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​Prologue

​The Beast at the Reed Mouth
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The hippopotamus had no Christian manners.

This was known in Mariam Zala long before any foreigner came with measuring rods, brass instruments, and the pale confidence of a man who believed water respected paper.

The beast lived where the reeds thickened at the lake’s edge, near the shallow mouth where boys set traps, fishermen pushed out papyrus boats, and women walked with jars balanced against the morning. He was old enough to have survived spears, floods, dry seasons, shouted prayers, and every foolish child who thought a large animal in brown water was slow because it looked bored.

He was not slow.

He was patient.

There was a difference.

Before sunrise, the church bell sounded through the damp air. Its thin bronze voice crossed the roofs, passed through cooking smoke, and reached the lake before the mist had finished lifting. A deacon moved along the path in white cotton, carrying himself with the careful speed of a man late to holy things. Somewhere near the church, chant had begun, low and steady, old words moving in a language many heard with the heart before the mind.

At the Reed Mouth, the world did not feel holy.

It smelled of mud, wet grass, fish, and animal temper.

“Do not go closer,” old Tesfaye said.

The boy went closer.

His name was Abebe, and he had the narrow shoulders and long legs of a child who had grown upward before he had grown wise. He was reaching for a basket caught in the reeds, leaning farther than the bank allowed, one bare foot gripping mud, one hand stretched out as if wanting could lengthen the arm.

The water stirred.

Tesfaye stopped breathing.

The reeds bent outward.

Abebe saw the movement too late.

The hippopotamus rose not like an animal coming out of water, but like the water itself had grown a head and decided it hated children. Its mouth opened. The sound that came from it was not exactly a roar. It was too wet for that, too deep, too full of insult.

Abebe screamed.

Tesfaye threw his walking stick.

This did not impress the hippopotamus.

The boy fell backward, but the bank betrayed him. Mud slid beneath his heel. The basket vanished. One great shove of water slapped him sideways and threw him into the shallows.

Women shouted from the path.

A fisherman dropped his pole.

Someone cried, “Maryam!”

The hippopotamus lunged once, not far enough to kill, but far enough to remind every soul present that death did not always announce itself with dignity. Then the beast settled halfway back into the brown water, showing only the top of its head and two offended ears.

Abebe lay twisted in the mud.

For one breath, everyone shouted.

Then Tirunesh Woldemariam arrived.

She did not run like a frightened woman. She came fast, but not wildly, her white shawl gathered over one shoulder, her dark face set hard against panic. She carried a cloth satchel in one hand and clean folded linen beneath her arm. Mud reached her feet before she reached the boy, but she looked at the wound first, not the mud, not the beast, not the shouting people.

“Move back,” she said.

Nobody moved.

She turned her head.

“Move back, or stand there and help him die.”

They moved.

Abebe’s mother tried to push through the women. Tirunesh caught her by the wrist without cruelty.

“You will come when I say. If you fall on him, I will have two bodies to tend.”

“He is my son.”

“Then obey for him.”

The mother covered her mouth with both hands and stayed where she was, trembling so hard another woman had to hold her by the shoulders.

Tirunesh knelt beside the boy. He was breathing. Too fast. Too shallow. His eyes were open but not seeing properly. Blood marked his scalp where he had struck a stone. His left arm lay wrong, not broken through the skin, but wrong enough.

“Abebe,” Tirunesh said.

The boy whimpered.

“Good. Make that noise again.”

He did.

“Good. You are not dead. That is useful.”

A few people crossed themselves. Someone began praying too loudly.

Tirunesh looked up. “Pray softer and bring water.”

The prayer quieted.

The water came.

She washed the blood from the boy’s face, felt along his skull, checked his eyes, his breathing, his ribs. She pressed where she needed to press and ignored his complaints until she heard the kind that mattered. When he cried out sharply, she stopped.

“There,” she said. “Not the ribs. Shoulder.”

Abebe’s mother sobbed once.

Tirunesh did not look at her. “He is alive.”

The mother sobbed again, softer this time.

“Alive boys complain,” Tirunesh said. “Let him complain.”

