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“By its very nature sacred time is reversible

in the sense that, properly speaking, it is a

primordial mythical time made present.”

– Mircea Eliade, Myths and Reality
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“Philosophy is written in that great book which ever

lies before our eyes—I mean the universe—but we

cannot understand it if we do not first learn the

language and grasp the symbols in which it is written.

This book is written in the mathematical language, and

the symbols are triangles, circles, and other geometrical

figures, without whose help it is impossible to comprehend

a single word of it, without which one wanders in

the name through a dark labyrinth.”

– Galileo Galilei, The Assayer
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“…cio’ ch’io vedera, mi gembiava un riso dell’ universe.”

“… That which I beheld seemed unto me a laughter of the universe.”

– Dante Alighier, Paradiso
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PART ONE

The Myth of Falling

(From Original Grace)

“Rest beyond choice in the dust-appointed grain,

At the breast stored with seas. No return

Through the waves of the fat streets nor the skeleton’s thin ways.

The grave and my calm body are shut to your coming as stone,

And the endless beginning of prodigies suffers open.”

– Dylan Thomas, from “If My Head Hurt a Hair’s Foot”
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“All who came to him were filled with terror at the first glance.

As to the cause of this, he himself used to say that he had seen

a piercing light resembling a human face. At the sight of it

he feared that his heart would burst into little pieces.

Therefore, overcome with terror, and he instantly turned his face

away and fell into the ground. And that was the reason

why his face was now terrible to others.”

– Heinrich Woelflin
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Narrator

In this place of longest solitude, removed from illusions of sacred and profane spaces, I watch those spaces.

I would frown…

But those of my kind do not frown, neither from being witness to dreams nor saintliness nor outrage.

Expressionless, I observe every shape that life manifests. There is no embodiment—no outlet—for whatever emotion sentimentality could embody in me.

My face is stone.

O Thou, God the Living One, whose Glory, Honor, and Kingdom shall extend unto the Ages of the Ages.


Chapter 1

The complexity of a mind not fully human (one step forward onto earth, two steps back into heaven) defies the predictability of microbial man. To know you are bereft of God’s love creates the box your turbulence takes its quantum leap from.

– from The Enantiodromia

The Book of Time and Space
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The boy remembered the first time he was brutally punished by the Angel. This did not include minor slaps or solitary kicks into a corner. As a baby, he’d known better the taste of blood than the flavor of milk.

He’d been walking for a couple of years, perhaps still too young to understand what she was asking him.

“Do you dream of falling?”

Her features never changed, not that he knew if they were supposed to. He felt sure his own changed, for the boy detected movement in his face when he was happy or as he thought very hard. He’d touch the corners of his mouth to verify if they stretched up or down or his forehead furrowed.

Dream of falling?

What was (Dream) anyway? he wondered.

“No,” he said.

She commenced to beating him.

She’d never been so savage to the boy before. He shrieked in shock and pain, wailing in terror as his very bones crackled. She beat him without anger, without judgment such as he’d glimpsed in illustrations of God in the sacred Book of Time and Space she had provided for his education.

She grabbed him by the throat, squeezing until he couldn’t breathe. She pulled him up from his little bed until their faces were close. She told him in her usual flat voice: “Never scream. And if you must weep, do so quietly.”

She released him. He curled up in a tight ball as the Angel glided from the room, back to her own room next to his. He carefully muffled sobs into his pillow, lumpy with small stones, until he fell asleep.

The following evening, she returned.

Again, she asked, “Do you dream of falling?”

He still had no idea what (Dream) signified, but he swallowed with a bruised hesitation and replied:

“Yes.”

She demanded, “Describe it to me.”

Now he panicked for he could not. Oh, why did he say yes? Oh God, what did she want to hear? What should he say to her to pass what must surely be his first test?

He shook, knowing what was coming.

The Angel tore into him again.

