Chapter 1
 Birth of Marsia
Ama’s scream tore through the night, sharp and raw, rattling the mud-brick walls of the hut and echoing across the hills. Mira’s hands moved with careful precision, steady but tense, guiding Ama through another wave of labour. Mala, the village midwife, crouched nearby, eyes sharp, voice low but firm, instructing when necessary. Smoke from burning herbs curled in the cool air, mingling with the faint, sweet tang of steaming milk.
Each contraction seized Ama’s body like a rising tide. Teeth clenched, fingers digging into the rough mat beneath her, sweat streaking her face. Her chest heaved with each groan and sharp inhale. Time stretched taut measured in pain, fear, and hope.
Outside, Beni’s hands trembled as he tied a rope around a calf. Every muffled cry from the hut twisted his stomach. A son? A daughter? His heart thudded with longing, but the fear of witnessing disappointment anchored him outside.
Then—a piercing wail, perfect and new. Mira lifted the baby under the flickering oil lamp, hands trembling only slightly. “She is strong,” she whispered, voice soft yet unwavering.
Ama pressed the newborn to her chest, tears streaking her face. “You are enough, my child. You are mine, and that is enough,” she murmured, voice trembling with fierce love and relief.
Beni stepped into the hut, heart hammering. A shadow of disappointment crossed his face at the sight of a daughter, quickly masked by a careful smile. He nodded, whispered thanks, and stepped back, carrying a tangled weight of relief, longing, and something unnamed.
Before dawn, Mira performed the sacred ritual. She placed the placenta in a clay pot, covering it with banana leaves, sealing it with wet soil, and wrapping it in woven fibre. Eight days it would rest, awaiting the naming ceremony that would bind the child’s spirit to the home and her people. Mira shivered as the air grew heavy, as if the ancestors themselves were leaning closer, watching.
Ama drifted in and out of light sleep, newborn warm against her chest. Each time she opened her eyes, she studied the tiny features—the delicate curve of the nose, the soft curl of the lips, the alert stillness that suggested the child was already listening to the world before responding.
Dawn spilled golden light into the hut, touching the walls and warming their skin. The baby’s small cries filled the space, sending ripples of life through the room. Mira whispered again, pressing her weathered palm to the soil above the hidden clay pot: “This one is a child the spirits will follow.”
The newborn thrived in the following days. Cries strong, limbs warm, skin soft as churned butter. Ama’s relief and joy returned fully, spreading warmth across the hut. Even Beni’s laughter returned, tentative but real. The little girl radiated a light that lifted the household with each movement—a quiet promise of life, love, and stories yet to unfold.
Before the village stirred, Mira rose quietly on the morning of the eighth day. A thin mist clung to the slopes, curling around the banana trees like ghostly fingers. The dawn air was sharp, biting at her cheeks and filling her lungs with a chill that made her shiver. She moved carefully toward the back of the compound, where the hidden clay vessels rested, each step deliberate, reverent. Her hands trembled only slightly as she lifted the smaller pot—the one holding the baby’s placenta—feeling the weight of generations pressed into her fingers.
With solemn care, she carried it to the great oak tree beyond the banana grove. Its roots twisted through the earth like ancient serpents, thick and unyielding, guarding secrets buried long ago. Mira knelt, the soil cool and yielding beneath her palms. She lowered the pot into the earth, pressing the soil gently over it, feeling the land cradle her offering.
“Let this child’s spirit rest in the soil of her ancestors,” she whispered, eyes closed. “May she grow strong, in heart and body. May her years be many.” She breathed deeply, letting her words sink into the earth, allowing a quiet strength to settle around her like a protective cloak.
By midday, the village erupted in celebration. Women’s ululations sliced through the valley, long, soaring notes that lifted the sun higher. Men gathered in circles, passing calabashes of sweet banana beer, voices rich with laughter. Smoke from roasting goat and chicken spiralled upward, mingling with the fragrant scent of warm earth and firewood, carrying blessings across the fields. Children darted barefoot through the red dust, their shrieks of delight scattering like sparks, chasing one another with unrestrained joy.
Ama sat beneath a mango tree, cradling her newborn with quiet pride. Her arms held the weight of love, protection, and hope, each gentle movement wrapping Marsia in a cocoon of safety. One by one, family and neighbours approached, hands outstretched with blessings, soft words of hope flowing like a gentle river. Each smile, each touch, wove an invisible thread, binding the child to her people, as surely as the earth had bound her spirit beneath the oak tree.
When the time came, Beni stepped forward. His heart fluttered like a fragile bird, yet his voice carried with calm authority across the compound.
“She shall be called Marsia,” he declared, each syllable deliberates, heavy with meaning. “Marsia—the brave one, the one who will bring joy.”