Old Tesfaye stood behind her, breathing hard. “I told him.”

“Yes,” Tirunesh said.

“He did not listen.”

“He is a boy.”

“He is a foolish boy.”

“Those are often the same animal.”

A nervous laugh moved through the crowd. It died when the hippopotamus snorted from the reeds.

Everyone turned.

Only Tirunesh kept working.

The beast watched with small wet eyes and the calm resentment of a landlord displeased by tenants.

Tesfaye picked up his walking stick. The end had snapped.

“You see?” he said. “No respect. Not for age. Not for prayer. Not for sticks.”

“No one respects a stick thrown badly,” Tirunesh said.

Dawit, one of the fishermen, stepped closer than wisdom required. “We should kill that beast.”

The hippopotamus opened its mouth again.

Dawit stepped back.

“Perhaps after breakfast,” he said.

This time the laughter stayed longer.

Tirunesh wrapped the boy’s head and bound his arm against his body. She gave instructions plainly, so no one could later claim confusion.

“He does not run today. He does not carry water. He does not climb. He does not show the other boys how close he came. If he vomits, if his eyes wander, if he sleeps and will not wake, you come for me. If he complains, thank God and let him.”

Abebe blinked at her.

“Will I die?”

“Not this morning.”

The boy considered that. “Will the hippo die?”

“Not from your intelligence.”

The old women laughed first. Then the men. Then even Abebe’s mother laughed through her tears, which was better than sobbing and nearly as useful as medicine.

From the church came another bell.

Tirunesh looked toward the sound. For a moment her face softened.

Not much.

Enough.

The village had begun its day in danger again. This was not unusual. Water gave fish. Water gave travel. Water gave mud, fever, drowning, and beasts with no fear of God that anyone could see.

A small girl near the path pointed toward the reeds.

“Can the priest baptize him?” she asked.

“The hippopotamus?” Dawit said.

The girl nodded.

Tesfaye spat into the mud. “The priest is a holy man, not a fool.”

Tirunesh stood, wiping her hands on a cloth. “No priest should be asked to die for foolishness before the sun is fully up.”

The girl accepted this as doctrine.

The hippopotamus sank lower, bored by theology.

Abebe’s father and uncle lifted the boy carefully. His mother walked beside him, one hand hovering near his face without touching. The crowd began to loosen. Fear turned into speech. Speech turned into opinion. Opinion, as always in Mariam Zala, multiplied faster than goats.

By the time they reached the path, three men had explained what should have been done, two women had corrected them, and one old grandmother had declared the beast worse than tax collectors because at least tax collectors sometimes came by road.

Tirunesh said nothing. She had heard the same argument in different clothing all her life.

At the top of the path, Gebru came hurrying from the direction of the market road. He was a narrow man with quick eyes and a beard that made him look wiser than his decisions. He slowed when he saw the crowd.

“The beast again?”

“No,” Tesfaye said. “We all gathered before sunrise to admire mud.”

Gebru ignored him and looked at Tirunesh. “The boy?”

“Alive.”

“Good.” Gebru wiped sweat from his forehead though the morning remained cool. “Then God is merciful twice today.”

“Twice?”

Gebru pointed back toward the road.

“There is a foreigner coming.”

Several faces turned.

“A foreigner?” Dawit said.

“With a mule,” Gebru said.

“That is not mercy,” Tesfaye said. “That is trouble with legs.”

“And boxes,” Gebru added.

“What kind of boxes?”

“Wooden ones. Brass things. Papers. Long sticks. He says he is here to measure.”

The word passed through the villagers with a different kind of unease.

Measure.

Near the church, the chant rose again. Across the lake, the morning sun began to loosen gold from the mist. The water looked peaceful now, which meant nothing. The reeds moved once where the hippopotamus had settled back into his kingdom.

Tirunesh looked down the road.

“A trader?”

Gebru shook his head. “British.”

The men stopped speaking.

Not long. Mariam Zala had never been good at silence.

“Why would a British man measure here?” Dawit asked.

“Because British men measure what God already made,” Tesfaye said.

Gebru lifted both hands. “He has letters.”

