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“For the ones who learned to speak their truth out loud,

even when the river listened,

even when the world tried to swallow it.

May your voice come back to you.”
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“Doors do not open forever.

And every river that rises

is a question asking for a name.” 
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​Synopsis
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The rivers are still climbing.

Not down to the sea — but up toward the mountains, the clouds, and the sleeping gods beneath the world.

Leko survived the first bargains.

So did Sefa.

But survival is not the same as victory, and peace is not the same as safety.

Five names have already been spoken into the teeth of the current. Five gods have stirred. 

––––––––
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And somewhere beyond the valley, the rebellion spreads — rising through villages, cities, and kingdoms that never believed water could defy the sky. 

––––––––
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Now the stranger returns with a truth heavier than the last:

two gods remain.

two bargains remain.

And the sixth is the one that breaks the heart before it breaks the world. 

––––––––
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As old enemies sharpen into new hunters, Leko must choose what kind of boy becomes a gatekeeper of fate — and what kind of man the river is trying to carve out of him.

Because the rivers don’t want blood anymore.

They want everything else. 
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​Previously in Rivers That Refuse to Flow
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The valley’s rivers began rising against nature, and what looked like a miracle quickly revealed itself as a doorway into something ancient and awake. Leko and Sefa stepped into the impossible, survived the first crossings, and returned carrying knowledge the village wasn’t ready for. As the truth about the sleeping gods and their bargains surfaced, the community fractured, fear turned into violence, and every answer uncovered only proved one thing: the rivers are not finished, and neither are the powers behind them.

Now the currents keep climbing beyond the valley, the cost of each bargain grows sharper, and Leko stands at the edge of a future he never asked for.

**Will the sixth bargain be the one that saves what’s left—or the one that breaks them for good?

Can a boy and a girl outthink gods that are finally opening their eyes?

And when the last shadow arrives... will Leko survive the final choice, or become the price the rivers were always waiting for?
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​Chapter 1 — The Valley That Wouldn’t Kneel
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The morning after the sky tried to swallow us, the valley smelled like wet iron and burnt reeds.

Not the clean smell of rain, not the sweet rot of river-mud after a summer storm — this was different. This was the scent of something that had wanted us. Something that had lowered its mouth and found resistance where it expected surrender.

The rivers still climbed.

They climbed in long pale braids across the heavens, pressing into the clouds like roots searching for bone. They moaned softly in the dawn, as if the sky itself was a throat they kept trying to pry open. And somewhere inside that moving, upward water, the last shadow lingered — not fully a shape anymore, not fully gone either — like a bruise the world hadn’t finished explaining to itself. It said “Soon.” It hadn’t taken the word back. 

––––––––
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Below, the valley looked like a place that had been chewed and spat out.

Huts leaned crooked where chains had scorched their beams. The baobab stump in the center of the refuge was charred black along its roots, and the ash around it was packed with thousands of footprints — Seekers, Holders, refugees, children who had been running with terror in their teeth. Fires from last night’s panic still smoked under pots that had never cooked. The ground was so trampled it had become a single hard skin of mud.

People moved through it like the dead learning to walk again.

Some were quiet because they were exhausted. Some were quiet because Namuhr’s hush was still clinging to their throats. Some were quiet because they feared even one unguarded syllable might invite the sky to return. When a baby cried, the mother rocked him with frantic hands, whispering apologies to the air. When a goat bleated, a man flinched as if the sound were a spear thrust. Even birds hesitated to speak.

I knew the seventh was still listening.

I also knew he was waiting for me to become tired of resisting.

I sat on a flat stone at the river’s edge, my arms wrapped in clean cloth that already looked too red to be called clean. The cuts were shallow enough to live, deep enough to remember. I kept staring at my forearms like they belonged to someone else. I kept expecting chains to rise from my skin. Sometimes I could still feel the heat of that last struggle, the sensation of forcing my fists into Moba’s mouth, the way his teeth had tried to bite me even as he screamed the Name’s final breath.

There are moments you survive that don’t feel like survival.

They feel like you stole something from the world and now the world is waiting in the bushes to take it back.