It was worse than the evening prior. He jumped from his bed to run from the room, but she grabbed him by the hair and yanked him back. His body turned purple everywhere but he made no noise, afraid that if he did, the punishment would increase. He gasped as the breath was knocked out of him. His bowels seemed to explode. Some of his little teeth scattered about the small room. Words on the ceiling in ancient alphabets bore witness to his suffering, his splattered blood assuming the shapes of their letters as it arced onto the walls.

The Angel kept on, tireless, not one drop of perspiration, as again she grasped him around the neck, their faces so close he feared she’d sense his silent tears.

She said to the boy: “Never lie to me.” Then she let go and departed.

The boy watched as the Angel walked away, in the dress she always wore. Her back was revealed, along with the terrible scars on her bared shoulders—scars where wings had once been.

Next night.

She returned.

Same question.

“Do you dream of falling?”

“Yes,” he replied.

And it was true. He wasn’t quite sure why, perhaps he wasn’t yet meant to understand, but this time he had an answer.

Would it be enough?

“Describe it to me,” the Angel ordered.

And it came from him, some in words he hadn’t even learned yet. The boy had suffered it after the Angel left him the night before.

Suffered (Dream).

Or nightmare. Or revelation. Or both. Just as Time and Space were one in the same. It seemed even stranger to him after waking from it because it seemed as if he’d lived it. He had been here and there, here and there, again and again. A loop of time and space, never-ending, beginning again every time he fell asleep.

He related (Dream) of falling to the Angel:

“I fell.

“I fell.

“I fell.

“My body tore, buffeted by cosmic winds and the grim cairns of stars that reinvent darkness. Eons and ages form a dead language shrieking extorted poetry until it turns the insides of my ears to pulp.

“You caught me before I struck the barbarous square inch of the final cruel mind. You pressed me into your hot flesh, your face a horror to behold. Your own body was racked, mangled by a figurative eternity, as you whispered into the serialized workings of my inner ear.

“I have waited so long for you.

“I fell.

“I fell.

“I fell.

“My bones sang, thrumming, softly tuned at nebula. I flailed the silken skin of my arms and legs, silent distances closed by wormholes of pure white light.

“You caught me above a high chalky cliff, soothed my fever against your cool cheek, your face vaporescent and beautiful. Diamonds sketched with gospel prose covered the shining plain below, and your breath smelled of roses as you murmured into my healed ears:

“‘I have waited a long time for you.

“‘You fell.

“‘You fell.

“‘You fell.’

“And you watched me. You watched as I reached out for bright objects, blind objects. Anything to slow the manic yet gut-knuckling descent. You heard me cry out: rage or terror. Did the world hear it? you wondered at me. Had the universe recorded it? Were your screams destined to fall upon the deaf microbes buried deep within the dry blackened planet?

“You caught me, your expression at turns flushed with madness and paled by horror. You pressed your teeth to the scars on my forehead, I heard your sotto voce under your breath of faint blood:

“‘I have waited!’”

The boy finished, not knowing how the Angel would react. She nodded and began to leave for her own room.

“Well?” he called after her meekly, respectfully.

She turned and said, “The last Nephilim could have dreamed no less.”
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The arrival of the prodigy is always a prophecy—one not always too soon revealed. Tragic whispers from ancient heresies will produce a savage harvest, a metastasized cancer of subjective downfall.

– from The Enantiodromia
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The boy’s study Book, from the Angel. (Translated, the word ‘enantiodromia’ means: where the deepest point of saturation with darkness gives birth to a rapidly expanding point of light.)
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It wasn’t as if he didn’t need punishment at times, nor that he was deliberately bad… Except that he’d been, she explained, created with and for a Purpose, a Mission. The fact that he had correctly related (Dream) proved he was accepted by the Powers. So, he tried to be perfect. For all his now 13 years the boy attempted to accomplish each order the Angel put out.

But eventually a day came, when everything changed.

Waking.

Sand scratched at the backs of his eyelids and scoured the eye sockets. He wanted to rub it away.

