines, like serpents, coiled around
its rough bark, and a multitude of climbing plants, adorned with brightly colored flowers,
transformed this ancient tree into a hanging garden, a haven of peace and beauty in the
heart of chaos.

Kayo, captivated by the splendor of this extraordinary tree, stopped dead in his tracks,
momentarily forgetting the fatigue that weighed him down. He had never seen anything
like it, not even in his wildest dreams.

"Is it...is it a magic tree?" he murmured, his voice thick with awe.

The boy with the scar, after a moment of hesitation, nodded.

"We call it the Ancestor Tree," he explained in a hushed, almost reverent tone. "It is said
to have stood since the dawn of time, to have witnessed the birth of the forest and the
passing of countless men. They say it protects those who know how to listen."

Intrigued, Kayo cautiously approached the colossal tree. He placed his hand on its rough
bark, feeling beneath his fingertips the slow seep of sap, like the thick, warm blood of
some living creature.

"Do you think it can help us?" he asked, his gaze lost in the dense canopy above. "Help
us find our families?"

The boy with the scar remained silent for a long moment, his eyes searching the tree as if
trying to penetrate its secrets.
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"We can always try," he finally replied, a flicker of hope in his voice.

"You have to speak to it," the boy with the scar whispered, motioning towards the tree
with a tilt of his chin. "Tell it what is in your heart. What you desire most in this world."

Hesitantly, Kayo turned towards the Ancestor Tree. The setting sun, filtering through the
leafy branches, cast whimsical shadows that danced across the clearing with the rhythm
of the gentle breeze. The air was heavy, laden with moisture and a curious fragrance - a
blend of damp earth, unknown blossoms, and a pungent aroma he couldn't quite place.

He approached the tree, kneeling awkwardly on the carpet of fallen leaves that blanketed
the ground. He placed his hand upon the rough bark once more, feeling beneath his
fingers its uneven texture, the coarse ridges biting into his sensitive skin. He closed his
eyes, trying to banish the terrible images that haunted his nights - the clash of weapons,
the screams of fleeing villagers, the terror-stricken face of his mother.

"Ancestor Tree," he murmured, his voice barely audible in the silence of the clearing.
"My name is Kayo. The war took my home, my village...my mama."

His voice broke on a choked sob. He clutched his straw bird tightly to his chest, as if to
draw some small comfort from it, a fleeting reminder of his mother’s reassuring presence.

"Help me," he continued, the words escaping on a ragged breath. "Help me find her. Tell
me where she is. [ just want to see her again...tell her I love her."

Silence descended once more, heavy and unrelenting. Kayo waited, his heart pounding in
his chest, scrutinizing every rustle of leaves, every creak of branches, hoping for a sign,
an answer to his desperate plea.
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The sun continued its slow descent, gradually disappearing below the horizon. The
shadows lengthened, blending into each other in a macabre dance. A cool breeze swept
through the clearing, rustling the leaves of the Ancestor Tree in a strange whisper that
sounded like a forgotten language.

Kayo kept his eyes closed, clinging to his fragile hope like a shipwrecked sailor to a piece
of driftwood. He didn't know how long he remained there, prostrate at the foot of the
enormous tree, lost in his chaotic thoughts and silent prayers.

Suddenly, he sensed a presence beside him. He opened his eyes to see the boy with the
scar standing before him, his face grave, illuminated by a strange light.

"Get up," the boy with the scar whispered, extending a hand towards him. "We have to
go."

Kayo straightened up, his gaze questioning. "Go where? What is it?"

"It is time," the boy with the scar replied in a neutral voice, avoiding his gaze. "The
Ancestor Tree has heard your prayer. It will show you the way."

Kayo, his heart pounding in his chest, searched the face of the boy with the scar, trying to
decipher his enigmatic words. "What way? What are you talking about?"

The boy with the scar did not answer. He took Kayo's hand and led him through the
clearing, heading towards the heart of the forest that was being consumed by the
encroaching darkness.

The shadow of the Ancestor Tree stretched out before them, a long inky tendril
swallowed by the insatiable maw of the forest. Kayo, his hand clammy in the grasp of the
boy with the scar, walked on in silence, his heart a frantic drumbeat against his ribs.
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Around them, the forest had undergone a profound metamorphosis. The trees, silent
behemoths bathed in the gloaming, seemed to lean in as they passed, their gnarled
branches intertwining overhead to form an impenetrable vault. The air, heavy with
moisture, was saturated with unfamiliar scents, an intoxicating blend of night-blooming
flora and damp earth. The chorus of diurnal birds had given way to a weighty silence,
broken only by the dry crackle of twigs beneath their feet and the incessant drone of
unseen insects.

Kayo, unnerved by the oppressive quiet and the deepening darkness, tightened his grip on
his guide's hand. He sensed, rather than saw, the path, a barely discernible trail winding
between the trees, carpeted in a thick layer of dead leaves that muffled their footsteps.

"Where...where are we going?" he finally asked, his voice barely a murmur in the still air.

The scarred boy, without breaking stride, offered only a sideways glance. "One must trust
the Ancient Tree," he replied, his voice neutral and distant. "It guides us."

Kayo found little comfort in his words. The idea of surrendering his fate to a tree,
however majestic, struck him as ludicrous, unreal. And yet, deep within him, a persistent
ember, a mixture of hope and dread, prevented him from turning back. He clung to the
scarred boy's promise, to the desperate hope that the Ancient Tree, in its millennial
wisdom, could lead him to his mother.

They walked on for what felt like an eternity, time stretching thin as if to test their
patience, their resolve. The night, a predator in its own right, had finally swallowed the
last vestiges of daylight, cloaking the forest in a veil of impenetrable darkness. Only a
scattering of stars, piercing the dense canopy here and there, offered a spectral
luminescence, wholly inadequate to illuminate their path.

Kayo, gradually losing his bearings, surrendered himself entirely to the scarred boy's
guidance, following blindly, stumbling occasionally over unseen roots. Fatigue, a heavy
leaden cloak, settled upon him, making his eyelids heavy, his muscles aching and stiff.
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He could no longer distinguish the shapes of individual trees, only shifting shadows in
the darkness, menacing and phantasmal.

Suddenly, the scarred boy stopped short, extending an arm to halt Kayo in his tracks.

"We're here," he murmured, his voice strangely resonant in the nocturnal silence.

Kayo, heart pounding, squinted, trying to pierce the darkness. Ahead of them, only a
short distance away, a flickering light pierced the gloom, like a hypnotic, yellow eye.

They approached cautiously, their footsteps silent on the carpet of dead leaves. The light,
brighter now, emanated from a campfire, small flames dancing merrily in the center of a
small clearing. Around the fire, seated in a circle, figures were silhouetted against the
darkness, silent shadows staring into the flames with a disconcerting intensity.

Kayo, his heart constricting in his chest, recognized the distinctive features of the forest
children, their faces gaunt and etched with fatigue, their eyes glowing like embers in the
darkness. There they were, a dozen or so, gathered like phantoms around the makeshift
pyre, the only points of light in the vast, dark expanse of the forest.

