
In the misty African night, the sky twinkled with stars and the full moon illuminated the dense forest with its light as the chilly wind that blew rustled the leaves on the trees.

Kachai was no ordinary forest, it was forbidden for anyone to enter the forest during the day and only the men who were initiated into “Yasuka” the night hunters, were allowed to hunt demons on these forbidden grounds at night.

Growing as a child, my mother told me tales of how the gods used the tall palm trees in the forest to climb down from the heavens during the day to solve our problems and how the evil spirits swam out through the deep depths of the forest’s rivers at night after the departure of the gods to cause mischief. Her tales were horrifying and sometimes I peed on myself while listening to her stories but there I was walking this treacherous path hoping to evade my pursuers. 

My bruised feet ached and bled as I walked on the torn-filled shrubs that were on my path, the sharp pain from every step I took resonated all over my body as I limped towards a dark cave at the end of this narrow and scary trail in my blood-soaked wrapper while holding my twins to my chest. Hearing my heart palpitate faster than I ever thought possible, made me fear that my chest was about to explode. My labored breath had not settled for once since my water broke and I went into labor in the early hours of the morning. The fear of losing my children gnawed at the edges of my thoughts, making it hard to concentrate on anything other than the impending danger. 

Shortly after I entered the dark cave, I heard the bushes rustle and dogs bark from a distance. Over the horizon, I saw multiple fire torches hovering over the path that I just exited. The Yasuka had gained on me; my blood trail had probably given me off. I immediately huddled behind a big budge of rock with my back pressed against the rough surface, I strained my ears and listened intently for any sign of pursuit.  Suddenly, a high-pitched sound distracted me, one of my children had started crying and shortly the second woke up and followed suit. 

Being a new mother and not knowing the fastest and most comfortable way to calm a newborn, I buried their faces in my chest,  muffling the sound of their cry. I prayed for mercy from the gods that the night hunters did not hear them. 

The sound of crickets and a symphony of distant voices pulsed around me the faint chorus of echoing footsteps gradually became more audible. The men of the night were heading right for where I was. This was indeed the end of the road for me. 

Suddenly, a figure emerged through the thick fog at the entrance of the cave. As the blurry figure walked deeper into the cave, my senses sharpened and I could hear my heartbeat in my ears. It was hard to tell if it was a Yasuka man or an evil spirit that came to take my life and that of my children.

Stepping into the ray of light coming from a hole in the roof of the cave, I could finally see the figure clearly, it was a tall and muscular man. The person that I longed to see the most in these tense moments.

He walked out of the shadows into the embrace of the full moon and his face became visible revealing his tightly packed dreaded hair above his well-chiseled face which was amplified by his bright brown eyes. It was Maka, my husband, his steps deliberate as he entered the cave with his footsteps echoing softly against the cave's walls. 

Maka's eyes bore the weight of his emotions - a turbulent mix of regret, guilt, and an almost stubborn determination.

"Lindiwe," his voice quivered, edged with  tremor, "I need you to listen to me, I know that you are here." With both his hands up in the air, he dropped his machete to the ground trying to assure me that he meant no harm.

My gaze remained fixed on Maka, ready to run out of the cave if he got closer; my eyes narrowed but I was not sure if I would be able to move a limb because I was overwhelmed with emotions. The raw sting of betrayal remained an unhealed wound that throbbed with intensity. "Save your explanations," I retorted, my voice a low, rumbling threat as I came out from behind the rock while holding my children to my chest not sure if I had suffocated them or they were asleep. "I trusted you, My husband. I trusted you Maka, my closest friend."

Maka's eyes widened and his mouth gaped in shock. Seeing me covered in blood instantly froze him with his hands still in the air, after a few seconds of digesting his situation, his gaze briefly dropped to the ground, burdened by the weight of his deception. "I know that I deserve to be struck by the gods at this moment for hurting you my love, but please hear me out. I had to offer the children because they are creatures of the night that cause you pain and carry misfortune. You have to understand that I am a Yasuka man and I swore to bring destruction to the creatures of the night."

His words sent chills down my spine and shattered my heart. I tightened my hold on the children, my arms hurting under the pressure.  "Creatures of the night? What the hell are you talking about? I carried them in my belly for nine full moons. They are my children, our children." I could not believe my ears. At that moment, I wanted nothing more but to slap him across his face.

Maka hesitated, knowing that he had angered me. Finally locking eyes with mine, he responded. "I never meant to harm you. You know that I would never willingly hurt you, Lindiwe. For years, our forefathers have always killed them, it is only natural for a woman to birth to a child. But our situation is not normal"

My heart sank the more as I heard him, the revelation dealt a crushing blow. We have been friends since our childhood, Maka had always supported and fought for me even when I was wrong “They are your children, Maka, you cared for them and showed love towards them while they were in my womb. I would not let you harm them Maka" I spat, my words dripping with bitterness and rage as a tear rolled from blood and soothed the stained face.

Maka's jaw clenched, his expression a mix of guilt and anguish as he fought back the tears that wanted to break free. "It wasn't a simple choice my love. These doctrines have en passed down to us for generations into this life. You are my family, all I have always wanted. We can birth other children, normal children, that would grow to be strong and healthy, just give them up to my brothers and I would plead that they forgive you for crossing the bothers of the forest."

I laughed not for humor, but out of disbelief. Maka's every word baffled me "Have you not heard anything that I said, Maka? These are my children and I would not let anyone harm them. Over my dead body."

A flicker of desperation danced crossed his face. "Are you sure that you want to go down this lane? Are you willing to risk your life and throw away the plans that we have?."

"I swear by the gods. I am willing to fight the heavens and the deep depths of the earth for my children" I exclaimed. 