“Letters do not keep a man from drowning,” Tirunesh said.

“No,” Gebru agreed. “But they make him confident before he does.”

From somewhere beyond the trees came the aggravated bray of a mule, followed by a man’s voice speaking in careful, useless English.

The words were too far away to understand.

The tone was not.

It was the tone of a man explaining reason to creation and expecting creation to improve.

Tirunesh closed her satchel.

The hippopotamus snorted from the reeds.

Tesfaye looked toward the road, then toward the water, and shook his head.

“Two beasts in one morning,” he said. “This village is being tested.”

Tirunesh started down the path.

“Then let us see which one listens first.”
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​Chapter 1

​A British Man and His Unfortunate Map
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Arthur Pembridge entered Mariam Zala by way of argument.

The argument was not with a man, which might have allowed for progress. It was with a mule, which allowed for truth.

The mule stood in the middle of the road with all four feet planted in red-brown mud, ears laid halfway back, tail still, eyes fixed ahead with the solemn judgment of an elder who had heard enough and would hear no more.

Arthur stood before her in a sun-faded field coat, dusty trousers, scuffed boots, and a helmet that had begun the journey with imperial confidence and now sat on his head like a defeated basin. A leather map case hung from his shoulder. A compass chain crossed his waistcoat. Two notebooks protruded from one pocket. His sleeves were rolled neatly despite the heat, and one glove had gone missing somewhere between the last hill and the present humiliation.

Behind him, the mule carried two wooden boxes, rolled canvas, a tripod, a folded measuring rod, and a quantity of British optimism poorly suited to Ethiopian roads.

“I am not asking for heroism,” Arthur said. “Only motion.”

The mule blinked.

“That is not an answer.”

The mule shifted enough to prove she had heard him and chosen discourtesy.

Gebru, hired three days earlier as guide and translator, stood beneath an acacia tree with the expression of a man regretting employment by the hour.

“She will not move,” Gebru said.

Arthur turned, grateful at least for one creature willing to speak. “Yes, Gebru. I have gathered that. The question before us is why.”

“Because she knows.”

“Knows what?”

Gebru pointed toward the road ahead. “Mud. Stones. Water. Bad place.”

Arthur looked down at his map.

The map, though damp at one corner and bruised by travel, remained a respectable document. It contained lines, estimates, elevations, notes from prior travelers, and several corrections in Arthur’s own hand. To Arthur, this made it a companion of some reliability.

To Ethiopia, it was paper.

“The road continues,” Arthur said.

Gebru looked at the mule. “Not for her.”

“The road cannot cease to exist because an animal declines to imagine it.”

Gebru considered this. “The road can.”

Arthur drew himself up. He was thirty-eight years old, educated, disciplined, and accustomed to discomfort. He had surveyed marshland in weather that made Englishmen speak of character afterward because no better use could be made of misery. He had crossed rivers on doubtful bridges, endured fever, official correspondence, naval passengers, and one bishop with a lengthy opinion on drainage.

He would not be defeated by a mule.

“Madam,” he said to the animal, “I appeal to your sense of duty.”

Gebru closed his eyes.

The mule lowered her head and began eating roadside grass.

Arthur took this as negotiation.

“Very well,” he said. “Five minutes.”

“She wins,” Gebru said.

“She has not won. We have reached a temporary arrangement.”

“She eats.”

“Many arrangements begin with food.”

Gebru looked at him. “This is not arrangement. This is mule.”

From beyond the bend came children laughing.

Arthur turned.

Three boys stood half-hidden behind a thorn fence. A smaller girl beside them held a clay jar with both hands and stared at him with grave fascination. When Arthur looked at them, the boys drew back. The girl did not. Her gaze moved from his helmet to his boots to the mule, as if ranking them by usefulness.

Arthur removed his helmet and gave a small bow.

“Good morning.”

The girl said nothing.

Arthur glanced at Gebru. “They speak Amharic here?”

Gebru stared at him.

“Yes.”

“Then we have at least narrowed the difficulty.”

Gebru’s face suggested the difficulty had not narrowed at all.

