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“For those who have ever looked into the water and seen something more than a reflection. May you find your rivers, even when the rivers refuse to flow”.

“Still waters make the best mirrors—for those who dare to look.”

-Mbiganyi Malidza
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​Prologue: When the Rivers Climbed
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The land had always trusted the rivers.

Trusted them to obey gravity, to snake gently down valleys, to murmur secrets in the language of stone and silt. Children learned the rhythms of their currents as if they were lullabies sung in the darkest of nights. Old women pressed their feet in shallows to measure time by the chill. Even the stubborn goats, too foolish for anything else, drank with the arrogance of creatures who believed the water was theirs by birthright.

But on the morning the rivers rebelled, the world felt its first tremor of betrayal.

It began without thunder, without storm. Just silence. The kind of silence that didn’t belong in daylight. Birds stilled in mid-flight. Wind refused the branches. And from the throat of the valley, the great river did something no river had ever done.

It rose.

Not as mist, not as flood, but as if some invisible hand tugged its waters backward. The current lifted, dragging droplets uphill, climbing slopes, foaming in reverse. The river ran away from the sea, as if disgusted by salt, as if yearning for heights it had once been denied.

At first, the villagers laughed.

“Eh! Look at it!” called old Temo, who had lived long enough to bury five wives and two dozen goats. “The river has lost its mind!”

Children shrieked in delight, chasing the glittering spray. Some reached out their palms and gasped when the water refused to fall downwards, sliding instead toward the sky as though the air itself had become a slope.

But the laughter faltered when the first vision appeared.

A boy named Leko was the one who saw it. He had always been the smallest, thinner than his shadow, mocked for the way his voice cracked like splintered wood. On that day, he stood at the bank, staring into the unnatural climb, when the river shimmered and peeled open like a curtain of liquid glass.

There, inside the rushing backward current, he saw himself.

Not as he was — skinny, barefoot, ribs counting themselves in his chest — but as a man, tall and strong, with scars of battle carved across his shoulders. That other Leko carried a spear tipped with fire. Behind him stood a people who bowed, calling his name as if it were thunder.

Leko gasped. The river inhaled with him, sucking the vision deeper into its climb.

Then, as quickly as it appeared, the shimmer folded, and the current hid its secret once more.

“Did you see it?” he whispered, eyes wild.

“No,” said the others. “See what?”

And he understood: the vision was for him alone.

By dusk, stories spread faster than fire on dry grass. Each villager who dared look closely into the rebellious river found something waiting.

A widow glimpsed her dead husband smiling at her from the current, beckoning.

A thief saw himself crowned in gold, dancing on the bones of kings.

A mother saw her unborn daughter, hair bright as copper, singing to a field of grain.

Not all visions were kind.

A hunter screamed when he saw his own face, aged and hollow, gnawed by crows while still breathing. A girl fainted at the sight of herself drowning, not in water, but in black sand that filled her lungs grain by grain.

Some people turned away, vowing never to look again. Others became obsessed, visiting the banks at dawn and dusk, staring until their eyes burned red.

And then came the first to jump.

It was the widow.

Her name was Maledi, though no one spoke it without softening their tone. She had walked alone since her husband’s death two harvests ago, her feet dragging as though half her bones had been buried with him.

When she saw him in the river’s climb — his smile the same, his shoulders broad, his hand reaching — she knew the current had not risen against nature by accident. It had risen for her.

One evening, while the village huddled around fire to debate the meaning of the visions, Maledi rose without a word. She walked barefoot through the dust, her shadow stretched long by moonlight. The villagers followed at a distance, not daring to call her name.

She stepped into the climbing river.

The water did not splash. It welcomed her. It wrapped her like a cloak, pulling her gently upward, higher and higher, her arms open as though embracing the impossible.

And then she was gone.

The river swallowed her into its shining climb, and the current sealed shut.

For three days, they waited.

On the fourth, she returned.

The river spat her out at dawn, depositing her gently onto the banks. Her body was younger — the gray in her hair gone, her face smooth as it had been on her wedding day. She was clothed in strange fabric that glowed faintly, woven of threads no loom on earth could make.

But her eyes... her eyes belonged to someone else.

When her children cried out and reached for her, Maledi smiled without recognition. She touched their faces curiously, as one might stroke carvings in a museum. Then she turned and walked away, humming a song that no one knew.

