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By midday the road had turned white with heat.

It lay before Tesfaye like a strip of bone, bright enough to hurt his eyes, empty except for dust devils that rose and unraveled over the fields. The earth on either side had split into thin hard scales. Even the thorn trees looked tired, their shadows shrunk beneath them as if they, too, had given up. He had wrapped his shawl over his head in the morning, but the sun found him anyway, pressing through cloth, skin, and skull until thought itself felt slow and dry.

He walked with Hirut's name under his breath.

He had not meant to speak aloud. The name simply kept rising from him as though it were the last wet thing left in his body. Sometimes he said it like a plea. Sometimes like an accusation. By afternoon it was only sound, worn thin by repetition.

A pair of boys came down the path driving two donkeys ahead of them. Their feet were bare, their voices sharp with the careless energy of people who had not yet known enough loss to lower them. Tesfaye stepped aside and lifted a hand.

"Wait," he said.

The older boy slowed. The younger one did not stop looking at the road ahead.

"Have you seen a woman traveling alone?" Tesfaye asked. "She is tall. Her shawl is blue, or it was when she left. Her name is Hirut."

The older boy squinted at him, taking in the dust on his clothes, the cracked corners of his mouth, the hunger that had begun to hollow his cheeks. "Women walk every road," he said. "Why should we know yours?"

The answer was not cruel. It was only true. Tesfaye reached into the fold at his waist and found nothing there except the memory of money already spent on food, on water, on asking the same question in three market towns and two villages that had smelled of dung smoke and onions. He let his hand fall.

"Because she is promised to me," he said.

The younger boy laughed once, not mockingly but with the blunt honesty of youth. "Promised women disappear faster than goats in market season."

The older boy shot him a look, then jerked his chin toward the west. "An old woman at the last well said a lone traveler passed two days ago. Could be a woman. Could be a man under cloth. Could be a story. There are not many wells ahead. If you keep walking at this hour, you will fall before you find another."

They moved on before Tesfaye could ask more. The donkeys' hooves stirred a little cloud that drifted against his legs and settled there.

A story. That was what Hirut had become from one village to the next. A blue shawl seen in a market. A woman with her face covered on the back of a cart. A bride who ran with a trader. A sister taken in by cousins. A body found near a ravine. No one said the same thing twice. Every rumor tugged him a different way. Still he followed them, because to stop would mean admitting he had reached the edge of what love could do, and he was not ready for that edge.

He kept walking.

At times the road rose enough to show him long distances. The land rolled away in bleached fields and low stone walls, in grazing patches gone yellow too soon, in distant compounds whose roofs flashed and vanished between trees. Heat shimmered above the ground until the far horizon trembled like a basin of water. Twice he thought he saw a figure ahead, slim and upright, the cloth at her shoulders lifting in the wind. Twice it became a stump or a man carrying sticks.

His throat burned. The last of his water had gone warm in the gourd before noon, and he had tipped it up too many times hoping to find one swallow left. Hunger troubled him less than thirst. Hunger could be argued with. A man could tell his belly to wait, could promise it evening. Thirst made a liar of him. It reached into his bones and loosened them.

When the road bent near a dry streambed, he climbed down and crouched in the little strip of shade thrown by the bank. The dirt smelled baked and bitter. He closed his eyes only for a moment.

Hirut came to him at once.

Not as she had been in the songs other people made of her, not as a patient bride with lowered lashes, not as the beauty the old women praised when speaking of alliances and healthy children. She came as she had stood the last morning he saw her, near her mother's doorway, the basket in her hand forgotten against her hip.

He had arrived early, before the air had warmed, because he wanted to see her before the house filled with relatives. The wedding was not far off then. There were matters to settle, elders to please, grain to be measured and slaughter days to agree upon. He had been smiling already when he called her name.

She had looked up, but she had not smiled back.

There had been something in her face he had not understood. He remembered that now with painful precision: not tears, not anger, not the shy modesty other people liked to see in a bride. It had been distance, as if some part of her had already stepped away and was waiting for the rest to follow.

"You came early," she had said.

"I could not wait."

"You are always saying that."

He had laughed then, thinking she meant it fondly. He could still hear the foolish warmth in his own voice. "After the wedding, no one will have to wait for anything."

She had looked at him for a long moment, and even now that look could unsettle him in ways the road could not. He had wanted her to say she was nervous because of the wedding, or happy, or afraid of leaving home. He had wanted something simple, something a man could answer.

Instead she had asked, "Tesfaye, if a woman is always being taken from one house to another, when does she get to choose where she stands?"

He had frowned, impatient with the shape of the question. "You will stand in your own home."

"Whose home?"

"Ours."

The silence after that should have told him more than it had. He saw that now in the dust by the streambed, with his tongue thick and his head aching. At the time he had stepped closer, touched her arm, lowered his voice. He had thought gentleness would solve what he did not understand.

"Hirut," he had said, "why do you speak like this? Has someone troubled you?"

She had shaken her head. "No one has done what they did not believe was right."