Sefa squatted near the fire, grinding dried roots between two stones, her jaw working like she was chewing anger. Her hair had been yanked back into a rough knot, and ash streaked her cheek like war paint she hadn’t asked for. She hadn’t slept. I could tell by the way her eyes were sharp and unfocused at the same time.

“You’re staring again,” she said without turning.

“I’m checking if I’m still here.”

“You are.”

“How do you know?”

She set the stone down and finally looked at me. Her gaze moved over the bandages, the way my hands trembled when I didn’t force them still, the hollow place beneath my eyes that hadn’t been there before last night.

“Because you’re still stubborn,” she said. “Dead boys don’t argue with the sky.”

I tried to smile. It came out crooked.

A wind passed over the valley, carrying something that sounded like a far-off chain clinking. People across the refuge stiffened. One old woman crossed herself. A boy grabbed his sister and pulled her close. Footsteps froze in mid-step. For a heartbeat, the whole valley listened.

The sky did nothing.

The wind was only wind.

But nobody relaxed.

Not really.

Sefa watched me for a while, then reached into her pouch and tossed me a small bundle. It landed beside me with a soft thud.

“What’s this?”

“Food,” she said. “Before you forget what your mouth is for.”

I unwrapped it. Two roasted groundnuts, a strip of dried meat, and a piece of hard bread that had been baked yesterday but already felt older than my whole life.

“We’re running low,” I said quietly.

“Everything is low.”

The refugees had come like water in a cracked pot — pouring into the valley faster than we could prepare. They were still coming even now. Each dawn brought new shapes trudging down the slope, led by rumor more than hope. We had fed them with our last grain, shared huts until families slept stacked like mats, searched the hills for wild roots and found only dust. The rivers had climbed through their lands too, and hunger had driven them here the way floodwater drives ants onto higher ground. 

––––––––
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The valley had become the world’s last stubborn breath.

And stubborn breaths burn through the body faster than people think.

Two women walked past us carrying a man between them. His feet dragged. The soles of his shoes were worn right through. His eyes were open but blank, fixed on the rivers above like he was still inside them.

“Hollow,” Sefa muttered.

It wasn’t a curse. It was a category now.

We didn’t say “sick.” We didn’t say “mad.” We said “hollow.” The ones who returned with a hush inside them, with their memories leaking out of their ears, with smiles that didn’t match their faces. They were alive in the way a gourd is alive when it’s full of water but no longer grows.

He hadn’t leapt in our river.

He’d leapt somewhere else, and still walked all this way to reach us, carrying his emptiness like a passport. That was the part that kept turning my stomach — the way the rivers didn’t care about borders or distances. The way their bargains were the same no matter what language you cried in before you jumped.

“Take him to Nana Rra-Mpho,” one of the women called to a passing healer. “If he sleeps, tie his wrists. He wandered into the current last night.”

The healer nodded grimly and hurried after them.

Sefa’s fingers curled into fists.

“I hate that,” she said.

“What part?”

“Everything. The fact that they keep coming. The fact that we can’t feed them. The fact that the rivers are turning men into ghosts and calling it mercy.”

I picked a groundnut from the bundle and rolled it between my fingers.

“I hate that they look at me like I’m a door.”

Sefa snorted.

“You are a door.”

“I didn’t ask to be.”

“We never ask for the wars we get.”

She stood and brushed ash off her knees. “Eat. Then come. They’re waiting again.”

“Who is ‘they’?”

“You know who.”

I did.

I just wanted the word to say itself without me having to carry it.

Leaders.

That was what they called themselves now — a circle of elders from the valley mixed with scarred captains from the refugee camps. Some of them had been kings once, or generals in cities that were dust now. Some had no title except the way they held their grief upright.

They gathered beneath the stump of the baobab like it was a throne that refused to die. Each morning they argued about the same things with new desperation: how to ration food, how to stop the late-night panic leaps, how to keep Holders from pushing their own people into the river in secret, how long the refuge could last before hunger ate the courage out of us.

And each morning, after the arguments burned down to coals, they turned to me like the coals were my fault.

The first time, I almost laughed.

Now the laughter lived somewhere deep and far away, like a childhood field I couldn’t reach without crossing water.

I pushed myself up from the stone.

Pain flared through my arms. I staggered once and caught myself, pretending I hadn’t.

