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Preface
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The fields I walked as a boy were loud with the murmurs of animals, the whispers of rice stalks, and the sighs of old men smoking by dusk. These stories did not come to me fully formed—they fermented, like pickled radish in cracked jars, waiting for years to rot sweetly.

I never planned to write about ghosts, bones, or women who turn into crows. But sometimes, a drumbeat rises from the soil itself, and the pen simply listens.

This book is not a tribute to the rural world—it is a memory of its absurdity, its blood, its smell. Each story in Wolves Eat the Wind belongs to a place where fact is too fragile and truth prefers to wear masks.

— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
Spring, 2025
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To the farmers whose hands smelled of tobacco and soil—your stories shaped mine.

To the forgotten storytellers in roadside tea stalls, and to the women who sang while sweeping dust—they live in every character here.

To my Mother, who endured months of silence and sudden outbursts of midnight dictation—thank you for never asking, “Is it done yet?”

To my readers: if even one line here lingers with you longer than a cup of cheap rice wine, I’ve done my duty.
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In a world where machines roar and cities blink without sleep, the old voices fall silent. But not entirely. Not in the corners of our memory, where a dying goat’s cry might become a woman’s lullaby, and a tree might recall its last words before being chopped.

Wolves Eat the Wind is a collection of short stories set in fictional rural villages, marked by superstition, grief, hunger, resilience, and unexpected tenderness. You will meet a man who married a scarecrow, a mute girl who paints ghosts, a boy raised by cicadas, and a village that disappears every seventh winter.

Let these stories disturb you. Let them confuse you. Let them feel too real to be lies, and too absurd to be truth. That is where they live best.
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1. The Crimson Millet Fields

[image: ]


They say the millet fields turned red in the summer of the drought—not golden, not bronze, but blood red. The color wasn't a trick of the light; it was a deep, unsettling crimson that clung to the stalks like a sickness. My grandfather, a man with more lies than teeth, swore he saw the stalks bleed when the sun hit them just right, a silent weeping from the parched earth. The elders, their faces etched with the hard truths of the land, said it was a warning from the soil, a sign that we had pushed it too far. The children, their innocence still intact, whispered that it was ghosts, the spirits of those who had starved in famines past, come back to haunt us in our time of need. I was eleven when the red came, old enough to understand fear, but too young to know its true name.

It began with the pigs dying. Not from sickness, not from a plague that twisted their bodies and stole their breath. They simply died from silence. One morning, the sty was quiet. The pigs, usually a cacophony of snorts and grunts and furious oinking, simply stopped. They lay motionless in the mud, their eyes open and unblinking, as if a great, heavy hand had pressed down on their lives and extinguished the sound. We buried them behind the rice paddies, their plump bodies a waste we could not afford, and waited for the heavens to turn kind again. Instead, the clouds vanished entirely, leaving the sky a vast, empty canvas of pale blue. The wind, once a gentle companion, sharpened like a butcher’s cleaver, stripping the leaves from the trees and carrying the dust of our dying fields into the village.

That was when Uncle Ru returned.

He walked into the village barefoot, his feet calloused and cracked, as if he had been walking on sun-baked stones for a lifetime. He had a sack of millet slung over one shoulder, its weight seeming to bend the air around him, and a crow perched on the other. The bird was not a pet; it was an extension of him, a silent, obsidian sentry that watched the world with an unnerving intelligence. His lips were chapped, his hair a matted tangle of gray and black, and he carried the scent of old blood and burnt ginger, a smell that was both foreign and profoundly ancient. The men squinted at him like he was a rumor come to life, a ghost from a past they had all tried to bury. The women, their faces a mask of suspicion and fear, turned their heads and whispered into their sleeves, a flutter of frantic secrets.

Uncle Ru had been gone for seventeen years. Last anyone knew, he was taken in the middle of the night for stealing five sacks of state grain during a famine. Some said he died in the labor camp, his bones left to bleach in the sun. Others said he joined bandits in the northern mountains, a wild-eyed renegade with a taste for blood. But there he was, standing in the center of the village square, barefoot and smiling, as if he'd only gone to the next town for tobacco. He didn't offer a greeting, didn't ask about his family, didn't acknowledge the gaping chasm of seventeen years that lay between him and us.

“The millet must drink,” he said, his voice a dry, rasping thing that seemed to be made of sand and wind. He pointed a gnarled finger at the red fields, at the stalks that stood like skeletal fingers pointing at the indifferent sky. “You let it starve too long, and now it thirsts for blood.”