Some said she had been blessed. Others swore she had been stolen.

Either way, she was no longer theirs.

By the next full moon, a dozen others had leapt.

Some returned. Some didn’t.

Those who came back were never quite the same.

The rivers, meanwhile, kept climbing. Not just one valley, but many. Whole maps redrew themselves. Rivers ran backward into mountains, waterfalls flowed up cliffs, lakes emptied into clouds. Fishermen found their boats dragged skyward, dangling like trapped birds.

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

And everywhere, visions burned in the currents.

The elders argued.

“Close your eyes! Do not look upon the false waters!” shouted Priest Moba, whose voice had once cowed soldiers. “These are lies of the Forgotten Gods, meant to tempt and break us!”

But others whispered: “What if they are gifts? What if the rivers are showing us our true lives, the lives stolen by chance and cruelty? Shouldn’t we claim them back?”

Children, ever reckless, dared each other to dip fingers into the climbing spray. Some laughed at the tingling warmth that spread through their hands. Others screamed when their nails grew black and brittle overnight.

The land was divided, not by borders, but by desire. Those who longed to leap, and those who forbade it.

And at the heart of it all was the boy who had first seen himself: Leko.

He dreamed now every night of that scarred, fire-speared man. Each morning, he woke with ash on his tongue, as if he had shouted orders to warriors in another world. His mother beat his back with herbs to drive away the “curse,” but no smoke could banish the hunger in his chest.

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

He wanted to leap.

And though he was still a child, though his voice still cracked like broken reeds, he knew the rivers were waiting for him.

Waiting for all of them.

Far above, unseen by villagers or priests, something shifted beneath the mountains. Something vast, older than language, stirred in its sleep.

The rivers had rebelled not for whim, not for accident.

They had rebelled because the forgotten gods were dreaming again.

And in those dreams, the world would be remade.
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​Chapter 1: The Boy Who Saw Himself
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Leko had always been the smallest shadow in the village.

When goats scattered, it was never him they followed; when boys wrestled in dust, his bones cracked before his pride did; when girls carried pots on their heads, they called him reed-boy, for he bent too easily in the wind. Even his mother, whose love was a stubborn weed that grew through stones, sighed often when she looked at him.

“Too thin,” she muttered, grinding millet with the rhythm of resignation. “Too soft. The world will break you like dry maize.”

But the world, it seemed, had decided to break itself first.

Ever since the river had climbed, nothing was the same.

Every morning, villagers gathered by the bank. They came not to fish or fetch water — those tasks had become dangerous, for buckets would float upwards and nets tangled in air — but to stare.

Some prayed loudly, faces pressed into the soil. Others whispered to the waters, hoping to coax kinder visions. Children squatted with stubborn patience, waiting for the river to show them their futures as if it were a traveling circus.

Leko stood among them, silent, watching.

He still remembered the way the other version of himself had looked — taller, stronger, crowned in scars like medals. That man had not bent like a reed. He had commanded fire. His voice had been stone, not splinters.

At night, Leko dreamed of carrying that spear. He woke with his hands clenched, palms burning as though gripping embers.

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

And he began to believe, against all the voices of doubt, that the river had shown him more than a vision. It had shown him a possibility.

The elders met in the courtyard of the baobab tree, whose roots sprawled like giant knuckles. Smoke from cooking fires curled around them as they argued.

“These waters are a curse,” said Priest Moba, his face painted in white ash. “The Forgotten Gods stir. They tempt us to abandon the paths of our ancestors. Those who leap are no longer themselves when they return. Have you not seen Maledi’s eyes? Cold as stone, empty as a grave?”

“But she is young again,” argued old Temo, whose voice cracked like rusted hinges. “Her back no longer bends. She sings songs none of us have heard. Is that not a blessing?”

“A blessing?” Moba spat. “Would you call a mask a blessing when it hides a thief?”

The courtyard buzzed with voices. Some shouted that the river was a gift, a way to rewrite their broken fates. Others hissed that it was a trap, a hole dug by sleeping gods who wished for offerings of flesh.

Through the noise, Leko lingered at the edge, hugging his knees. No one asked his opinion. Why would they? He was only a boy, still scolded for spilling porridge, still sent to chase chickens from gardens.

Yet in his heart, the decision had already begun to take root.

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

On the seventh day after the widow’s leap, a stranger arrived.