The scarred boy released Kayo's hand and stepped forward towards the group,
disappearing momentarily into the shadows before reappearing in the firelight. A murmur
rippled through the assembly, a mixture of surprise and apprehension, before receding
into a heavy silence.

Kayo, hesitating at the edge of the woods, felt like a hunted animal caught in the
headlights of an oncoming vehicle. The intense gazes of the forest children were fixed
upon him, scrutinizing, judging. He clutched his straw bird tightly to his chest, his only
talisman against the fear that threatened to overwhelm him.

Page | 90



A qirl, barely older than Kayo, detached herself from the group. Her hair, woven into
delicate braids adorned with colorful beads, framed a fine and delicate face, marked by a
profound sadness. Her eyes, large and black like those of a startled doe, settled on Kayo
with a curiosity tinged with apprehension.

She took a few hesitant steps towards him, extending a slender hand in his direction. "Do
not be afraid,” she whispered, her voice soft and melodious, contrasting with the heavy
silence of the clearing. "You are safe here. The Ancient Tree has guided you to us."

Kayo, reassured by the girl's soothing tone, moved cautiously towards the circle of light.
He approached the fire, stretching his trembling hands towards the comforting warmth of
the flames. Fatigue, hunger, fear, everything seemed to melt away for a moment in the
face of this warm glow, in the silent presence of these children who, like him, had found
refuge in the heart of the forest.

"What... what is your name?" he managed to articulate, his voice hoarse, betraying his
thirst and exhaustion.

"My name is Aissa,” replied the girl, a slight smile illuminating her grave face. "And
you?"

"Kayo," he murmured, lowering his eyes to his straw bird.

"The Ancient Tree spoke to us about you,” continued Aissa, her gaze fixed on the
dancing flames. "He felt your sadness, your hope. He asked us to welcome you among
us."

Kayo looked up, intrigued. "The Ancient Tree... it speaks to you?"
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Aissa nodded slowly. "Not with words, no. But with the wind, with the shadows, with
dreams. One must know how to listen, to understand its signs."

Kayo shuddered, a mixture of fascination and apprehension running through him. This
Ancient Tree, this ancient and mysterious being, seemed to be weaving its web around
him, guiding him towards a destiny he could only guess at.

A stocky boy, his face crossed by a long scar that gave him a menacing air, leaned
towards him, eyes narrowed.

"Where do you come from?" he asked, his voice hoarse and sharp as a sharpening knife.

Kayo hesitated, unsure of how to answer. Could he trust these children, however
welcoming they might be? Weren't they too victims of the war, haunted by the same
ghosts as him?

"I... I come from afar,” he finally stammered, avoiding the insistent gaze of the scarred
boy. "A village near the great river. The war... the war destroyed everything."

A heavy silence fell over the group. The children of the forest, as if they had heard this
story a thousand times, lowered their eyes, their faces closed, walled in silent mourning.

Kayo followed their gaze, doubt creeping into his mind like a tenacious weed. Hope, that
flickering light that had guided him this far, threatened to be extinguished under the
weight of the shadows and the oppressive silence of the forest. Was he making a terrible
mistake? Was the Ancient Tree, this silent guardian of the forest's secrets, truly on their
side? Or was it leading them to a fate even darker than the one they were fleeing?

He cast a fearful glance at the children of the forest. Their faces, illuminated by the
dancing glow of the fire, seemed to oscillate between kindness and a fierce mistrust.
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Some stared at him with benevolent curiosity, while others, the scarred boy at their head,
displayed a thinly veiled hostility. Was he truly welcome among them, this fragile and
frightened child, branded by the violence of war?

A wave of loneliness washed over him, glacial and relentless. He felt like an intruder, a
foreign being in this secluded world governed by the merciless laws of the forest. The
absence of his mother, a constant and piercing pain, gnawed at him from within, stripping
him of his last reserves of strength.

Aissa, as if sensing his despair, drew closer. She rested a hand lightly on his shoulder, a
gesture of unexpected tenderness that kindled a flicker of hope within him.

"Come," she murmured, her faint smile illuminating her delicate features. "l will
introduce you to the others. Do not worry, they will not harm you."

Kayo followed hesitantly, slipping between the children of the forest who parted slightly
to make a place for him near the fire. The warmth of the flames brought him immediate
relief, chasing away the damp chill that had permeated his worn clothing. He sat down
cautiously, his legs stiff from the fatigue of the journey.

Aissa handed him a wooden cup filled with a steaming, fragrant liquid. "Here," she said
softly. "Drink this, it will do you good."

Kayo took the cup gratefully and lifted it to his lips. The infusion, bitter and slightly
sweet, spread through his parched throat, warming him from the inside out. He took a few
sips, feeling his numb limbs gradually relax.

"Thank you,” he murmured to Aissa, handing her the empty cup. "What is it? It's
delicious.”
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"It is a tea made from forest herbs,” replied Aissa with a small smile. "My grandmother
taught me how to prepare it. It helps to regain strength, to calm fears.”

Kayo looked at her with gratitude. This young girl's kindness, her reassuring presence,
comforted him more than anything else in the world. For the first time since the
beginning of his nightmare, he felt safe, surrounded by people who, despite their own
suffering, accepted him without judgment.

Around the fire, the children of the forest watched him with curiosity, whispering
amongst themselves in a language he did not understand. He could read compassion and
sadness in their eyes, the reflection of their own stories shattered by the violence of the
war.

The boy with the scar, silent until now, approached the fire, attracting everyone's
attention. His hard face, etched with hardship, softened slightly as his eyes fell upon
Kayo.

"The Ancient Tree led you to us,” he declared in a voice that was gruff but not
aggressive. "There must be a reason for this. Tell us your story, little brother. Tell us
what brings you here."

Kayo took a deep breath and prepared to plunge once more into the maelstrom of painful
memories. He knew that to move forward, to hope to heal his invisible wounds, he had to
confront the ghosts of the past, to share his story with those who might understand.

Then, beneath Aissa's benevolent gaze and the hypnotic flicker of flames dancing in the
night, Kayo began his tale. He spoke of his life before, of his peaceful village and loving
mother. He described the horror of the attack, the brutal loss of his foundations, the
glacial solitude that had enveloped him. He confided in them his fears, his doubts, his
tenacious hope of one day finding his mother.
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The children of the forest listened intently, their serious and attentive faces reflecting his
own emotions. They did not interrupt, letting him unravel the thread of his story to its
end, until silence fell once more, heavy with the weight of the words spoken.

When Kayo finished speaking, the boy with the scar stood and approached him. He
placed a hand on his shoulder, a gesture clumsy yet sincere.

"You are one of us now, little brother,” he said, his voice rough yet filled with a
contained emotion. "Here, you will find refuge, a family. We have all been through this,
we know the pain of loss, the fear of the unknown. Together, we are stronger."

The other children of the forest nodded in agreement, their faces illuminated by a
newfound glow, a mixture of solidarity and hope. Kayo, touched by their welcome, felt
his own defenses crumble. For the first time since the beginning of his nightmare, he
surrendered to a feeling of belonging, a glimmer of hope rekindled in his bruised heart.

