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	I.

	 

	Johan Steenkamp knelt in the dust, his fingers clenched around a stone as if it were a prayer. The ground beneath him was cracked lips that could no longer utter a single word. Seven years. Seven damned years without a drop of rain. His hands trembled as he rubbed the barren earth, as if he could still feel the ghost of maize stalks that had once been harvested here. Now, only dust and hope, scattered with every gust of wind.

	 

	Lena stood behind him, her shadow falling across the fissures in the soil. Her arms were crossed over her stomach, her own lips dry and split.

	 

	"This isn't right," she said. Her voice cracked like the branches of the thorn tree that refused to die.

	 

	Johan looked up. The sky was white with heat, but there, above the horizon, hung a single black cloud. Small. Dark. Like a fly circling a cow.

	 

	"Lena," he mumbled, his voice rough. "Look."

	 

	She followed his gaze, her eyes narrowing. "It means nothing. We've looked before."

	 

	But the cloud didn't move. It hung there, heavy with something other than rain.

	 

	Then it broke open.

	 

	The first drop hit Johan on the forehead. Warm. Strange. He wiped it away, looked at his fingers.

	 

	Red.

	 

	"Lena—"

	 

	She screamed.

	 

	On the ground, where the drops fell, the earth stirred. Small pits formed, the red liquid vanishing into the cracks. Not because it was being absorbed, but because something was drinking it.
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