Sefa saw anyway. She didn’t offer to help. That was her kindness: she knew I needed to stay standing on my own legs.

We walked through the refuge while the sun climbed higher and the rivers climbed higher still.

As we passed, people made way — not because we demanded it, but because fear makes hallways in crowds. Some bowed their heads. Some reached out as if to touch my sleeve and then pulled back. A few whispered “Reed” under their breath like a prayer. A few spit quietly into the dirt.

One boy about my age watched me with open hate.

“How long will you keep starving us?” he snapped as we went by.

His mother yanked him by the arm so hard he stumbled. “Silence,” she hissed.

“No.” He shook her off. “I’m tired of silence. He won’t let us leap. He won’t let us kneel. He won’t let us speak the Name. What does he want us to do?”

I stopped.

Sefa tensed beside me.

I could feel the whole path listening.

I looked at him. His cheeks were caved in with hunger. His hands had the roughness of someone who’d carried more than he should’ve. Behind his fury was the same terrified pleading I’d seen in Moba’s followers — the desire for an exit that didn’t feel like dying.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

He blinked, thrown by the question. “...Tiro.”

“Tiro,” I said gently, “I don’t want you starving.”

“Then let us leap.”

“Leaping isn’t food. It’s payment.”

“Payment for what? Life already stole everything.”

A few refugees murmured agreement.

I swallowed. My throat hurt from yesterday’s scream.

“Life did steal everything,” I said quietly. “The rivers just offered to steal the rest faster. If you leap into a god that wants your fear, you give him a feast. If you kneel to a god that wants your will, you hand him the plate.”

He stared at me, breathing hard.

“So what’s left?”

I opened my mouth.

And for a heartbeat I didn’t know.

Not because there was no answer — but because the answer was heavier than his whole body.

“What’s left,” I said, “is standing long enough to find the price that isn’t blood.”

His face twisted.

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have.”

Sefa stepped forward, voice like a whip.

“If you want to spit at someone, spit at the sky. Leko didn’t bring this to your doorstep. The gods did.”

Tiro’s eyes flicked up at the rivers. Fear punched through him. The anger collapsed into something smaller.

He turned and walked off without another word.

As we kept going, Sefa exhaled hard.

“You’re going to do that every day now?” she asked.

“Talk to the ones who hate me?”

“Talk to the ones who are hungry.”

“I don’t know how else to keep them from jumping at night.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“Sometimes you won’t,” she said. “Sometimes they’ll jump anyway.”

“I know.”

“Then stop looking like every leap is a knife you failed to catch.”

I didn’t answer.

Because she was right.

Because I was still bleeding from knives I had caught.

We reached the baobab stump. The leaders were already there. A rough circle. Some sitting on overturned logs, others standing with spears planted in the mud like stakes.

The stranger stood slightly apart from them, his staff no longer blazing bright, but not dim either — like a star that had learned to save its fire for later. His cloak was dust-gray, his eyes older than dawn.

He watched me approach with a tired softness that stung worse than blame.

The circle fell quiet.

A captain with a scar on his scalp spoke first.

“You are late, reed-boy.”

“My arms were slower than my mouth today.”

No one laughed.

The captain’s jaw worked sideways. “We lost three last night.”

The words hit like stones.

“Who?” I asked.

“A mother. Two young men. They slipped past the watchers. Went to the west bend where the river runs narrow. Leapt before dawn.”

“Did they return?”

“They haven’t yet.”

We all knew what that meant. If they returned after sunrise, they would be hollow. If they didn’t return at all, the river had taken them clean.

I inhaled slowly.

In my mind, I saw the mother’s face. I didn’t even know her name.

I hated that.

“Food stores?” an elder asked.

A thin man with a woven belt of shells answered, voice cracked. “Two days, maybe three, if we stretch it so far we snap.”

“We can’t stretch,” another snapped. “Children are already fainting.”

A refugee queen — the kind who wore her grief like jewelry — cut in. “Then we raid the southern barns. Their Holders are hoarding grain in fear of blessing.”

“They call it protection,” one valley elder muttered.

“Protection that starves us,” she shot back.

Arguments began to rise like smoke.

I let them climb for a while. Sometimes a fire needs air before it can be shaped.