Arthur opened his notebook to the page where he had copied several useful phrases from a trader whose confidence had exceeded his instruction. He cleared his throat and addressed the children.

The result was not Amharic.

It may once have been related to Amharic, in the way a respectable family may possess one dreadful cousin, but what came from Arthur’s mouth had wandered far from its people.

The smallest boy laughed so hard he dropped to one knee.

The girl with the jar frowned.

Gebru looked toward heaven.

Arthur lowered the notebook. “Was that incorrect?”

“You greeted them like a sick goat asking forgiveness.”

Arthur studied the page. “That seems unnecessarily precise.”

“The sound was precise.”

“I was attempting to say peace be with you.”

“No.”

“What did I say?”

Gebru hesitated.

Arthur waited.

“Better you do not know.”

“That is rarely true.”

“Today it is mercy.”

The girl with the jar spoke quickly to Gebru. The boys laughed again.

Arthur stiffened. “What did she say?”

Gebru’s mouth twitched. “She says your mule speaks better.”

Arthur turned back to the animal, who continued eating.

“I see,” he said. “You have been holding yourself in reserve.”

The village road opened ahead between low houses, garden plots, woven fences, and rising smoke. Mariam Zala lay near the lake, not directly on the water but close enough that dampness, fish, reeds, and the wide smell of open water moved through the air. Beyond the roofs, Arthur could see Lake Tana through trees and mist, broader than his mind had allowed even after all his reading.

He had seen water before. He had crossed the Channel, ridden beside English rivers, studied marsh and tidal flat, and watched rain turn meadows into mirrors.

This was different.

The lake did not look like scenery.

It looked like authority.

It held the light before the land did. Birds moved over it in small dark strokes. Somewhere beyond that shine, according to his letters and collected accounts, islands held churches, manuscripts, priests, painted saints, and histories layered deeper than British confidence could comfortably admit.

Arthur removed his spectacles, wiped them, and put them back on.

“Remarkable,” he said.

Gebru followed his gaze. “Lake.”

“Yes, Gebru. I had reached that conclusion.”

“Good.”

Arthur ignored the dryness and wrote in his field journal:

Lake visible from western approach. Morning haze substantial. Village situated above damp ground. Local road unreliable after recent rain. Mule resistant. Guide unsympathetic.

He paused, then added:

Pronunciation requires improvement.

“Do you write everything?” Gebru asked.

“Not everything.”

“What do you not write?”

Arthur looked at the mule. “Insults I have not yet arranged.”

They resumed only after the mule finished eating and decided, without confession, that the road had become possible. By then the children had run ahead. Arthur was aware that his arrival was being announced not by formal letter, but by laughter.

This seemed an unfortunate beginning for scientific work.

At the first houses, women looked up from grinding, washing, sorting, and speaking. Men pretending to repair a fence stopped pretending. An old woman in the shade lifted one hand to shield her eyes, though Arthur suspected she could see him perfectly well. Two goats wandered into the road and stared with the insolence common to goats everywhere.

Arthur nodded politely to each person.

Few nodded back.

That did not offend him. Not immediately. He had been warned that this part of Ethiopia was watchful. In 1893, watchfulness was not rudeness; it was weather. Italy had made claims with paper. Treaties had turned slippery under translation. Menelik had answered presumption with sovereignty. A foreigner measuring roads, shores, water, and approaches could not expect to be mistaken for a harmless poet.

Arthur was not Italian.

This comforted him more than it appeared to comfort anyone else.

He carried letters. Excellent letters. One bore a seal from a British contact in Addis Ababa, another from a merchant who had worked long enough among Ethiopians to know which words not to use, and a third from an official whose handwriting looked as though it had been produced from horseback during artillery fire. Together they declared Arthur Pembridge to be a surveyor, a man of peaceful scientific purpose, and not an agent of any hostile crown.

This was all true.

It was also paper.

Arthur was beginning to understand that paper had enemies here.

A man in a white shawl stepped forward near the central path. He was broad, bearded, and old enough to have earned the right not to hurry. Gebru bowed his head with respect.

