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Chapter 1
The Day Everything Changed
My mother entered my bedroom quietly, thinking I was still asleep. “What time is it?” I whispered my voice barely audible.
“It’s time for school,” she replied, her face glowing with her radiant, beautiful smile.  She was a single mother raising my baby brother and me on her own.
I was seven years old when I lost my father. He was killed in a battle against the rebels. To me, he was a hero. And I was determined to carry his legacy, a legacy of strength, of courage … of fighting.
I got up and walked into our small bathroom. A bucket of water that my mom had already prepared was waiting. In our village, most homes did not have running water. Bucket baths were common practice.  You would bend over the bucket, dip a mug into the water, and pour it over your body. The houses in our village were built from hand-moulded mud bricks, held together by unrefined tree branches. Life was simple, but it was the only life we knew.
A few minutes later, I returned to my room and searched through my clothes. My mother glanced at her watch; she always kept track of time. Soon, I was dressed in my school uniform: a white top and a blue skirt.
Before I left, my mother hugged me tightly and whispered a short prayer. I never believed in God. If God was real, why didn’t He protect my father? How could a good and loving God allow innocent people to die? I was angry at Him.
Without another word, I stepped outside and began my walk to school.
*****
In our village, girls were discouraged from going to school. Education was seen as less important than preparing for marriage and life in the home.
But I didn’t care.
I wanted more.
I wanted to finish my education. I wanted to fight for my people and free them from oppression.
The boys often teased me because of my appearance. I kept my hair shaved, unlike the other girls.
But it never bothered me.
Even at a young age, I understood something many people didn’t. Beauty is not defined by your hair. It is defined by who you are, by what you carry inside.
Our school was old and worn down. The desks were broken, the doors barely hung on their hinges, and dust covered everything. From the outside it looked abandoned. Yet somehow, it was the most prestigious school in the village.
Each classroom held more than fifty pupils. Sometime three or four of us would squeeze onto a single bench. The roof was made of rusted, hole-filled corrugated metal patched with plastic and weighed down by bricks to keep out the rain. During summer, the heat inside was unbearable.
After break, we stood outside, waiting for the teacher’s signal to return to class.
Then suddenly…
A loud sound shattered the air.
Gun shots.
We knew that sound. 
The rebels were in town.
Panic erupted instantly. Children ran in every direction. The schoolyard turned into chaos.  This was not new. Disruptions like this were part of our daily lives. Many parents kept their children at home because of the constant danger.
I grabbed my bag and ran. ​
The streets were filled with people running, screaming, trying to save their lives.  The rebels were shooting randomly, spreading fear across the village.
When I reached home, I rushed inside. My little brother was asleep on the bed.  But my mother … was not there. I panicked. My heart started beating faster.
“Mom! Mom! Where are you?”  I shouted.
Silence.
I ran outside and rushed to the neighbour’s house. Mama Elisabeth – woman in her sixties with grey hair and tired eyes – opened her window. “Your mom went to fetch you at school!”  she called out. “Go back home and wait for her?”
My heart pounded.
Should I go back? Should I look for her? I hesitated.
Then I made my decision.
I’m going to find her,” I said.
“Wait!” Mama Elisabeth shouted. “What about your brother?”
“Please take care of him!”  I replied, already running.      
The streets were now filled with patrolling vans. Rebels were shooting randomly.
A man in a blue uniform shouted at me, “Little girl! If you know what’s good for you, go back home!”
I ignored him.
I kept running.
Then…
I saw it.
A van.
Soldiers were loading bodies into it.
And there…
On a wooden bench…
Was my mother.
Lifeless.
Two men lifted her body and threw it into the van.
“No… No! WAIT!” I screamed, running toward them.
But the driver ignored me.
The van drove away.
My world collapsed.
“Please! Wait! That’s my mother!” I cried.
Before I could move any further, two men grabbed me from behind.
“They’re taking my mother!” I screamed.
No one listened.
No one cared.
A man forced my hands behind my back, handcuffed me, and covered my eyes with a black cloth.
“Shut up!” he said coldly, pressing a gun against my face. “Or I’ll kill you!”
“Where are you taking me?” I cried. “I need to go back! My brother is alone!”
“Too late,” he replied. “You will never see him again.”
My thoughts spiralled.
My heart shattered.
Tears streamed down my face.
And in that moment…
I knew my life would never be the same again.
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