He wasn't joking. The children heard it, the adults heard it, and we all knew, with a certainty that chilled us to the bone, that the words were not a metaphor. They were a truth, spoken by a man who had seen things in the silent places beyond our world.

He took over the family plot the next day. A small, dry patch of land that had yielded nothing for months. We watched him from a distance, our eyes filled with a morbid fascination. He brought no oxen, no plow, no tools save for a sharpened sickle. He walked the perimeter of the field, the crow on his shoulder, and began a strange, rhythmic dance. He slashed the air more than the weeds, his blade singing a silent song as it cut through nothingness. The sickle moved with a profound grace, a kind of terrible choreography that seemed to awaken something in the earth itself. The soil responded. It turned soft as tofu, a deep, rich black that seemed to drink the meager sunlight. It was twice as hungry as our desperation.

By the second week, the millet heads had grown fat—too fat, their weight causing the stalks to bend and groan. Their grains spilled out like teeth from a broken mouth, a grotesque, unsettling sight. The color was a deeper red now, a shade that seemed to pulse with a life of its own. The children, who had once been drawn to the fields for play, now refused to go near them. The air around the field smelled of copper, a metallic tang that made the stomach turn. The leaves, once a vibrant green, had veins like open wrists, a delicate web of crimson that stood out against the pale, sickly stalks. This was not a harvest; it was a sacrifice, a bargain struck with a power we did not want to understand.

No one dared to eat the harvest. The millet lay in silent, blood-red bundles, a testament to a terrible truth. We had grown up on millet, lived and breathed its golden dust, but this was not our millet. It was his. But Ru did. He roasted the red millet into porridge, its color a vivid, horrifying stain in the clay bowl. He mixed it with goat fat and wild honey, the sweetness of the honey a bitter counterpoint to the coppery smell of the grain. He ate it in silence, the crow watching him with unblinking eyes. That night, he stood by the village well and sang a song none of us knew—high and shrill, like a woman mourning a stillborn child, a wail that clawed at the edges of our sanity.

We stopped hearing frogs after that. The night, once filled with their croaking chorus, was now a quiet void. Then the dogs went quiet, their barking replaced by a profound, eerie stillness. Finally, the wind, the very breath of our village, refused to blow. The air became thick, heavy, and motionless.

One morning, the terrible stillness broke. Uncle Ru was gone again. So was the crow. In his place, on the stone steps of our house, lay a single stalk of red millet—tied with a ribbon made from pigskin and braided hair. It was a trophy, an offering, a brutal and undeniable truth. The drought ended that week. The skies, once empty, filled with dark clouds, and the rain came, a gentle, healing rain that washed the dust from our homes and filled our river. The fields, a patchwork of brown and barren land, turned gold again, a shimmering sea of life and hope.

But every seventh summer, a patch of millet near the well turns red. And no matter how much we plow or burn, it always grows back, a silent, terrible reminder. My daughter once asked why the millet bleeds. I told her the truth, the story of Uncle Ru and the silent pigs and the song by the well. I told her that the land remembers. And blood, once fed, never forgets.
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2. Toadskin Rain
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The rain that fell on Gaomi that year wasn’t like any other. It didn’t come soft, or silver like a lullaby, and it certainly didn't arrive in the gentle, cleansing sheets that our parched land so desperately craved. It came hard—heavy like the cracked skin of toads after a long dry spell, like the slap of a hungry fist on mud walls. The old women, their faces a roadmap of past droughts and forgotten sorrows, said it was the rain that carried curses, a punishment sent by the river spirits for our negligence. But the children, with the stark, poetic innocence of youth, called it “toadskin rain,” because it sounded like the slapping of millions of amphibians trying to escape the sky.

It started after Old Ma died.

She was the village’s last midwife, a woman with hands cracked and knotted like the roots of the ancient ginkgo tree by the well. For decades, she had delivered every child born in Gaomi, her wisdom a gentle force against the raw chaos of birth. She worked in the cold dark, her hands a trusted guide, and whispered prayers between gasps, stitching skin with a needle thinner than a dragonfly’s wing. She was the beginning, the keeper of our collective first breaths. When she passed, the village fell into a profound silence—no more cries of newborns, no more tears of relief, no more whispered lullabies. Just the slow drip of a season dying, and the growing
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