My husband’s gaze held an urgent plea, enhancing the desperation in his voice. "They are getting closer, Lindiwe. I ask you for the Last time? Is your life tangled with there’s?"

Hearing him made my mind race, torn between anger and the nagging doubt of Maka's actions. "I swear with my life" I answered

His voice wavered; showing his vulnerability that was now visible. "Then I would stand by you and protect you, this place is no longer safe. Our only escape route is the river." He could no longer hold back his tears. "Here, give me the children, you are frail and you need to conserve your strength." He slowly stretched out his arms towards me. "I plead that you trust me again Lindiwe, I promise to protect you and the children, strike me down if I try going against my words."

He kicked his matchet to my feet. I remained unyielding with my eyes staring keenly at him. A sliver of uncertainty wormed its way into my thoughts. Could I afford to trust Maka's words again? 

Hours ago when I gave birth, I laid on the wet mat in the overheated room when my mother went out to announce to my husband that I had given birth to twin children. I was yet to hold my children when he stormed through the wooden door and snatched the children from the pile of wrappers that they were placed on, with their bodies still covered in blood.

I cried and pleaded with him as he made way with the children in his arms but he disregarded my plea. Summoning the strength to chase after him with the overbearing pain between my thighs, I made it to the forest entrance where the children were already placed on a stack of dry firewood. With my dying minute effort, I was able to snatch my children from the just lit bonfire and evade the battalion of Yasuka men that were gathered as I ran into the Forbidden Forest.

As the distant bark of dogs diffused in the cold night breeze, Maka's stare bore the gravity of urgency "We are running out of time, Lindiwe." He exclaimed, swiftly snatching the unconscious children from my arms. Not minding if I picked the matchet and struck him with it. "We have very little time Lindiwe, please pick up the matchet let’s get out of here."

I nodded impulsively, at that point, every muscle in my body believed him. I instantly found a renewed sense of determination and picked up the matchet following his lead.

The tension in the cave was immersing, the gravity of our choices hanging like a storm cloud over us. My heart pounded, torn between her instincts and the faint hope of redemption. I could not afford to fall for another trap and for some reason, I believed Maka.

Maka turned with his gaze softened marginally with his arms wrapped around the children. " Let’s go, we are moving against the direction of the wind to get to the river." He gave a brief smile as if to bid me goodbye for the last time. With another reluctant nod, I limped after him into the fog.
He led me down a narrow forest path, hoping to evade our pursuers. Their footsteps echoed as they sprinted through the dense forest. Suddenly, arrows started to whiz past us, Maka instructed that I keep a watchful eye on and kept my head low throughout the chaotic run.
"We're almost there," he encouraged, trying to keep my spirit up. But the relentless pursuit was catching up to them. Suddenly, a hunting dog emerged from the shadows, knocking Maka off his feet. I froze and at that moment I just realized that I had never been taught how to yield a weapon. 
Maka swiftly dropped the kids carefully on the floor even as he scuffled with the dog and then regained his composure before engaging in a fierce tussle with the dog, eventually subduing the dog and then he snapped the dog's head with his bare hands. 
"Let's go! We can't stop now," he exclaimed, urging me to continue as he picked the children off the floor. 
The forest enveloped us as we made our way towards the river. I just could not shake off the feeling that we were being watched, by beings that lurked behind every tree. But we continued dashing, knowing that our only chance for survival was to keep moving forward.
by the time we got to the river bank, the Yasuka men that were on our trail were now visible, surrounding us as we stood, trapped between the river and the sharp edges of their machetes.
By the time we got to the river bank, the Yasuka men were now visible and had surrounded us. leaving us trapped between the sharp edge of their blades and the river that flowed with a fierce current. The moonlight danced on the river's surface like a thousand shimmering spirits. We had reached the boundary between death and whatever awaited us on the other side of this dark waters. 

Maka held our children close to his chest, shielding them with his body as he faced his brothers, with his voice quivering in determination as he spoke, "I know the ways of the Yasuka but this is my family and I will protect them with my life."

The Yasuka men, beneath their fearsome masks, remained silent. as they continued taking slow steps toward us as their torches cast eerie shadows on the floor. 

I clutched the matchete tightly in my hand, feeling its weight and unsure of my capability to use it as the tension in the air thickened. A figure slowly emerged through the solid formation of the night hunter. It was my mother, carrying a calabash filled with leaves. 

With a voice that echoed with authority, she called out my name, " Lindiwe, stop this madness! Those things are not children, they are evil spirits sent to cause harm and chaos. can't you see the damage that they've done already? bring them over or you will face the wrath of the gods!"

The moonlight seemed to intensify, casting an otherworldly glow on the scene. The masked men had stopped advancing towards us, my guess would have been that they thought my mother's words would cause a change of heart. Maka seized this moment of uncertainty. With a quick motion, he jumped into the flowing river, holding our children above the water. "Lindiwe, follow me!" he shouted.

I did not hesitate and with the matches still in hand, I jumped in after him. The icy water shocked my senses and ironically relieved me of the pain that coursed through my body but I had to keep on trusting after Maka because of the rain of arrows that accompanied us. 

The river's current pulled us with a powerful force. I struggled to keep my head above these turbulent waters and my heart ached with fear for our children. But my trust in Maka was unwavering, he guided us towards the opposite bank with unwavering determination.

On the other side, we emerged from the river gasping for breath, soaked and shivering. My mother stood on the other side of the river weeping. The arrows could no longer reach us from the other side and the Yasuka men slowly retreated, their torches fading into the distance. it was forbidden for anyone to come in contact with the river where the evil spirits emerged from. 

We had escaped the clutches of tradition and superstition but at the expense of our families, beliefs, and traditions. We had defied the Yasuka, and our family across the river would bear the consequences of our actions that would be felt for generations.