When the shouting thickened, I slammed my palm against the stump. Pain lanced through my arm but the sound cut through the circle.

They fell quiet again.

“We can raid,” I said. “We can. But every raid will send more people leaping out of terror. We will save food today and lose bodies tomorrow. We need a way to hold the night.”

“How?” the scarred captain demanded.

I looked at the stranger.

He met my eyes.

Something passed between us — not a conversation, more like a door you both know exists but neither has opened yet.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Not yet.”

A few leaders hissed in frustration.

“Then why are we looking at you?” someone snapped.

Because the gods are looking at me, I wanted to say.

Because the rivers keep asking my name as if it’s a key.

Because if I fall, the valley falls, and if the valley falls, the world kneels. 

––––––––
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But I didn’t say any of that.

I said, “Because we’re still alive. Because we didn’t kneel yesterday. That has to mean something.”

An elderly woman leaned forward slowly. Her hair was white, her back as stiff as dry maize stalks.

“Meaning doesn’t feed children,” she said.

“No,” I said softly. “But meaning tells you where to dig.”

She studied me. “And where is that place?”

I opened my mouth.

Then the stranger finally spoke.

“Not on the earth,” he said. “In the bargain.”

The circle turned to him like one body.

He took a step forward, staff scraping against stone.

“You have survived five awakenings,” he said. “You have learned five names and paid five costs. But the rivers are still climbing because the sixth bargain remains unfinished.”

The words were quiet, and still they landed like thunder.

A young captain frowned. “We already chant the names. We already resist. What more does a bargain want?”

The stranger’s expression hardened.

“Bargains do not want chanting,” he said. “They want completion. When a god stirs, he does not simply listen. He hunts for a specific price. Until that price is answered, the river that bears his breath cannot rest.”

A murmur rippled through the circle.

“What price?” the refugee queen asked, eyes glittering with fear.

The stranger looked at me.

Not to accuse me.

To warn me.

I felt my spine tighten.

“The sixth bargain,” he said carefully, “is the one that does not ask for life. It asks for what makes life bearable.”

Silence thickened.

The scarred captain scoffed. “Speak plain, old man.”

The stranger’s jaw clenched. “Plain words die in god-water. But I will try.”

He planted the staff in the mud.

“The sixth bargain asks people to trade what they cling to most when all else collapses.”

A valley elder whispered, “Hope?”

The stranger didn’t answer.

A young woman spat, “Faith?”

No answer.

A boy in the circle said, “Memory.”

The stranger’s eyes flicked to him, then away.

I felt a coldness pressing behind my ribs.

Because the thing I clung to most was already living inside a hut behind me, coughing quietly into the dawn.

My mother.

The leader circle kept throwing guesses at the air like stones in a dark room.

“Family.”

“Land.”

“Names.”

“Love.”

“Pride.”

The stranger waited until they exhausted themselves.

Then he said, “Yes.”

They stared.

He let the word hang.

“The sixth bargain is different for every village, every heart,” he said. “But it always ends the same way: it asks you to surrender the last thing you would choose to keep — not because it wants to kill you, but because it wants to own what you are after death.”

The refugee queen’s mouth went dry. “And if we refuse?”

“Then the river climbs higher,” the stranger said. “Hunger grows sharper. Night leaps multiply. The seventh shadow fattens on your fear. And eventually one of you — in desperation — will say the final syllable just to stop the pain.”

A low groan went through the circle.

I felt Sefa shift beside me. She was looking at the stranger like she wished to punch the sky into a different shape.

“So what?” the scarred captain demanded. “We just... choose a sacrifice that’s not blood?”

The stranger looked at him with a pity that hurt.

“No,” he said. “The sixth bargain does not accept a scapegoat. You cannot throw one man into the current and call your hearts clean. This bargain must be answered by the reed that holds the valley upright.”

That time he didn’t look at me when he said it.

He looked at everyone.

They all understood anyway.

I felt their eyes turn.

Not all of them hostile. Some pleading. Some worshipful. Some already mourning.

My throat tightened.

I said, “You’re telling them I have to pay it.”

“I’m telling them you will face it,” the stranger said. “How you answer is still yours.”

“Mine?” I laughed once, sharp and bitter. “When has any bargain felt like mine?”