He was far from the end of his troubles, he knew. The war still raged outside, threatening
to catch up with them at any moment. But tonight, in the heart of the forest, surrounded
by these children united by tragedy and hope, Kayo felt ready to face the future. He was
no longer alone. He had found a new family, a new path to follow, guided by the silent
wisdom of the Ancient Tree and the indomitable strength of hope. Tomorrow would be
another day, a new beginning in this uncertain world. And for the first time in a long
time, Kayo awaited the sunrise with a glimmer of anticipation in his eyes.
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Chapter 8: Silent Reunions

The smoke from the fire rose in lazy spirals, mingling with the shifting shadows of the
trees to weave a veil of unreality over the clearing. Kayo, huddled near the glowing
embers, watched the spectacle with a mixture of wonder and apprehension. The crackling
of the flames, the nocturnal song of insects, the smell of damp earth and lush vegetation,
all combined to create a strangely peaceful atmosphere, a far cry from the horrors he had
experienced in recent weeks.

Yet, beneath this apparent serenity, a palpable current of tension vibrated in the air. The
children of the forest, gathered around the fire, whispered among themselves in their
strange tongue, their fleeting glances betraying a growing anxiety. The boy with the scar,
sitting apart, scanned the edge of the woods with fierce intensity, his fingers clenched
around the sharpened handle of a rudimentary knife.

Alssa, seated beside Kayo, seemed to perceive his unease. She gave him a timid smile,
her amber eyes shining with an uncertain light in the darkness.

"Do not worry, Kayo," she whispered, placing a reassuring hand on his arm. "They mean
you no harm. It is just that... the forest is full of dangers, especially at night."”

Kayo nodded, instinctively understanding that Aissa's words revealed only a fraction of
their fears. He himself had felt, deep in his bones, the glacial chill that swept through the
clearing, as if an unseen presence had slipped among them, lurking in the impenetrable
darkness of the trees.

A piercing shriek suddenly tore through the stillness of the night, sending an icy dread
coursing through his veins. Kayo started, his heart pounding like a drum, and
instinctively pressed himself against Aissa, seeking her protection. Around the fire, the
forest children sprang to their feet, their faces etched with fear.

"What is it?" he managed to articulate, his voice a mere whisper, his breath shallow.
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Aissa didn't respond. Her eyes, wide with terror, scanned the impenetrable darkness of
the forest, as if trying to pierce the secrets the night so jealously guarded.

The boy with the scar straightened, his face as hard and unyielding as stone. He gestured
for the others to remain silent, then raised a hand to his ear, listening intently to the
whispers of the wind through the leaves.

"They are here," he hissed, his voice taut with apprehension. "Be ready!"

A shiver of anxiety rippled through the assembled group. The forest children huddled
together, forming a protective circle around Kayo and Aissa. Some clutched sticks, others
sharpened stones, their youthful faces hardened by a fierce determination that contrasted
sharply with their tender years.

Kayo, petrified with fear, watched the scene unfold before him as if in a waking
nightmare. He didn't understand what was happening, who these "they" were that the
forest children seemed to dread so much, but he could sense, deep within his being, that
something terrible was about to transpire.

The wait, unbearable in its intensity, seemed to stretch on for an eternity. The silence was
heavy, broken only by the crackling of the fire and the frantic thumping of Kayo's heart
against his ribs. Then, with a rustle of dead leaves and snapping branches, dark figures
emerged from the forest.

There were four of them, tall and menacing, draped in cloaks of somber leather that
blended seamlessly with the surrounding darkness. Their faces were hidden behind
grotesque wooden masks, carved with bestial features that inspired an instinctive terror.
In their gloved hands, they brandished crude weapons, sharpened machetes and studded
clubs that glinted faintly in the firelight.

A heavy silence descended upon the clearing, broken only by the crackling of the flames
and the sighing of the wind through the trees. Kayo, paralyzed with fear, watched with
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wide, unblinking eyes, his breath caught in his throat. He had never seen anything so
terrifying. These beings seemed to have sprung straight from his worst nightmares,
creatures of darkness come to claim him.

One of the masked figures stepped forward, its voice, hoarse and guttural, echoing from
beneath the mask like the growl of a wild beast.

"Children of the forest,” it rumbled. "You know why we are here."

The boy with the scar stepped forward, his face impassive despite the palpable tension
radiating from him. He held his knife firmly in his hand, the blade pointed towards the
intruders. Behind him, the other forest children stood ready to fight, their young faces
etched with a fierce determination.

"Leave us alone," the scarred boy hissed. "We mean you no harm. This is our territory."

A harsh laugh rasped from beneath the figure's mask.

"Yours?" they sneered. "This forest belongs to no one. It belongs to whoever has the
strength to take it. And we are here to claim what is rightfully ours."

"What do you want?" Aissa asked, her voice trembling slightly.

"You know very well what we want, girl," the masked figure replied. "We want the child.
The one who does not belong here. Deliver him to us, and we will spare your lives."

Kayo's blood ran cold. He understood then that it was he whom these creatures had come
for. But why? What had he done to warrant their attention? He was just a child, lost and
afraid, desperately seeking refuge in this world gone mad.
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Aissa turned to him, her pale face illuminated by the flickering flames. Her amber eyes
shone with a fierce light of compassion and determination. She squeezed his arm,
conveying a silent message of courage and protection.

"Never," she declared, her voice ringing out clear and strong. "He is one of us now. We
will not let you take him."

A growl of fury rippled through the ranks of the masked figures. One of them raised its
machete, the blade catching the firelight and glinting ominously.

"You have made your choice, children of the forest,” the figure growled. "May the spirits
of the forest have mercy on your souls."

And with those words, the battle began.

The assailants’ war cry ripped through the night, followed by a brutal and chaotic
maelstrom. The children of the forest, small warriors forged by necessity, defended
themselves with desperate ferocity. Clubs arced, stones whistled through the night air,
meeting flesh and bone with a sickening thud. The boy with the scar, agile as a panther,
darted from foe to foe, his short blade tracing deadly arcs of light in the darkness.

Kayo, caught in this vortex of violence, felt like a leaf tossed by a raging tempest. Fear
rooted him to the spot, an icy vise constricting his throat, churning his insides. Never had
he witnessed such savagery, such a thirst for blood.

Aissa, face contorted with exertion, repelled the onslaught of an aggressor twice her size.
Her movements, swift and precise, betrayed rigorous training, a mastery of her body
forged in the crucible of survival. She dodged a club that whistled past her face,
countering with a vicious kick to her opponent's stomach, then springing back, seeking a
new target.
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“Kayo!” she cried, spotting the boy paralyzed by terror. “Take cover! Find a tree and
climb!”

Her cry pierced the cacophony of battle, awakening a forgotten survival instinct in Kayo.
He lurched into motion, stumbling at first, then running with all his might towards the
edge of the woods, desperately seeking an escape.

Around him, the fight raged. Cries of pain mingled with the thudding of blows, the
ragged gasps of combatants. The acrid scent of blood and sweat hung heavy in the air,
blending with the pungent smell of smoke and damp earth.

Kayo spotted a towering tree, its thick trunk rising skyward like an ancient column. He
scrambled towards it, his small legs burning with superhuman effort. His lungs screamed,
his heart pounded a frantic rhythm, but he ran on, driven by primal terror.