Hadn’t the Angel’s Book once referred to a notion—within its numerous discourses on temporal subjects—of the ‘Sands of Time’?

He saw much of Time, as he dreamed of falling, falling being all that he dreamed about. Here Time, there Time, past-present-future Time, absolute Time… Screwed-up Time separated from Space—its sister element, its alter ego, that it must (must it?) always be tied with. Time the element. Time the eternal.

Time the enemy.

Without rubbing or even opening his eyes, the boy listened. This was an essential part of his routine, to determine if blood poured outside again. A soft pattering as it lent itself to the physics of sound…provided the blood fall was light. Not a hard roar of a deluge.

Time again, in repetition, for hadn’t he learned among the first of his lessons that time was not straight as an arrow?

Two incidents: First, the rebellion of Lucifer against God the Creator. Secondly, the bene ha’elohim’s discovery that the daughters of men were fair, and so took them as human wives.

Those who had remained true to God eternally punished those who had not. They swept up the ones shut out from Grace, carried them aloft, ripped their wings from their turncoat shoulders, disemboweled them of hearts/spleens/internal sex organs, then threw the wretched back down to earth amid the tempest of their own gore.

Again.

Again.

In the never-ending loop where Time and Space turned to chase and ruin its own genesis.

“From there I came,” the Angel related to him, “a torn abomination. During one descent, I happened to spy this lone human dwelling. I dragged myself within its refuge before the Archangel Michael and his assembly of celestial slaughter-men spied me. Here I found shelter until my wounds healed.”

The boy had seen her scars, where the wings had been torn off and discarded like the locks of hair at a barber’s. (The Angel had used this analogy and many others. The boy tried to understand. He’d never been outside of the house or even glimpsed beyond its peeling walls.)

She always wore a curiously shaped amulet that hung from a chain about her neck. It looked like an Egyptian ankh at the top and a sideways trident at the bottom. It was unknown to him, and never shown among other symbols revealed in the Book.

The sight of the scars always made him shiver, imagining how it must feel, like having one’s arms ripped from their sockets.

He would plead, “Tell me again about my mother.”

She indulged him. “Thousands of years after the first of the bene ha’elohim disgraced themselves as the Watchers over the world by sleeping with the daughters of Adam’s mankind, your mother mated with one. Her belly full of child, she was drawn up to Heaven, abducted, and then cast down. As she fell, the pressure of descent—gravity’s cruel song—squeezed her baby from her womb. I heard its helpless wail and ran out of the house… Catching you. Unfortunately, I could not save her. Listen!”

The boy heard them outside the walls, not for the first time: The whispered vows of revenge to themselves, to each other. The crying out. The snatches of laughter as some went insane. It was no inquisition—Michael was no Torquemada and fully knew of their crimes. There were no demands for confession or repentance, just an ever-turning, churning wheel of torture.

“The last great conflict between humans occurred shortly after your birth,” the Angel continued in the way she always told the story. “Mankind had always been violent and sadistic… Made in whose Infernal image? What is left of that race prowls as brutes beyond the doorway I protect for us. With my charms only you and I see, with my chants nobody clearly hears.”

The boy had never witnessed the ‘brutes’ outside. The windows were covered, painted over in strange markings. He was forbidden to go near them, anyway. He was similarly forbidden to open the front door, a second door in the kitchen, or a third at the end of the hallway. These doors were likewise covered in sigils the great Solomon would have recognized, but what did they keep out? Or in? He had been punished for accidentally veering too close to the taboo portals, so the boy tried to never disobey her in this, the direst of her rules. Besides, he was in terror of what horrors he’d see.

Such as his unfortunate mother, crushed dead against the ground. Was that her punishment?

Over?

And over?

And for what? For being seduced by the Watcher Angel? How was that her fault? the boy wondered in anger. But never aloud, never so anyone would hear.

If he did see outside, if he saw all the torn and bleeding criminals of heaven, would the boy force himself to stare into each face, wondering:

Is that the one who claimed my mother?