“This is Ato Tesfaye,” Gebru said. “He speaks for many when many are tired of speaking.”

Arthur removed his helmet again. “A pleasure, sir.”

Tesfaye looked at the helmet first, then at Arthur, then at the mule.

Gebru spoke quickly in Amharic. Arthur caught his own name, British, and something that sounded suspiciously like a description of the mule’s superior judgment.

Tesfaye answered.

Gebru translated. “He asks why you have brought sticks.”

“Sticks?”

Gebru pointed to the measuring rods.

“Ah. Those are not sticks. They are sectional measuring rods, calibrated according to—”

Gebru lifted a hand. “I will say sticks.”

“That would be inaccurate.”

“It will also finish before sunset.”

Arthur pressed his lips together. “Very well.”

Gebru translated. Tesfaye listened without expression.

Arthur held out one of his letters. Tesfaye did not take it. Instead, he looked at Gebru, who accepted it, opened it, and gave a summary. Several men gathered. A woman walked by slowly with a basket and did not pretend she was not listening.

When Gebru reached the part about peaceful scientific purpose, Tesfaye made a sound deep in his throat.

“What did he say?” Arthur asked.

“He says lions also walk peacefully before they bite.”

“I am not a lion.”

“No,” Gebru said. “You are thinner.”

Arthur chose not to write that down.

Tesfaye asked more questions. Gebru translated some and softened others. Why had Arthur come? Who had sent him? What did he intend to measure? Would the measurements be taken away? What did British men do with maps? Could maps become soldiers later? Did he know the difference between a road and a path only fools used in the dry season? Had he eaten? Did he understand that some places were not for him?

Arthur answered carefully at first, then too carefully, which was worse. He explained that he had not come to command, claim, judge, or interfere. He wished to record water levels, shorelines, access routes, seasonal changes, and place names as accurately as permission allowed. He was particularly interested in the lake, local passage, and the Abbay’s outflow.

At the mention of place names, several listeners exchanged looks.

Gebru slowed in translation.

Arthur noticed. “Did I say something wrong?”

“You said many things,” Gebru said.

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the beginning of one.”

Tesfaye spoke again, shorter this time.

Gebru turned to Arthur. “He says places already have names.”

Arthur felt heat rise under his collar, and not from the sun.

“I did not mean to imply otherwise.”

“But foreign maps sometimes do.”

“That is precisely what I wish to avoid.”

Gebru studied him, then translated.

Tesfaye’s expression did not change, but the silence shifted. Not trust. Not yet. Perhaps the edge of permission.

A woman’s voice cut through from behind the listeners.

“Then he should listen before he writes.”

The people parted slightly.

Arthur turned.

The woman stood at the edge of the gathering, though Arthur did not yet know she was the healer from the Reed Mouth. She wore white cotton with a colored border, arranged with practical modesty rather than ornament. Her shawl covered one shoulder and fell cleanly along her side. Her skin was very dark, her build slender, her face composed in a way that made haste seem childish. She carried a cloth satchel, and one hand bore the faint stain of herbs or medicine.

She did not look at Arthur as if he were important.

She looked at him as if he were next.

Gebru said, “This is Tirunesh Woldemariam.”

Arthur bowed, more carefully this time. “Madam.”

Tirunesh looked at Gebru.

Gebru translated the word.

Tirunesh answered in Amharic.

Gebru’s mouth twitched.

Arthur braced himself. “What did she say?”

“She says you bow often.”

“That is courtesy.”

Gebru translated.

Tirunesh replied.

“She says if your back survives Ethiopia, it will not be because of rest.”

A boy laughed from behind a fence.

Arthur straightened. “Please tell her I mean respect.”

Gebru did.

Tirunesh listened. Her gaze moved over Arthur’s coat, helmet, notebooks, instruments, boots, and the mule. When her eyes returned to his face, he felt, absurdly, that he had been inventoried.

She spoke again.

Gebru translated. “She asks if your sticks tell you where not to walk.”

Arthur glanced at the measuring rods. “They are not intended for moral instruction.”

Gebru relayed something shorter.

Tirunesh replied.