Reaching the base of the tree, he threw himself against the rough bark, searching for a
handhold. His frantic fingers scrabbled against the damp wood, unable to find a solid
grip. He looked up at the unseen crown, a wave of dizziness washing over him at the
sight of the dizzying climb.

A roar of rage made him flinch. He spun around, his blood turning to ice. One of the
assailants, his wooden mask twisted into a demonic grimace, stood just yards away. In his
gloved hand, he brandished his bloodstained machete.

Kayo felt lost. He had nowhere to go, nowhere to hide. Fear paralyzed him, turning him
to salt before his executioner. He closed his eyes, waiting for the fatal blow.

But the blow never came. A high-pitched shriek pierced the night, followed by a
sickening thud. Kayo opened his eyes in disbelief. Aissa stood before him, legs apart,
chest heaving. In her hand, she gripped a sharpened stick, the point buried deep in the
assailant’s chest.
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The man’s wooden mask tipped back, revealing a face locked in an expression of surprise
and pain. His eyes, wide with shock, stared vacantly into the void. Then, slowly, like a
tree felled by lightning, he crumpled to the ground, dragging Aissa down with him.

Kayo cried out, a heart-wrenching sound that was swallowed by the tumult of battle. He
rushed to Aissa, heart pounding, momentarily forgetting the danger that still lurked. The
image of the young girl disappearing beneath the inert weight of her attacker hit him with
full force, awakening a visceral terror, a searing pain that eclipsed fear.

He threw himself upon the fallen man, his small fists raining blows upon the leather
armor, rage lending him a strength he didn't know he possessed. He wanted to hit him
again and again, until death released its grip on Aissa, until the world regained some
semblance of sense.

"Kayo! Stop! It's over!"

The gruff voice of the boy with the scar brought him out of his trance. Kayo looked up,
hot tears blurring his vision. The boy stood over him, his face etched with exertion and
concern. The battle had ceased. The assailants, routed by the fierce resistance of the
forest children, had melted back into the darkness, abandoning their fallen comrades.

Kayo rose with difficulty, legs trembling, and turned towards Aissa. The young girl lay
sprawled on the ground, unmoving, her face ashen in the flickering firelight. The
sharpened stick had rolled to the side, leaving a dark stain blooming across Aissa’s torn
tunic.

“She’s...?” Kayo couldn’t finish the sentence. The words lodged in his throat, choked by
fear.

The boy with the scar knelt beside Aissa and placed two fingers on her neck, searching
for a flutter of life. A long moment stretched out, interminable, punctuated by the
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crackling fire and the insistent chirping of nocturnal insects. Then, the boy lifted his head,
a flicker of relief crossing his strained features.

“She’s breathing,” he murmured. “She’s just fainted. We need to get her back to the

"’

encampment. Quickly

Kayo helped the boy lift Aissa carefully. Her body was limp, burning with fever, and a
soft moan escaped her parted lips. Kayo gritted his teeth, holding back a sob. He couldn't
allow himself to break down now. Not while Aissa hovered between life and death.

Followed by the other children of the forest, silent and grim-faced, they began their trek
back through the woods, carrying Aissa like a fragile offering at the mercy of the
darkness. The path, familiar only hours before, now took on the appearance of a
menacing labyrinth beneath the gnarled branches of ancient trees.

Kayo walked like an automaton, impervious to fatigue, to the damp cold seeping through
his worn clothes. Only one thought consumed him, echoing within him like a silent
prayer: Aissa had to live. He couldn't bear the thought of losing her, the one who had
welcomed him with such kindness, who had offered him refuge in this world gone mad.

Around them, the forest seemed to hold its breath, as if it too were holding onto hope,
awaiting the uncertain outcome of this tragic night.

The encampment, nestled in a natural depression in the terrain, appeared before them like
a precarious haven in this ravaged world. A handful of rudimentary huts, constructed of
interwoven branches and dried leaves, were clustered around a central fire pit, its glowing
embers casting long, dancing shadows on the surrounding trees. Kayo, exhausted by
Aissa’s weight and the conflicting emotions swirling within him, nevertheless felt a faint
sense of relief upon entering this enclosed space, as if the invisible walls of the forest
could protect them from the horrors of the outside world.
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The boy with the scar, leading the way with a determined stride, guided the small group
towards a hut larger than the others, set apart from the rest of the encampment. A scent of
dried plants and medicinal herbs emanated from within, hinting at a benevolent and
reassuring presence. Kayo, his heart pounding with hope and apprehension, helped the
boy gently lay Aissa down on a bed of fresh leaves spread out on the ground.

An elderly woman, her face etched with sun and the trials of life, stood near the hearth, a
steaming concoction in her hand. Her black eyes, disturbingly intense, settled on Aissa
with a maternal solicitude that sparked a glimmer of hope in Kayo's heart.

“She was brave, this little one,” the old woman murmured, approaching Aissa. “Perhaps
too brave. But the spirits of the forest watch over her. They will not let her leave us.”

Kayo, unable to decipher the mixture of sadness and hope in the old woman's gaze,
simply nodded silently, clinging to her words like a shipwreck survivor to a piece of
driftwood. He felt terribly useless, a helpless spectator to a struggle he didn't understand.
He wished he could do more, protect Aissa, save her from this cruel fate that seemed
determined to claim her.

The old woman, kneeling beside Aissa, began to examine her wounds with surprising
dexterity. Her gnarled fingers, crisscrossed with fine scars, seemed to dance across the
girl's bruised skin, applying balms and poultices with methodical precision. Kayo,
mesmerized by the spectacle, felt strangely soothed by the old woman's calm and
reassuring presence. He sensed an unsuspected strength in her, an ancestral wisdom
drawn from the very heart of the forest.

"What happened?" the old woman asked, her gaze never leaving Aissa. Her voice, raspy
yet gentle, seemed to resonate in the silence of the encampment, commanding respect and
trust.
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The boy with the scar spoke, recounting succinctly the attack of the masked men, the
fierce defense put up by the children of the forest, Aissa's courage as she intervened to
protect Kayo. The old woman listened in silence, her impassive face betraying no
emotion.

"They will return,” she stated simply when the boy had finished his account. "They are
after this child. They will not give us any respite."

A heavy silence fell upon the hut, weighing on Kayo's shoulders like a dire premonition.
He felt caught in an invisible spider web, woven by obscure forces he couldn't
comprehend.

"Who are they?" he finally asked, unable to bear the weight of the mystery any longer.
"Why do they wish me harm?"

The old woman slowly turned her head towards him, her black eyes fixing him with an
unsettling intensity. For the first time since he had known her, Kayo thought he detected
a glimmer of fear in her gaze.

"They are the lost children of the war," she murmured in a raspy voice. "Broken souls,
consumed by hatred and violence. They no longer know pity or compassion. Only the law
of the strongest prevails in their eyes."

Kayo, despite his young age, instinctively understood the meaning of these words. He
himself had witnessed the destructive madness that had seized men, transforming them
into monsters thirsting for blood. But what he could not grasp was the reason for their
relentless pursuit of him. What was so precious, so threatening about him to attract their
attention and their cruelty?