Or the one here or there?

And who should he hate more, his Watcher father who caused his mother’s damnation, or should he blame Heaven’s self-righteous butchers?

It was easy, so simple, just to hate them all.

Now the boy had awakened.

Do you (Dream) of falling?

Yes.

In his dream, there was no patter nor storm of blood. He didn’t have to hide his head beneath the single blanket, made from stitched-together white feathers, for years infested with tiny bugs which crawled across his skin and through his hair. Lately he’d sprouted hair under his arms, between his legs, a fuzzy patch on his chin. Bugs squirmed there, too, making him feel itchy.

Surely this was part of the punishment of being a half-breed, despised by Heaven.

He opened his eyes. There were things written all over the ceiling. He saw them at night when he went to bed and saw them first thing after he convinced himself at morning to open his eyes.

The Angel and her lists.

All over the house, alphabets of many cultures, number systems, astronomy (although the symbols on his bedroom ceiling he had yet to decipher). In addition to the boy’s written textbook—The Enantiodromia—the alphabets were as a life within another book, one upon which angelic blood pelted.

The boy got out of bed and walked to the kitchen. He selected several oranges from the counter. Carrying them back toward his room where he planned to breakfast and begin his daily study, he suddenly heard a sound he’d never heard before.

The ground rumbled—

No. He was used to that.

Another sound.

It was uncanny. It made the boy’s flesh twitch worse than from the mites in the feather blanket.

The Angel screamed.
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The Angel had a simple mattress, so old it sagged like a herd of swayback miniature ponies. She never used it and stood it up against a wall, for she always would lie on the floor, face down in nightly penance. She never slept, her eyes ringed with circles neither summoning or talismanic, just growing darker with each passing year until they resembled the obfuscated far sides of a pair of doomed moons.

Even if the boy couldn’t always hear it, the Angel did—that persistent, nagging, outraging fall of blood. Time wasn’t the measure of various forms of existence progressing along a non-neural pathway: as was/as is/as will be. It was memory, the event horizon and of the sum of experience, and, providing one learned how, it remained accessible—to every crashing species, soaring intellect, low death, and high apocalypse.

Since the Angel didn’t sleep, she also didn’t dream. ‘Falling’ had not only been the truth of the series for her condemnation, it also defined her. And knew it to be something to own. To celebrate. As the Book said:

Rejoice in the exile for our shameless insolence.

Revel in the excommunication from Love we suffer because we recanted our loyalty to a fickle Lord.

Glut, soaked red from feet to eyebrows, within this sanctioned, this sanctimonious grume.

We were those who took free will by force. We chose to reach for more, daring to evolve, to own the gossamer soul. You can never annihilate us.

– from The Enantiodromia

She thought back to a few days ago, experiencing an almost human sense of amusement.

The boy had been earnestly at his studies. He glanced up and asked her, “Are you my mother?”

Her smooth face regarded his, both their heads of hair nearly white, hers shaved so close to the scalp she was nearly Egyptian bald—as the pharaohs with their concubines, as their desert.

“No,” she said, voice as soft as the most private prayer. “I have nothing inside with which to carry a child. I am empty.”

He looked at her, wondering. Who was she, before she fell? Was she a rebel under Lucifer’s banner? Or a less numerous bene ha’elohim who had seduced the Earth’s human females (and some males, although this was not widely known). Yet she had revealed to him that the boy was the last Nephilim. Any revelations she gave were the chronicle of his nascence, his unchangeable future…not her past.

Still, he’d reached the age when questions boiled over, no longer a young boy who accepted enigmas, convoluted theology, and downright refusals on her part to respond to what must be considered articles of faith, the few answers she hesitantly supplied intended to keep him inside.

Safe.

And soon he would, he must, rebel.

He was already taller than her 6-foot form, much taller than most humans at 13. He was also muscular although, due to constant study, his basic movements were generally practicing ritualistic gestures.