He remembered irritation then, quick and hot, because her answers had felt like doors swinging closed one after another. He had wanted clarity, obedience from the day, a straight path between intention and joy. "Speak plainly."

A bird cried somewhere above the streambed. Tesfaye opened his eyes with a start. For a moment the memory and the afternoon lay on top of each other, and he could not tell which heat he was feeling, the one from the sun or the one from shame.

He rose too quickly. The bank seemed to tilt. He put a hand out and steadied himself against packed earth.

Speak plainly.

The words had sounded reasonable when he said them. A man preparing for marriage had a right to plain speech. Hadn't he? How else could a life be built? Yet the more miles he walked, the more those small remembered moments shifted in his hands. He turned them over and found new edges. Hirut's silences no longer looked like girlish mystery, or fear, or some delicate bride's modesty. They began to look like resistance. Or worse, farewell.

He climbed back to the road and kept moving west.

Near afternoon's end he met a woman carrying a bundle of firewood on her back and a child asleep against her chest. The child had drooled onto her shoulder. The woman was sweating under the rope strap across her forehead, but her gaze was steady.

He greeted her and asked for water first, because pride had thinned enough to make honesty easier. She shifted the bundle down, uncorked a small skin, and let him take two careful swallows. He tried not to drain it too fast. The water tasted of leather and dust and life.

"May God return it to you," he said, giving it back.

"Amin," she said. Her eyes stayed on him. "You walk like a man who has either killed someone or lost something."

"I have lost someone."

"A wife?"

"Not yet. A fiancée."

The woman's mouth tightened with the private knowledge of married people. "Then perhaps she chose not yet."

The words struck with more force than rudeness would have. Tesfaye stared at her. "You do not know her."

"No," she said, resettling the child, "and you do not know why she left. Those are different miseries."

He almost asked what she meant, but the child stirred and whimpered, and the woman had already begun moving. Over her shoulder she called, "There is a compound ahead. Smoke at sunset. If they are decent people they will give you a mat. Do not be on this road after dark."

He watched her go until the bend hid her.

By then the sky had softened from white to brass. The day's violence did not end so much as loosen its fingers. A breath of wind moved across the fields, carrying scents the noon had burned away: dry grass, old dung, the faint sweetness of crushed leaves. Tesfaye walked faster, not from renewed strength but from the knowledge that if he stopped now he might not rise again.

The compound did not appear at once. He followed a track that seemed to lead nowhere, then rejoined the road and cursed under his breath. Sweat dried to salt on his skin. His left sandal had begun rubbing a blister raw. Once he thought of lying down beside the path and sleeping where he fell. Men had done less and called it surrender to God. But then dusk gathered low in the hollows, and with it came the memory of hyena calls, of thieves, of waking cold and emptied of what little remained to him.

He walked on.

At the crest of a low hill he saw smoke at last.

It rose thin and blue beyond a cluster of trees, so slight he thought at first it was another trick of light. He stood still until he saw it bend in the wind. Beneath it, half hidden by acacia and fence, sat a small compound. The wall around it was not high. A goat moved near the entrance, nosing the ground. Beside the huts a line of laundry hung dull and still, waiting for the last warmth to leave the air.

Relief nearly unmanned him.

He went down the hill with more speed than caution and stumbled once on loose stone. By the time he reached the gate his heart was beating too hard, as if hope itself required strength he did not have. He lifted a hand to knock on the wooden post, then lowered it. From within came the sound of a pot lid set down, then a woman's voice, old and firm, speaking words he could not yet make out.

He called a greeting.

There was a pause. A goat bleated. Feet crossed the yard.

The woman who came to the entrance was small and straight-backed, her hair hidden beneath a dark cloth. Her face had settled into the sharp, weathered beauty of age, each line earned and kept. She looked at him without haste. Her gaze went first to his face, then to his empty hands, then to the road behind him.

"Peace on this house," Tesfaye said.

"And on the road that brought you," she answered. "Who asks for entry?"

"My name is Tesfaye. I have been walking since morning. I seek only water and a place to rest until dawn. I can leave before the birds."

The old woman let silence stand between them. It was not the silence of indecision. It was the silence of measuring. Tesfaye knew he cut a poor figure. Dust had climbed nearly to his knees. His shoulders ached with fatigue. Men who arrived at sunset with hollow eyes were not always safe men to admit.

"From where do you come?" she asked.

"From the east."

"That road starts farther east than most men deserve."

He almost smiled, but the effort died halfway. "Then I have come from as far as my troubles."

One corner of her mouth moved. "Trouble speaks politely when it is thirsty." She stepped aside a little, though not enough to count as a welcome yet. "Why are you walking alone at this season?"

The answer stood ready. He had repeated it so often it came polished now, shaped for strangers, elders, priests, market women, suspicious cousins, and men leaning on staffs under sycamore shade. Yet as he looked at the old woman, with the evening behind her and the clean smell of cooking from inside, the words felt suddenly heavy.

"I am looking for someone," he
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