“She says that is unfortunate.”

Laughter moved through the gathering. Arthur had the sudden sense that this woman could cut a man down without raising her voice and then hand him a bandage for the wound.

He adjusted his spectacles. “May I ask whether she is the healer?”

Gebru translated.

Tirunesh answered before Gebru finished.

“Yes,” Gebru said. “And she asks whether you are the man who will need one.”

Arthur looked at the road, the villagers, the lake, the mule, and finally at the measuring rods.

“I should prefer not to be.”

Gebru translated.

Tirunesh gave a small nod. “Then listen.”

That word needed no translation.

Arthur should have been irritated. Some portion of him was. He had not crossed difficult country to be corrected before luncheon by a woman who had known him six minutes. But irritation sat uneasily beside admiration. Tirunesh had the settled authority of a person obeyed because disobedience had consequences. Not official authority. Something older. Earned.

Tesfaye gave instructions. Gebru translated enough for Arthur to understand that he would be permitted to rest, take food if suitable, present his letters properly, and do no measuring near the church, the water, the women’s paths, the Reed Mouth, or anywhere else until someone with sense was with him.

Arthur opened his mouth.

Tirunesh looked at him.

He closed it.

This appeared to please nearly everyone.

By noon, Arthur had been given shade, water to wash, and food he did not entirely recognize but was grateful for. He made careful notes between bites until an elderly woman slapped the back of his hand lightly and said something stern.

Gebru translated. “Eat while eating.”

Arthur looked at the notebook. “Yes. Of course.”

He ate.

The mule was tied nearby and seemed to have been accepted into village life more quickly than he had. A boy brought it water. A girl patted its neck. Someone gave it a better pile of grass than Arthur felt its conduct deserved.

Arthur watched this injustice in silence.

Tirunesh passed once, satchel in hand, on her way to see a woman with fever or a child with a cough. Arthur rose as she approached.

She stopped.

“You do not need to stand every time,” Gebru said after she spoke.

“It is customary.”

“Here, it makes people think you are leaving.”

“I see.”

Tirunesh said something else.

Gebru smiled openly now. “She says they will be disappointed if you do not.”

Arthur looked at her. Her face remained composed, but he saw the faintest amusement near her eyes.

“Please inform her,” he said, “that I am wounded.”

Gebru frowned. “You are?”

“Socially.”

Gebru translated before Arthur could stop him.

For a moment Tirunesh’s mouth suggested a smile and then decided against it.

She answered.

Gebru said, “She says the wound is small and will heal without treatment.”

Arthur placed a hand over his heart. “Her confidence is a comfort.”

That did not get translated. Gebru had begun choosing mercy.

After Tirunesh left, Arthur returned to his notes. He recorded the layout of the village as best he could without appearing to record it. This was difficult because he was absolutely recording it. He described the church path, though he marked it with a question rather than a line. He noted the relation of houses to water, gardens to footpaths, and higher ground to lake. He noted the caution around names, routes, and paper.

Then came the date.

He wrote: May 1893.

Gebru, reclining under the tree, sat up. “Wrong.”

Arthur looked down. “I beg your pardon?”

“Wrong date.”

“It is May.”

Gebru shook his head. “No.”

Arthur blinked. “I am reasonably confident regarding the month.”

“Your month.”

Arthur tapped the page with his pencil. “It is the seventeenth.”

Gebru spoke to a passing man, received an answer, and turned back. “No.”

Arthur stared.

Gebru shrugged. “Different calendar.”

“Yes, I am aware Ethiopia keeps a different calendar.”

“Then why are you surprised?”

“Awareness and experience are not twins.”

Gebru seemed to enjoy that without understanding all of it.

Arthur wrote in the margin:

Local date system requires immediate study. Avoid appearing alarmed when time itself disagrees.

The afternoon brought more visitors than rest. Men came to inspect the brass sighting instrument. Children came to inspect Arthur. A boy asked whether his spectacles made lies larger. An old woman wanted to know why his nose turned red. Gebru refused to translate that until Arthur insisted, then appeared delighted when Arthur regretted insisting.
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