"But why me?" he cried out, his voice broken with anguish. "What have | done to deserve
this?"
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The old woman straightened up slowly and approached him. She placed a soft hand on
his cheek, its touch sending a strange shiver through him, both comforting and unsettling.

"You are different, Kayo," she whispered, her eyes gleaming with a strange light in the
dimness. "You carry within you something that the war has not managed to destroy. A
glimmer of hope, a fragile flame that the darkness seeks to extinguish."

Kayo looked at her, lost in the maze of her enigmatic words. He didn't really understand
what she meant, but he felt, deep down, that his life had tipped into a world where reality
blurred with shadows, where the boundary between good and evil faded in the
surrounding chaos.

An unusual coolness seeped through the gaps in the walls of branches, contrasting with
the stifling heat that had permeated the forest throughout the day. Kayo, sitting by Aissa’s
makeshift bed, shivered. The little girl remained lost in a feverish sleep, her short breaths
punctuated by whimpers that tore at the young boy's heart. He had not moved from her
bedside, observing every movement of her closed eyelids, every twitch of her delicate
fingers as if they held the secret to her awakening.

The old woman, known simply as Mama Afrika in the camp, was tending to the
wounded, dispensing soothing herbal teas and words of comfort. Her weathered face,
usually marked by an unshakeable serenity, bore the marks of fatigue and a silent worry.
The battle, though victorious, had left deep scars on the fragile peace of their refuge.

"She is strong, our Aissa,” whispered Mama Afrika, approaching Kayo, as if she had
guessed his thoughts. "The spirits of the forest watch over her, I am certain. But the path
to healing is long and fraught with pitfalls."

Kayo looked at her, searching her deep black eyes for an ounce of certainty, a tangible
sign that her words were not just empty platitudes meant to soothe his growing anxiety.
But the old woman's face remained impassive, like a wooden statue sculpted by time and
hardship.
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"What will happen now?" asked Kayo, his voice barely audible in the oppressive silence
of the hut.

Mama Afrika sat down beside him, her knotted body bending with surprising suppleness.
She took Kayo's hand in hers, her rough palm contrasting with the boy's soft, fragile skin.

"The world has become a dangerous place, little one," she said, her voice soft but filled
with a solemn gravity. "The war has awakened old wounds, deep resentments that poison
the hearts of men. Those who attacked you, they are but puppets, marionettes
manipulated by dark forces they themselves do not understand.”

Kayo listened intently, his eyes wide as saucers fixed on the old woman's face. He
understood the words, but their deeper meaning still escaped him, like a puzzle for which
he did not possess all the pieces.

"What do they want from me?" he repeated, the question that had haunted him since his
arrival in the forest. "Why me?"

Mama Afrika sighed, a weary sound that seemed to emanate from the depths of her soul.
She fixed her gaze on the flickering flames of the hearth as if they held the answers to the
questions that tormented her.

"You are different, Kayo," she repeated, echoing his earlier words. "You carry within you
something precious, something that many have lost and desperately seek to reclaim."

"But what?" Kayo exclaimed, exasperated by the mystery that enveloped him like a thick
fog. "I'm just a boy. I'm no different from anyone else."”

Mama Afrika fell silent for a moment, seemingly hesitant to continue. Then, as if she had
come to a decision, she leaned towards Kayo, her face inches from his.
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"You are the child of prophecy, Kayo," she whispered, her voice barely audible. "The one
who, according to legend, will restore peace to this land.”

Kayo stared at her, eyes wide, breath caught in his throat with utter bewilderment. The
prophecy, the child of peace — these were mere words, tales whispered by the fire to lull
children to sleep. How could he, Kayo, an ordinary boy torn from his peaceful life, be at
the center of such a grand destiny?

A nervous laugh escaped him, morphing into a strangled gasp as he met Mama Afrika's
grave gaze. The old woman was not jesting. In her dark eyes, laden with ancient wisdom,
he saw a profound conviction, an absolute certainty that chilled him to the bone.

"But... | am no one,” he stammered, his voice trembling. "I cannot fight, nor heal, nor
speak to the spirits of the forest. | am just a child, Mama Afrika."

The old woman placed a finger on her lips, silencing him.

"The prophecy does not speak of brute strength, nor of magical powers, Kayo. It speaks
of hope, of courage, and of the light that burns within every human being, even in the
darkest of hours. This light, I see it flickering within you, little one. Weak it may be, yet
tenacious, like the flame of a candle that refuses to be extinguished."

Kayo, despite his doubts, felt a glimmer of hope ignite within him, as fragile as a
shooting star in the vastness of the night. What if Mama Afrika spoke the truth? What if,
deep down, lay a hidden strength, an extraordinary destiny that transcended him?

The old woman's hand rested upon his own, the warmth of her touch drawing him from
his troubled thoughts. "The path will be long, Kayo, and fraught with obstacles. But you
are not alone. The spirits of the forest are with you, as are those who believe in the
prophecy.”
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Her gaze shifted to Aissa, still asleep on her bed of leaves. "She too has a role to play,
little one. She will be your guide, your protector. Together, you will find the way."

Kayo, suddenly infused with a newfound determination, grasped Mama Afrika's hand. He
did not know what the future held, nor how a simple boy could hope to restore peace to a
world consumed by madness. But one thing was certain: he would not give up. He would
fight to protect those he loved, to honor the memory of those he had lost, and to prove to
the world that even the smallest of flames could vanquish the darkness.

The next day, as the sun rose, Kayo sat by Aissa's side when the young girl finally
opened her eyes. Her eyelids fluttered for a moment before settling on him, a tired smile
illuminating her gaunt face.

"Kayo," she murmured, her voice weak. "You're here."

Kayo, his heart overflowing with joy and relief, took her hand. "Of course I am," he
replied. "I'll never leave you again."

Aissa returned his grip, her fingers clasping his with unexpected strength. In her amber
eyes, Kayo thought he saw the same glint of determination, the same indomitable flame
that burned within him. They had survived the night, the shadows, and the monsters.
Their journey was only just beginning.
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Chapter 9: The Sun's Smile

The sun, an incandescent disc in a cloudless sky, poured its scorching light upon the
parched savanna. Every withered blade of grass, every fissure in the cracked earth, bore
witness to the world's insatiable thirst. The air vibrated with a suffocating heat, rendering
each breath laborious, each movement an arduous endeavor.

Kayo trudged onward, dragging his feet through the burning dust. His body, emaciated
from lack of food and water, seemed but a fragile shadow on the verge of dissolving in
the blinding light. His lips, cracked and arid, had lost the strength to cry out for the water
he craved so desperately. Only his eyes, two dark embers in an emaciated face, retained a
flicker of consciousness, fixated on some unseen point on the horizon.

At his side, Aissa, her face etched with fatigue, also battled exhaustion. Her once-vibrant,
agile stride had become hesitant, her supple form stiffened by pain. The poorly-tended
wound on her shoulder burned with each movement, rekindling the memory of the
nocturnal attack.

"Kayo..." Her voice, a hoarse whisper barely audible, betrayed her suffering. "We
should... we should stop... regain our strength...”