Sefa snapped, “Don’t put it all on him.”

The leaders ignored her. Their fear was a river now, and rivers do not turn aside politely.

The elderly woman with white hair leaned forward again.

“Reed-boy,” she said quietly, “do you understand what he is saying?”

“I understand,” I said.

“Then say what you will do.”

I looked up at the rivers.

They were bright with morning, almost beautiful if you didn’t know they were teeth. There was that slow upward hiss again, like a mouth savouring a choice it expected to taste soon.

I looked back at the circle.

“At dusk,” I said, “I will go to the river. Not to leap.”

A murmur of alarm.

“To listen,” I continued. “To ask the sixth what it wants. If it takes me into a bargain, I’ll go. If it demands something I can’t give, I’ll come back and tell you. Then we decide together how to starve the seventh without starving ourselves.”

“And if it demands your mother?” someone whispered.

I felt my lungs lock.

I didn’t know who had spoken the words — maybe the circle, maybe my own head. But they were there now, sitting between us like a snake.

Sefa took a step forward at once.

“Don’t,” she warned the circle. “Don’t you dare feed on his fear the way the gods do.”

The stranger’s voice cut in, quieter and worse.

“No bargain is merciful,” he said. “And the sixth is a thief that smiles while he empties your hands.”

I met his eyes.

“You knew,” I whispered.

“I suspected,” he said. “Because the rivers have been circling your hut like vultures since the chain broke.”

My stomach dropped.

I hadn’t wanted to notice that.

But it was true.

Each dawn, the current near my mother’s hut ran slightly faster, as though impatient. Each night, a soft whisper seeped through the reed walls like breath searching for a crack.

Soon.

Soon.

Soon.

The circle began arguing again, but a different kind of argument now. Not about food. About me.

They were already drifting toward bargains in their minds. Already deciding what they would ask of a boy if the alternative was a god-flooded world.

I felt sick.

I turned away from them without permission.

“I need to see her,” I said.

No one stopped me.

Some things you don’t block, even when you want to.

Sefa followed me back through the refuge.

She didn’t speak until we were halfway to my mother’s hut.

Then she said, “You don’t owe them your lungs.”

“I owe them a chance.”

“You’ve given them chances. You’ve bled for chances. That’s enough.”

“It won’t feel like enough when they start dropping in the night.”

She grabbed my arm hard.

“Listen to me, Leko,” she said, voice trembling. “If the sixth bargain is a thief, don’t walk into its hands alone. Don’t let the valley’s fear make you forget you’re human.”

“Humans don't matter to gods.”

“It matters to me.”

I looked at her then.

There are friendships that become iron without either person noticing. They harden while you’re busy surviving. And one day you realise the only reason you’re still standing is because some other stubborn soul stood beside you long enough for the iron to set.

Her eyes were wet, furious, exhausted, alive.

I nodded once.

“I won’t go alone,” I said.

She released my arm like it burned her.

“Good,” she muttered. “Because I’ll tie myself to you if I have to.”

We reached the hut.

It was small and sagging, smelling of herbs and smoke. A thin cloth hung over the doorway as a curtain. Inside, the air was warm.

My mother lay on a mat covered with blankets. She was smaller than I remembered from a month ago, and I hated that memory could be measured in shrinking.

Her cough was quieter today, which was not a blessing. It was the kind of quiet that comes when a fire is running out of wood.

She opened her eyes when I entered. Even that seemed to cost her.

“My reed-boy,” she whispered.

I knelt beside her.

“Mm.”

Her hand moved, slow as dawn. I took it and held it to my cheek like a child.

“You’re bleeding again,” she said.

“Just scratches.”

“Nothing is ‘just’ anymore.”

I forced a breath. “How do you feel?”

She smiled — faint, stubborn. “I feel like a woman who should’ve listened when her mother said rivers are jealous lovers.”

“Ma...”

“Hush.” She squeezed my fingers. “I’m not afraid of dying.”

“I am.”

“You were born afraid. You just hide it badly.”

I let out a sound that might’ve been a laugh if my throat wasn’t broken.

Her gaze drifted past me to the doorway, where Sefa stood watching like a guard dog pretending she didn’t care.

“Girl of fire,” my mother murmured.