He came barefoot, cloaked in travel dust, with hair matted from miles of wind. His eyes were sharp, too sharp, as if they had once been polished with lightning.

The villagers watched suspiciously as he approached the bank. Outsiders were rare; rivers had always been walls as much as lifelines.

“What do you seek here?” Moba demanded, staff slamming the earth.

The stranger pointed at the climbing current. “I seek what you all seek,” he said softly. “The other side.”

The crowd murmured. Some edged closer, eager for news.

“Have you seen others?” Temo asked. “Other rivers that rebel?”

The man nodded. “I have walked three valleys east, and five north. The waters rise everywhere. They reveal visions to all who dare look. Some leap. Some return. Some never crawl out again.”

“Tell us then,” Moba growled, “what lies within?”

The man’s lips trembled into something between a smile and a wound. “Worlds,” he whispered. “Worlds where every choice you did not make waits for you. But beware: the river does not give. It trades. What you gain, something else will lose.”

He turned, cloak flaring, and vanished back into the dust.

Leko’s heart thundered. If the rivers traded, then perhaps the man he saw — the warrior — had traded places with him. Perhaps they were linked. Perhaps the spear still waited for his hands.

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

That night, when the moon was a thin blade, Leko crept to the river’s edge.

The village slept behind him. Crickets chirped warnings. The river glowed faintly, as though starlight had dissolved in its currents. It whispered, not like water should, but like a thousand mouths chanting secrets.

“Show me again,” he whispered.

The current shivered. A face unfolded. His own — but older, blood on his cheek, fire at his back.

The vision raised the spear, pointing not at enemies, but at Leko himself.

The boy stumbled backward, heart pounding.

A goat bleated from the shadows, and he nearly screamed. It was only Noko, the half-blind goat that followed him sometimes. She chewed the air stupidly, oblivious to rivers or gods.

But in that moment, Leko realized: he could not carry this alone. Someone else had to know what he saw.

The next morning, he told his closest friend, a girl named Sefa.

Sefa was everything he was not — bold, sharp-tongued, forever climbing trees she had no business climbing. She had once wrestled a boy twice her size into the dust simply because he called her hair a bird’s nest.

When Leko confessed his vision, she narrowed her eyes.

“You saw yourself? Strong? With a spear?”

He nodded.

“And you think it means you’re supposed to leap?”

“Yes,” he whispered. “Maybe the rivers... maybe they’re showing me who I am meant to become.”

Sefa studied him. Then, instead of laughing, she said, “Then I’ll leap with you.”

Leko blinked. “What?”

“If you go alone, you’ll drown in your own foolishness,” she said. “At least if I’m there, I can drag your skinny bones back.”

For the first time in days, he laughed. It sounded strange in his own ears, like something borrowed.

But beneath the laughter, the seed of decision sprouted deeper.

Meanwhile, the visions grew stranger.

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

A farmer swore he saw a god stirring beneath the current — its body made of mountain, its eyes carved of obsidian. Another claimed the rivers whispered names no human tongue could hold.

The priests panicked. They burned incense day and night, scattering herbs into the air until the village stank of smoke. They warned that the Forgotten Gods had been buried for a reason. That if the rivers carried their dreams upward, then the mountains themselves might awaken.

But the young — the restless — grew restless still. For them, the rivers were no curse but a door. And doors begged to be opened.

On the fourteenth day, when the sun bled red across the horizon, Leko stood again by the riverbank. His reflection bent in the backward current, a boy’s face trembling between ripples.

⚓ ⚓ ⚓

Behind him, Sefa waited, arms crossed.

“Well?” she said. “Are you ready to leap?”

He swallowed. The river roared softly, like a beast waiting to be fed.

He thought of his mother, her weary hands grinding millet. He thought of Priest Moba’s warnings. He thought of the stranger’s whisper: the river does not give, it trades.

And then he thought of the spear. The warrior. The other Leko who had not bent, who had not been broken.

He stepped forward.

The river leaned toward him, climbing, gleaming, hungry.

And for the first time in his life, Leko felt taller than his shadow.
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​Chapter 2: The First Leap
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The Waiting

The night was swollen with silence.

Even the crickets seemed afraid to sing.

Leko and Sefa stood barefoot at the river’s edge, their toes sinking into the damp soil. The climbing current hissed faintly, glimmering in the moonlight like a staircase made of glass and smoke.
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