A roar of approval rose from the gathering. Drums beat faster, their rhythms echoing like the pulse of the land itself. Women swayed in wide circles around Ama and the baby, skirts whipping the red dust into clouds that twisted around their feet, rising like smoke to mingle with the morning sun. The air vibrated with life, celebration, and connection—a warmth that wrapped the family, sealing the child’s place in the heart of the village.
Even Beni—once weighed down by longing for a son—felt a gentle bloom of tenderness unfurl in his chest. His hope had not died; it had transformed into a fierce, soft love, a quiet, glowing devotion that embraced his daughter fully.




Chapter 2
Marsia becomes ill
Marsia grew quickly. By ten months, she was a bright, curious child, her laughter scattering through the hut like beads tumbling across stone—impossible to ignore and not to smile at. Her wide eyes drank in the world, every leaf, every bird, every whisper of wind, and her tiny hands reached eagerly toward anything new and fascinating.
But shortly after her tenth month, joy gave way to a shadow of fear. One night, Marsia awoke with a cry unlike any Ama had ever heard. It was not the soft whimper of hunger or the restless fidgeting of discomfort. This was sharp, piercing, almost painful—a wail that sliced through the quiet of the hut like a knife through fabric.
Ama hurried to her side, wrapping the small body against her chest, feeling the tiny ribs press against her own heartbeat. She tried to nurse her, offering warmth and sustenance, but Marsia turned away, her tiny hands pushing insistently against her mother’s breast. Ama fetched a gourd of milk, soft and warm, and offered it again, yet the child refused. By the first pale light of morning, a cold, heavy worry had settled deep in Ama’s bones, sinking into her body like wet clay.
Desperate, she carried Marsia to Eri, the traditional healer of Runina. His hut smelled of crushed herbs, smoke that clung stubbornly to the walls, and the earthy scent of damp soil. Eri crouched by his fire, grinding leaves and roots into a thick, bitter paste, his gnarled hands moving with practiced precision.
“Some will be a drink, some a rub,” he said, his voice rough as gravel yet deliberate. “Give her a sip in the morning and another in the evening. And with the paste, rub her chest… and her face.”
He paused, eyes narrowing as they traced the delicate lines of the child’s face, as though searching for something unseen.
“There is something here,” he murmured to himself. “Something not from sickness alone.”
Ama’s heart clenched in her chest, fear tightening its grip.
In the days that followed, Marsia did not improve. Three days after Eri’s treatment, her cries faded into a hollow, eerie silence. She stopped nursing. She no longer reached for Ama’s beaded necklace, no longer grasped the familiar comfort of her mother’s voice. She no longer moved at all. Her body lay limp in Ama’s arms, her eyes dulled, pale, and unseeing like a waning moon sinking behind clouds.
Even Eri, the healer whose hands had long coaxed life back into the village, shook his head with quiet defeat. “There is nothing more my hands can do,” he said, the rough timbre of his voice carrying finality. “Her spirit is already leaving.”
By the fourth day, Marsia’s pulse fluttered faintly beneath her grandmother’s fingertips, fragile as the wings of a dying insect. Outside the hut, the villagers whispered in hushed tones:
“She is as good as gone. Let the child rest. Until she dies, no one can return to the fields.”
In Runina, death held sway over everything. The fields lay untended, hoes leaning silently against mud walls. Even the children’s laughter faded to whispers. Life paused, as though the entire village held its breath, suspended while Marsia’s spirit hovered between worlds.
Ama wept until her body shook with exhaustion, tears falling onto the mat where Marsia lay motionless. Beneath the broad shadows of the banana trees, Beni sat with his head buried in his hands, unable to face the sight of his daughter slipping away. A suffocating fear clung to the compound like a heavy fog, smothering every fragile trace of hope.
But Mira—Marsia’s grandmother—refused to surrender. She was a woman carved from resilience, her spirit stronger than the winds that battered their hills. Years before, long before Beni married Ama, some travellers had passed through Runina. They spoke of a God the villagers had never known—not the spirits of the hills, nor the ancestors resting beneath the oak trees.
The God of a man named Abraham: The Creator of heaven and earth, the God who listens when the weak cry out, the God who breathes life, the God who can call the dead back from the edge.
Mira had believed every word. And now, as her granddaughter’s breath grew faint, she stood by the doorframe, hands trembling, yet her voice held steady, anchored in the only hope she now relied on.
Each night, while others resigned themselves to waiting for death, Mira sat beside Marsia. She massaged the child’s fragile body with warm cow fat and wild herbs, but her hands were not her true weapon. Her whispered prayers were.
“God of Abraham,” she murmured, voice trembling yet fierce, “if You are real, hear me. Show this village Your power. Bring breath back to this child. Do not let her spirit leave.”
Some villagers peeked through the doorway, tongues clicking in disbelief. “She has lost her mind. Why call on a foreign God? She should prepare the child for burial. “But Mira remained undeterred. Her faith burned like a quiet, unwavering fire, bright in the suffocating darkness of despair.
***