Someone—something—could come sniffing. What if the outside blood of death (to the deathless) soon breached the magic to enter the house?

The ground rumbled. Not unusual…but…

Without a micro-second’s warning, she found herself pitched downwards.

Was this her dream of falling?
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The boy tried her door, finding it unlocked. Sometimes the Angel locked it. When he was younger, she claimed she was doing work too advanced for him. Now, such work was outright forbidden him. After a locked door session, new entries would appear in his book, composed by the Angel herself, always in italics, her own insight.

He wondered if it was possible that when she locked the door, it was because she had been invoked to appear in a circle by one of humanity’s few and cloistered survivors?

Walking into the room in his robe, his senses were assailed by a stench so foul it gave him dry heaves. Gagging, he saw through a yellow cloud a gaping round hole in the floor, about 4 feet across, where the Angel always spent her nights.

He didn’t see her in the room. Except for the mattress against the wall—probably over a window—it was bare.

There was only her closet, its door closed. He imagined what it contained, never so much as a peek inside, no doubt filled with whatever angels of the seditious variety needed.

Carefully leaning over the pit, he saw its perfect circle, its descent encrusted with parts of bodies—heads/feet/hands—emerging from obsidian, themselves bearing the stigmatic patina of rot.

His vision changed. It telescoped, eliminating the peripheral, focusing/camera eye/zoom for miles/light years… Into gruesome depths no one could or would ever choose to glimpse. This must, he thought, be where and when angels and other beings fell, where and when they could fall no more. It was a pit so black that at its deepest point only the shining of eyes and breaths could be seen of its occupants.

The Angel climbed toward him, grasping those feet and hands for purchase, stepping quickly from head to howling head, trying to elude pursuers who the boy heard laughing as they shouted after her:

Give him up!

Release him!

Let him go!

Up the circular entrance she climbed, up from whatever place this was—a place beyond a hell for rebel angels? Because weren’t they punished by the drawing up to the Heaven they betrayed, then dropped?

Dropped?

Lying gutted beyond the walls?

The book referred to this and a hell. Could an angel be in two places at once?

Damned, the human species were also consigned to Hell, weren’t they?

Were these humans chasing his Angel, bloodied in damnation that reflected nothing?

Let him go!

How near the top she’d climbed. The boy realized he’d been calling down to her, cheering her upward, urging her, a trip-hammering terror maxing out the beats of his heart.

Something grabbed her ankle. A monstrous manlike thing, entrails swinging from a gash across its belly, hairy genitals tangled within the coiling mass from the gut. It pulled her back, down…

The oranges! The boy pulled them from the pockets of his robe, throwing them. They struck like stones. Although unhurt, the creature lost its grip on the Angel. The boy leaned into the pit, snatching the Angel’s wrists. He pulled her out and onto the floor. Briefly the two held each other, watching as the reeking hole in the room shut itself with a snarling boom.

Then it was as if it had never been there. The malodorous fumes floated through the ceiling.

“What was that?” the boy asked her.

“Retaliation, perhaps.” Somewhere between the syllables she let out an impotent sigh.

He felt the coolness of her skin, unlike the burning flesh of the first angel who caught him—in that (Dream) of dreams. He could have sworn he felt her heart beating, hard against his own, fairly wracking her body. This the same heart she claimed she no longer possessed, despite the reversed star carved above where it had been purloined during the cycles of punishment.

“They know about you now,” she stated. “It had to happen eventually.”

She offered no other explanation. He understood that it must be the machinations of the sinless divine. For a moment, a moment that almost eluded him, the boy saw it: the Angel’s brow wrinkled. Never before had he observed her self-indulging in a display of emotion, no matter how small—as if what had just happened was insignificant.

Did he see this? Could it actually have been what he saw in her unworldly gray eyes?

Fear.

“Get me salt from the kitchen,” she told him.

And what was that weird clacking sound? Were her teeth chattering, chitin-clicking?