Kayo stopped abruptly, as if startled from a dream. The world around him, blurred and
unreal, swam back into focus under the oppressive heat. He turned to Aissa, his gaze
meeting hers for a fleeting moment before losing itself once more in the distance.

"Soon," he murmured, his voice as dry as the hot wind that swept across the plain. "Soon,
we'll be there.”

Where? Aissa wasn't sure anymore. Their escape from the encampment, a few days prior,
had seemed their only option, the only way to outrun the shadows that hunted them. But
the forest, their sanctuary for so long, was now nothing more than a distant memory, a
green smudge swallowed by the arid vastness of the savanna.
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"Do you remember... what Mama Afrika... said?" Kayo's voice, faint but resolute, broke
the heavy silence.

Aissa closed her eyes, searching the depths of her memory for the old woman's enigmatic
words. "She spoke... of a safe place... a refuge... for those who bear the mark..."

The mark. Aissa instinctively lifted her hand to her neck, fingertips brushing against the
symbol etched into her skin. An imperfect circle, drawn in black ink, identical to the one
that adorned Kayo's arm. The mark of the Children of Prophecy, those destined to restore
peace to a world ravaged by war.

"A bird..." Kayo whispered, as if reading her thoughts. "She spoke of a bird... that would
show us the way..."

Aissa opened her eyes, scanning the hopelessly empty sky. Not the slightest breath of
wind, not the faintest flutter of wings, disturbed the suffocating stillness of the savanna.
The sun, relentless, continued its murderous ascent towards its zenith.

Despair, akin to the crushing heat, threatened to engulf Aissa. "Perhaps Mama Afrika was
wrong," she murmured, her voice a raspy whisper. "Perhaps there is no bird, no refuge...”

Kayo stopped abruptly, planting his feet in the dusty ground. His body swayed, ready to
crumple under the weight of fatigue, but his eyes, burning with a fierce light, locked onto
Aissa’s. "No," he said, his voice surprisingly strong despite the weakness that ravaged
him. "We have to believe. Mama Afrika has never lied.”

A heavy silence fell upon them, broken only by the whisper of the hot wind through the
dry grasses. Aissa observed Kayo, a flicker of admiration mixed with concern in her
gaze. He was so young, so frail, and yet an unsuspected strength seemed to animate him,
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urging him onward despite the adversity. Was it the mark, she wondered, this mysterious
symbol that bound them, that instilled in him this unwavering resolve?

"Look!" Kayo suddenly exclaimed, pointing to a spot on the horizon.

Aissa followed his gaze, her heart beating a touch faster. In the distance, barely
discernible against the blinding horizon, a dark silhouette took shape. A tree? A rock? At
this distance, it was impossible to make out its form with any certainty.

"Shelter?" Aissa ventured, a flicker of hope re-emerging in her voice.

"Perhaps,” replied Kayo, a new light glimmering in his eyes. "Or perhaps...something
more."

They resumed their trek, slower and more arduous than ever, but with a glimmer of hope
that warmed their hearts as surely as the sun scorched their skin. As they drew closer, the
silhouette grew more distinct, taking on the form of a gigantic tree, its gnarled branches
reaching skyward like arms pleading for the sun's mercy.

"A baobab,” murmured Aissa, recognizing the sacred tree from the legends of her
childhood. "They say they can live for thousands of years, that they've seen the world
born and will see it die.”

Kayo didn't reply, too absorbed in the sight of the majestic tree that now towered before
them, akin to a benevolent giant amidst a desolate wasteland. Its massive trunk, creviced
and knotted, bore witness to the centuries it had endured, while its branches, sparsely
cloaked in foliage, offered the promise of blessed shade.

"Kayo, look!" Aissa suddenly exclaimed, her voice laced with a mixture of disbelief and
hope.
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Perched on the highest branch of the baobab, a bird of dazzling plumage observed them
with piercing eyes. Its vibrant red feathers, contrasting with the deep blue of its outspread
wings, seemed to set the air ablaze with an ethereal light.

The bird of prophecy.

A stunned silence held them captive, their breath stolen by the sudden apparition. Never
had Aissa seen anything like it. Larger than an eagle, the bird radiated an almost
supernatural aura, as if woven from light and legend. Its feathers shimmered under the
relentless sun, each movement exuding a wild, untamed grace.

Kayo, his eyes wide with wonder, took a hesitant step towards the tree. A wave of hope,
as powerful as it was unexpected, washed over him, chasing away the lethargy of hunger
and thirst. The bird of prophecy, the one who was to guide them to refuge... It was here,
real, tangible, vibrant in the sweltering air of the savanna.

"It's magnificent,” whispered Aissa, her voice barely audible. The fear that had gripped
her for days seemed to recede, replaced by a fascination tinged with awe.

The bird turned its head, its obsidian eyes fixing on them with an unsettling intensity.
Aissa felt as if it were peering deep within her soul, probing her innermost thoughts, her
deepest fears. A shiver ran down her spine, a mixture of terror and exhilaration.

Then, with a majestic rustle of wings, the bird took flight. It soared into the incandescent
sky, circling above them before alighting on a lower branch of the baobab, within arm's
reach.

Kayo and Aissa exchanged a look, a mixture of disbelief and burgeoning hope flickering
in their eyes. The bird continued to observe them, its gaze steady and penetrating. It
seemed to be waiting for them, inviting them to follow.
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"What do we do?" whispered Aissa, her voice trembling slightly.

Kayo drew in a deep breath, reaching within himself for the courage that seemed to
inhabit him in fleeting moments. "We follow it," he said, his voice firmer than he would
have thought possible. "We have no choice.”

He took a step toward the tree, his hand extended hesitantly. The bird did not flinch,
fixing him with its impenetrable gaze. Then, with newfound confidence, Kayo
approached and gently placed his hand on the gnarled trunk of the baobab. The wood,
warm and rough beneath his fingers, seemed to vibrate with a strange energy, as if the
tree itself were endowed with a life of its own.

"Come," he said to Aissa, without taking his eyes off the bird.

Aissa hesitated for a moment, her heart pounding in her chest. The idea of following this
bird, a strange and marvelous creature straight out of a legend, both attracted and
frightened her. But Kayo's determined gaze, the promise of refuge in his burning eyes,
chased away her doubts. She had nowhere else to go, except toward the unknown, guided
by this hope, fragile as a bird's wing.

Summoning her courage, she joined Kayo at the foot of the baobab. The shade of the
giant tree enveloped them in an unexpected coolness, soothing their burning skin. Aissa
raised her eyes to the bird, still perched on its branch, and a strange feeling of familiarity
washed over her. It was not fear, nor admiration, but something deeper, like an instinctive
recognition, an invisible link that united them.

"Shall we go?" whispered Kayo, his hand clasped tightly around hers.

Aissa nodded, unable to speak, her heart pounding. Together, they began to climb, using
the gnarled branches of the baobab as ladders towards the unknown.
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The ascent was easier than Aissa could have imagined. The trunk of the baobab, cracked
and irregular, offered numerous handholds for their agile fingers, and the thick branches,
like the limbs of a giant, supported them in their progress. The bird, meanwhile, watched
them from above, turning its head from time to time as if to encourage them.

