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CHAPTER 1: THE DRY TONGUE
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The drums were lying.

I knew it the way a farmer knows rain clouds from dust clouds, not with the head, but with the body. The sound was wrong. The rhythm Rra Modise beat into the taut goatskin was technically correct, each strike in its proper place, each pause the right length. But the vibration was hollow. It was a drum filled with air, not spirit. It was an empty performance.

I stood at the back of the Kgotla, behind the married women, behind the elders' wives, behind everyone who had earned the right to be seen. I was the granddaughter of the greatest rainmaker this village had ever known, and I was standing in the back like a child who had wandered in from the road.

The sun was a white eye above us, staring without blinking. It had not blinked in eleven months. The ground beneath my feet was cracked into a mosaic of hard, grey plates, each one curling at the edges like burned paper. The cattle in the kraals behind the settlement were no longer lowing. With the borehole now failing—yielding only enough to keep the humans alive—the herds had been cut off. They had passed through hunger into that terrible, quiet patience that comes before the end. Their ribs were ladders. Their eyes were glass.

Rra Modise stood in the centre of the circle, shirtless, his body painted with white clay in the ancient patterns. Two younger men flanked him, also painted, also shirtless. They had done this every month since the rain failed, each ceremony more elaborate than the last, each failure explained away with a new excuse. The ancestors were angry. The young people had lost respect. A woman had defiled the ritual.

A woman.

That woman was me.

Three months ago, I had committed the unforgivable sin of stepping into the circle uninvited. I had watched Rra Modise butcher my grandmother's rain song, the same way a man butchers a cow, with efficiency but without love, and something in my chest had torn open. Before I knew what my legs were doing, I was in the circle, my voice lifting the song the way my grandmother had taught me: not from the throat, but from the belly, from the place where your body remembers being made of water.

For several long heartbeats, the village was silent. For those few heavy seconds, my grandmother's song lived again.

Then Rra Modise had seized my arm, his fingers digging into my flesh with a fury that had nothing to do with religion and everything to do with a man whose authority had been questioned by a woman's voice.

“She has poisoned the water of our prayers!” he had shouted, his dry breath hot against my cheek. “The ancestors turn away because a barren woman dares to speak their tongue!”

Barren. The word was a brand. I was twenty-eight and unmarried, not because I could not attract a man, but because I had chosen the rituals over the cooking fire. I had chosen my grandmother's path. And now the path had led me here, to the back of the Kgotla, a scapegoat dressed in shame.

The ceremony reached its crescendo. Rra Modise flung a clay pot of sacred water into the air. It shattered on the hard ground, the precious drops vanishing into the cracks before they could darken the surface. The village gasped. In my grandmother's time, the water would pool, would gather, would call the clouds to witness. But the earth was so dry that it swallowed the offering like a mouth with no throat.

Nothing happened. The sky remained a sheet of hammered tin. No wind. No shift. No mercy.

A murmur moved through the crowd like wind through dead grass. Heads turned toward me. I could feel the accusation in their eyes, the weight of their need for someone to blame. I kept my face still. I had learned that a woman's face is a currency; if you give them the flinch, they spend it against you.

The crowd dispersed. Rra Modise stood alone in the empty circle, the broken pot at his feet, looking at the pitiless sky. For a moment, just a breath, I saw the fear beneath his arrogance. He did not know what he was doing. He had memorised the words but not the meaning. He was a man reading a map he could not understand, too proud to admit he was lost.
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