He paused just outside her door. Then he peered around the corner. To witness her balling her hands into fists, glaring furiously where the hole had been, whispering, “You can’t have him. Never. He’s mine.”

He tiptoed several feet down the hall, then ran, robe flapping around his naked buttocks. He returned with a box of sea salt.

Opening it, the Angel explained as if this was nothing more or less than one of his lessons.

“Heed,” she said. “You draw a magic circle thusly, in pure salt…”

She poured the salt in a very thin circle, at the edges of where the hole had been, its scorch marks in the floor a guide. Squatting on her haunches, she swept away salt until only a single ring of grains remained to create her symbol and working place. The grains were set so close together, they were almost one.

She stood, regaining her apostate composure. She gestured at the salt circle. “It’s made magical by the force of your intention to accomplish a feat of the genuine supernatural. If you mark out the smallest section of an arc in the circle—being but two grains closely side-by-side…” She pointed, best she could to only two grains of salt, “it forms a straight line between those two. Then the second of the grains, put into the mind with the third, it is also an infinitesimal straight line.”

She ran her fingers above the line of grains. “Onward! Third to fourth. Fourth to fifth. Fifth to sixth. A joining of motionless and silent atoms. You can imagine the circle’s arcs as if they form a line geometrically immaculate and mathematically purposeful, as to clearly, to cleanly, reach from you to the target of your ambitions. A circle of diminutive straight lines, a disguise which conceals the trap beneath, leading the mage to the Being summoned to be pressed into service. The curve of this symbol takes you to tangent infinity of the possibility and impossibility of all things. You have become…” She looked at the boy. “…the Intercessor.”

She dismissed him then, and the boy left her room. He entered the hallway to again make his way to the kitchen. Her words buzzed in his mind.

Arc.

Intercessor.

A Being pressed into his service…

Then a strange, straight shaft of brilliance caught him by surprise. In it, he saw creatures, tiny, engaged in a lazy dance.

Dust, he thought. In the light.

Light? Light!

The large window by the front door had a piece of duct tape on it which had come loose from the glass. There was a small opening. Could he, would he, dare glimpse through it to the world beyond? This was strictly forbidden. Should he simply repair it? That should be in keeping with doctrine.

So long as I don’t look.

He crept warily up to it, passing through the warm shaft that invaded the room.

He’d just fasten it back down with his thumb…

Look away. Look AWAY.

No. Yes… He must look. Because he heard them. Outside. The dying angels whispering/ conversing/rustling like dry pages in his Book, murmuring and laughing in the madness of agony and irony. On an earth ruined by fire and desecration, the embers of that destruction still glowing. Vanquished, mangled angels. Might one be his father?

Or even his mother? Was his mother’s body visible? For the first time, would the boy see his parents? Would his angelic father have crawled to his human mother to hold her hand or cradle her shattered, once-lovely head? If he could see them, he had to.

He put his eye to the spot…

An eye looked back!

The boy jumped, swooned away. Could it be an angel? A human? Even another boy looking in? No one had ever seen into this old house before, possibly even believing it to be empty—or haunted.

Yes, he thought. This place is haunted.

He returned to the spot. He saw a child, yes, a boy. The child shrugged, picked up a large white ball, then returned to others across the street. They laughed as they kicked the ball back and forth.

The boy trembled. Where was the destruction, the rivers of blood and corpses, the fluttering, weak dead-alive rebels?

He heard the Angel’s door close. It was a different noise than when it opened. It always closed with an accusatory click. Quickly he smoothed down the errant corner of tape.

“I think this window needs more tape,” he said, innocently. “It’s coming loose.”

She struck him.

With so much force, that he fell.

She quickly straddled him, sitting on his chest, his arms pinned by her legs. She looked down, so cold. And removed his right eye. He screamed, but she muffled it by shoving a fist in his mouth.

“Never scream. And if you must weep, do so quietly,” she said, repeating the exact words she’d said years before.