Soon, they reached a natural platform formed by the bifurcation of two large branches.
From there, the view of the savanna was breathtaking, an ocean of yellowed grass
stretching as far as the eye could see under an implacably blue sky. In the distance, Aissa
thought she could make out a dark line standing out against the horizon, but it was
impossible to tell if it was a hill, a forest, or simply an optical illusion.

The bird landed before them, spreading its magnificent wings in a rustle of silk and light.
Up close, its colors seemed even more vivid, more intense, as if painted with the very
hues of the sunset. It tilted its head towards them, its obsidian eyes glittering with a
strange intelligence.

"It wants us to follow it," murmured Kayo, his gaze fixed on the bird. "I'm sure of it."

Aissa didn't doubt it for a moment. There was something in the bird's attitude, in its
piercing gaze, that went beyond animal behavior. It was as if a higher will guided it, a
mission it had to fulfill and for which it had chosen to use them.

Without a word, they hoisted themselves onto the highest branch of the baobab, where
the tree seemed to touch the sky. The bird waited for them, impassive, its wings slightly
spread as if to show them the way.

Then, with a powerful beat of its wings, it soared into the void, ascending into the azure
sky like a living flame against the immensity of blue. For a moment, Aissa thought it
would disappear into the heavens, leaving behind a deafening silence. But the bird paused
in its ascent, hovering above them as if in anticipation. Then, it turned eastward, towards
where the dark line on the horizon seemed to sharpen, and began to fly in a slow,
majestic manner, as if to ensure they followed.
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Aissa drew a deep breath, savoring the crisp air that circulated at this altitude. The wind,
previously absent, now caressed their faces, chasing away the lingering heat of exertion
and carrying with it a fragrance of spices and damp earth. Far from the arid, scorched
savanna, the landscape gradually transformed before their very eyes.

Kayo, clinging to a gnarled branch, pointed to a spot on the horizon. "Do you see that,
Aissa? It looks like...it looks like a forest!™

Aissa squinted. Indeed, the dark line she had perceived from the ground was becoming
more distinct. It was not a hill, nor an optical illusion, but a verdant expanse that
contrasted sharply with the monotonous ochre of the plain. Hope, fragile as a tender shoot
in parched soil, sprouted in her heart.

As if to encourage them, the bird picked up its pace, cleaving the air with effortless grace.
Kayo and Aissa, almost forgetting the fatigue and hunger that gnawed at them, allowed
themselves to be guided, mesmerized by the spectacle unfolding before them.

The closer they drew to the forest, the more intricate the details became. Aissa first
discerned the crowns of the trees, a sea of deep green set against the azure sky. Then, as
they descended, she perceived the richness of the vegetation: intertwined lianas, luxuriant
foliage, flowers in dazzling hues. The air itself seemed different, saturated with a
benevolent humidity and the heady perfume of wildflowers.

The bird, having led them to the heart of the forest, alighted on a low branch at the edge
of a clearing bathed in a soft, ethereal light. Aissa and Kayo slid to the ground, their legs
trembling after their long journey. They were at the very limits of their endurance, yet a
newfound excitement kept them going.

The clearing, a veritable haven of peace amidst the luxuriant vegetation, stretched before
them like a secret Eden. In its center, a crystal-clear stream meandered between the trees,
its crystalline murmur rising in the still air. Butterflies with multicolored wings flitted
among the wildflowers, while birds with shimmering plumage sang melodious trills.
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But what truly captured their attention was the presence of children. A dozen or so
children, aged from six to fifteen, were playing by the stream. Some were laughing
uproariously, others were chasing each other through the trees, while others sat in a
circle, absorbed in a silent activity.

Aissa and Kayo exchanged a look, a mixture of apprehension and hope in their eyes.
Who were these children? Were they friends or foes?

The bird, as if responding to their silent query, let out a shrill cry that echoed through the
clearing. All eyes turned towards them at once. Silence fell, sudden and absolute. The
children observed them, curiosity mingled with a certain wariness.

Then, a boy, slightly older than the others, stepped forward with a resolute air. His eyes
were bright and intelligent, framed by a mop of unruly black hair. Around his neck, Aissa
noticed a fine leather cord from which hung a pendant in the shape of...a bird. A bird with
outstretched wings, oddly familiar.

The boy stopped a few paces from them, arms crossed over his bare chest. His gaze,
direct and scrutinizing, swept over Aissa and Kayo, lingering for a moment on their
tattered clothes, their faces etched with fatigue. A palpable tension descended upon the
clearing, the silence broken only by the murmur of the stream and the distant song of a
bird.

"Who are you?" the boy asked, his voice surprisingly deep for his age. "And what brings
you here?"

Kayo, intimidated by the intensity of the boy's gaze, instinctively turned towards Aissa.
He felt the weight of curious stares from the other children, some approaching cautiously
while others hung back, wary.
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Aissa drew a deep breath, carefully selecting her words. "We are called Aissa and Kayo,"
she stated, her voice steady and firm. "We have... journeyed a great distance to reach this
place."

"Journeyed?" The boy arched a skeptical eyebrow. "From where do you originate? And
how did you discover this location? Few possess knowledge of the path to the Clearing of
Whispers."

"It is..." Alssa hesitated, uncertain how much to divulge to these strangers. The boy's
penetrating gaze made her uneasy, as if he possessed the ability to delve into the depths
of her thoughts. "The bird guided us,” she finally admitted, tilting her chin towards the
magnificent creature still perched upon its branch.

A murmur rippled through the throng of children. Some appeared impressed, others
incredulous. The boy, however, remained unmoved. He observed the bird with an
attentive eye, then his gaze returned to Aissa, a strange glint dancing in his dark eyes.

"The Firebird,” he murmured, more to himself than to Aissa. "It chooses its messengers
with great care.”

A shiver ran down Aissa's spine. The Firebird... was that what they called it? The name,
the solemn tone in the boy's voice, held a certain sacredness, an air of ancient reverence.
As if the bird's appearance was not merely coincidence, but an omen, a portent.

"What... what do you mean?" she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

The boy did not immediately respond. He took a few steps closer, and Aissa noticed that
his pendant, the bird with outstretched wings, seemed to vibrate slightly against his chest.
He looked at Kayo once more, his gaze lingering this time on the boy's arm, where the
mark of the prophecy was etched into his skin.
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A slow, almost predatory smile spread across the boy's lips. "Welcome to the Clearing of
Whispers," he finally said, his voice resonating with a strange jubilation. "It seems
destiny has, at long last, guided you to your destination."

For a moment, Aissa stood frozen, petrified by the unsettling mixture of triumph and
menace emanating from the boy. A diffuse unease crept into her, chasing away the
burgeoning hope like a dark cloud obscuring the sun. The boy's smile, instead of
reassuring her, chilled her to the bone. In his eyes, usually sparkling with intelligence, she
detected a feverish glint that deeply troubled her.

Kayo, oblivious to the potential danger, stirred from his bewilderment. "Destiny?" he
echoed, his eyes wide with questioning. "You know why we are here? You know what
we must do?"