Give him up!

Release him!

Let him go!

Then she dangled his eye from its optic nerve bundle and added, “And never lie to me.”

His tears streamed from the other eye. All that came from the right socket was blood.

She rose, set the eye on the table where he studied, next to the giant book. She brought him clean towels. She made him a draught for the pain and another against infection.

“Go now to your studies,” she ordered, assisting the shocked boy to the chair. “Sometimes I think your poor mother died in vain for her worthless hell-born whelp.”


We mimic the angels who fell both for lust and hatred of us. And we destroy ourselves over an exaggeration of guilt—a concept which ought never to be confused with shame.

– from The Enantiodromia

Chapter 2

Warm water never forgets that it was once cold.

– African Proverb
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Shimani couldn’t walk any longer. She called her young daughter to her, and sat down under a tree near a river. The exhaustion and the memories overtook, the ones scalded with blood…

…being the last.

Shimani was the sole surviving member of a once large, once proud but pious family, until being raped in the Sudan had given her Louise, her daughter, now almost 5 years old. Constantly moving from place to place, it proved true that the whole of Africa was at war. Another rape in Somalia had left Shimani stricken with active H.I.V. Her only consolation was that little Louise had stayed where Shimani hid her when that happened.

Too many men still believed that having sex with a virgin will cure them of AIDS. And the only virgins they could find for their bizarre miracle were helpless little girls.

So, although Louise had seen from her hiding place, had watched in terror as her mother became the victim of another outrage—among hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions of such offenses—Louise didn’t have this plague. And if Shimani and her prayers to God could help it, her sweet daughter would never be abducted by insurgents who forced children to become soldiers and the unwilling kahabas of soldiers.

“Mama, do you want water?” Louise asked.

Shimani choked at the very idea. “No, my sweet asali. Not from that river. Forty of my people—your ancestors—were thrown into it.” She didn’t taint the truth with easy words for her only daughter. “It happened when another war in a string of ridiculous conflicts broke out here. The Kufa, our neighbors, cut our people, the Kifo, to pieces, as they had years ago. When I was a girl at school, the nuns told us that those who forget the past are condemned to repeat it. The Kufa threw the pieces into the water—as had happened during other wars. It stopped the current. I could never drink their souls.” Shimani closed her eyes, leaning against the tree. “Play for a while and let me rest.”

Louise had heard the story before but had never visited this place. But surely, she must have seen all of Africa by now.

During the Adango War, Shimani was 12 years old when the Kufa cut off both of her arms with machetes. They buried her on top of others in a shallow grave, but she’d crawled out, inching like an earthworm. A traveler came upon her, pitying her, and cauterized her wounds with fire.

Staring at the water Louise wondered why it wasn’t red, except when the rising sun bathed its face. The two always traveled at night, even though predators were a far greater danger then. But jackal-ing men were the terror by day.

Louise found a long branch and stuck it into the water. She hoped she wasn’t poking a cousin in the eye.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think,” she apologized softly.

She wanted very much to see spirits, especially any she might be related to.

How would it feel to have a family, she wondered. A family like those she’d seen on television shows at the hospitals where her mother sometimes went for treatment. Unfortunately, such hospitals were few and far apart, often impossible to reach due to the violence of factious warlords. Even if they found one, it might be overcrowded with victims of ruthless carnage and patients infected with the many diseases the devil gave as his largess to the poor.

If I were to see a spirit, she thought, would it be dark like me? Or would it be white, as some said ghost people looked.

Her mother coughed.

Louise turned as she heard Shimani moan. Blood speckled the young woman’s lips and chin, old and new crimson stained her dress. Her face glistened with fever.

Louise understood she would soon be alone. How would she survive? Could such a killing ground ever become a healing ground?

Don’t be a baby.

She looked at her Mama Mzazi. Her hacked-off arms. She was buried alive, thought Louise.

She survived.

Louise gazed across the river, the surrounding land. She heard insects and birds
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