The boy let out a short, humorless laugh. "Destiny is a winding path, little brother,” he
said, placing a hand on Kayo's shoulder. "It rarely reveals itself to those who seek it too
eagerly."”

Aissa felt her uneasiness intensify. The boy's attitude, his enigmatic tone, everything
about him now seemed suspect. She attempted to pull Kayo away from the boy's grasp,
but his hand tightened on her arm, firm and cold as a shackle.

"Do not be afraid, little sister,” the boy said, catching her eye. "We take care of those the
Firebird sends us. Do we not?"

A murmur of agreement rippled through the group of children. Some were smiling, but
their eyes, Aissa noticed with a shiver of apprehension, remained cold and distant, like
those of a predator fixated on its prey.
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A silent, paralyzing, icy dread washed over Aissa. The boy’s predatory grin, the other
children's eyes devoid of compassion, the clearing itself, shedding its vibrant hues to be
painted in menacing shadows... Everything conspired to transform what had appeared to
be a haven of peace into a terrifying trap.

"Let him go!" she exclaimed, her voice trembling but resolute.

Her unexpected outburst surprised the boy, who turned to her, an eyebrow arched in
amusement. He tightened his grip on Kayo’s shoulder, as if to remind him who held the
reins of their fate. Kayo, feeling Aissa's fear transmitted through their contact, abruptly
pulled away and stepped back, his gaze flickering questioningly between them.

"What's wrong, Aissa?" he asked hesitantly. "Why are you scared?"

"These... these people are not our friends," she whispered, her eyes fixed on the boy with
the bird pendant. "We have to leave here, now!"

The boy let out a scornful laugh. "Leave? And where would you go, little lost things? The
forest is vast and unforgiving. Alone, you have no chance of survival."

"We are not alone," retorted Aissa, pointing to the firebird still watching them from its
branch, silent and impassive. "The bird will protect us.”

An icy silence greeted her words. The children exchanged knowing glances, and some
couldn’t suppress a slight, mocking smile. As for the boy with the bird pendant, he
simply regarded her with a mixture of pity and amusement.

"The firebird is but a guide,” he finally said, his voice soft and laced with false
compassion. "It led you here, it's true. But now, its role is over."
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He took a step towards them, and the other children followed suit, encircling Aissa and
Kayo in a wall of hostile bodies. The trap was closing in on them, slow and implacable as
a spider web. Aissa felt her heart constrict in her chest, fear tightening its grip on her,
cold and suffocating.

"You can't keep us prisoner,” she cried, her voice trembling. "We haven't done anything
wrong!"

"Wrong is a relative concept, little sister,” replied the boy with a cruel smile. "Here, it is
we who decide your fate."

He raised his hand, and silence fell upon the clearing, so profound that the rustling of
leaves in the wind seemed deafening. Aissa understood that it was already too late. They
had fallen into a trap, guided by the firebird to a destiny she couldn't even begin to
imagine.

A glacial shiver snaked down Aissa's spine as the boy lifted his hand, a silent signal that
turned her blood to ice. The other children, their youthful faces now twisted with chilling
cruelty, moved closer, their shadows stretching out like grasping claws.

Kayo, finally sensing the danger that lurked around them, pressed himself against Aissa,
his eyes wide with terror. "Aissa, I'm scared," he whispered, his small hand clutching her
tunic like a lifeline.

Aissa’s heart broke at Kayo's palpable fear. She didn't have the right to be afraid, not
now. She had to protect Kayo, even if it meant facing this pack of hostile children alone.

"Don't be afraid, Kayo," she murmured, stroking his hair in a protective gesture. "I'm
here, I'll protect you."
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Her gaze locked with the boy with the bird pendant, a spark of defiance blazing in her
eyes. "If you want to harm us," she stated resolutely, "you'll have to go through me first.”

A heavy silence descended upon the clearing, broken only by the distant song of a bird
and the muffled sound of hearts pounding in unison. The boy with the bird pendant stared
at her for a moment, a flicker of nascent interest in his dark eyes. Then, a ferocious smile
stretched his lips, revealing teeth of an almost unreal whiteness.

"Courage, little sister?" he purred, his mellifluous voice at odds with the palpable menace
in the air. "l admire that in a bird fallen from its nest. But courage alone is often not
enough against the talons of the hawk."

He took a step forward, and the other children shifted, their postures mirroring that of
hungry predators. Aissa felt her blood run cold, yet she stood her ground. She held Kayo
close, determined to protect him with her very last breath.

Suddenly, a piercing shriek tore through the air, a high-pitched, powerful sound that set
the leaves trembling. The firebird, as if sensing their imminent peril, plummeted from the
sky in a whirlwind of red and blue feathers. It swooped down upon the group of children,
razor-sharp talons bared.

The bird's cry had the effect of a detonated bomb. The children, gripped by panic,
scattered in all directions, shielding their faces with their arms. The boy with the bird
pendant, caught off guard by the sudden attack, stumbled back, narrowly avoiding a fall.

Taking advantage of the ensuing chaos, Aissa pulled Kayo along with her. They ran at
breakneck speed across the clearing, weaving their way through the terrified children,
heedless of direction. The only goal was to escape these hostile children, this glade that
had transformed into a death trap.

Behind them, they heard shouts of anger, curses, and vague threats, but they didn't stop.
They ran until their lungs burned and their legs refused to carry them any further.
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Finally, utterly spent, they collapsed at the foot of a gigantic tree, their breaths ragged,
their bodies trembling with fear and exhaustion. Around them, the forest settled back into
its soothing calm, the birdsong and the rustling of leaves in the wind muffling the last
echoes of the chase.

Aissa held Kayo close, her heart hammering in her chest. They were safe, for now. But
for how long? The firebird had saved them once, but could it protect them forever in this
strange and hostile forest?

Aissa lifted her eyes towards the dense canopy that enveloped them in a protective shade.
Sunlight filtered through the leaves, dappling the mossy ground with patches of light and
shadow. In the distance, she thought she heard the firebird's distinctive cry once more,
but perhaps it was just her imagination playing tricks on her.

One thing was certain: they could not remain there, left to the whims of fate and the
malice of the children from the Clearing of Whispers. They had to find another sanctuary,
a safe haven where they could rest and determine the next course of action in their
perilous journey.

Aissa gazed down at Kayo, who had fallen asleep against her, his face pale but serene. A
sad smile touched her lips. He was so young, so innocent. How would he ever survive in
this cruel and unforgiving world?

She drew a deep breath, searching within herself for the courage and resolve that had
never failed her. She had to be strong, for Kayo, for herself, for the fragile hope that still
flickered in their hearts.

"Come on, Kayo," she murmured, gently shaking him awake. "It's time to go."

Kayo's eyes fluttered open, his gaze still clouded with sleep. He looked at Aissa, then at
the forest surrounding them, a confused frown settling on his youthful features.
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"Where are we going?" he asked, his voice small and lost.

"I don't know yet," Aissa replied, helping him to his feet. "But we'll find our way.
Together."

And hand in hand, they ventured into the dense woods, two fragile silhouettes moving
through a universe of shadow and light, guided by the tenacious hope of a brighter future.
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