Sefa’s eyes softened. “Mm’a.”

“Come closer.”

Sefa hesitated, then stepped in.

My mother touched her wrist with two fingers.

“You kept him alive.”

“We both did.”

My mother’s smile deepened. “Yes. Both my children. Two reeds in one storm.”

Sefa looked away quickly, blinking hard.

My mother’s eyes returned to me.

“The sky is still angry?”

“Not angry,” I said. “Hungry.”

“A hungry god is worse than an angry one.”

“I know.”

Her mouth tightened, then relaxed.

“Do you remember when you were small,” she said softly, “and you tried to save a frog from the chickens?”

I frowned. “What?”

She smiled at the ceiling as if she could see the past there. “You carried it in your hands all day. Fed it flies. Built it a little mud house. Thought you could protect it from every beak in the valley. By sunset it had jumped away, and you were crying like someone had taken your heart.”

I swallowed.

“You told me something,” I said.

“I told you that love is not a cage. It’s a blessing you give even if it runs away.”

I felt the cold behind my ribs deepen.

“Why are you telling me this now?”

Because you already know, said the part of me that hated truth.

Because the sixth bargain is circling our hut like a dog.

I didn’t want to hear it from her mouth.

But she didn’t say it plainly.

She just held my eyes with an old, fierce gentleness.

“Whatever the rivers ask,” she whispered, “do not let them turn your love into a chain.”

My throat closed.

I tried to speak. Nothing came out.

She was tired again by the time I found a voice.

“Ma,” I said, “they’re talking about a bargain.”

“They always are.”

“They think it wants something from me.”

She gave a little hum. “Something from all of us, you mean. You’re just the loudest reed in the wind.”

I shook my head. “What if it wants you?”

The words fell like a stone into water.

The hut went quiet.

Sefa’s breath hitched.

My mother stared at me for a long moment, then sighed.

“Oh, Leko.”

That was all she said at first.

Oh, Leko — like the name itself held both pity and warning.

“Listen,” she whispered finally. “If the rivers want me, they are late. Death has already been asking for me since before these gods remembered their own names.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s true.”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

She raised her eyebrows. “This is not a bargaining table, reed-boy. This is a bed where old lungs rest.”

I felt my eyes burn.

“I can’t—” My voice cracked. “I can’t give you.”

“You can’t give me,” she agreed softly. “Because I am not yours to give.”

“Ma...”

She tightened her hold on my hand.

“You are not a gate for your mother,” she said. “You are a gate for your world. If you confuse those two things, the gods will eat you from the inside.”

Sefa whispered, “Mm’a—”

My mother turned her eyes to her.

“Don’t look at him like he’s a sacrifice,” she said gently. “Look at him like he is still a boy, or he will forget it himself.”

Sefa looked down, jaw shaking.

My mother’s voice thinned, but didn’t break.

“I love you both,” she said. “But I will not be used as the river’s rope around your neck. If the sixth bargain wants to frighten you with my name, then spit in its mouth like you spat in Moba’s.”

Her words hit me in the chest.

Spit in its mouth.

Bend, but don’t bow.

I closed my eyes and pressed my forehead to her hand.

For a while we stayed like that — three breaths inside a hut that was trying to remember peace.

Outside, the refuge kept moving. People shouted over water buckets. Children cried and were hushed. A distant argument rose near the stump. Life still did what life does: it kept insisting on itself even while gods hovered above it.

When I opened my eyes again, my mother had drifted into a shallow sleep.

Sefa motioned for me to step outside.

We moved quietly into the morning.

A thin line of smoke drifted from a cooking fire nearby. Two men were arguing over a bag of mealie meal. A boy chased a chicken with a stick as if the world were normal enough for that to matter.

Sefa stared up at the rivers.

“They’re pressing closer today,” she said.

I followed her gaze.

She wasn’t imagining it. The sky-rivers seemed lower, thicker, their chains glinting faintly even in sunlight. They were not descending like rain but leaning — like a body that wanted to kneel over you to whisper in your ear.

“We go at dusk,” I said.

“We go at dusk,” she echoed.

Something else moved on the ridge to the east.

A small cluster of figures, stumbling down into the valley.

More refugees.

One of them was waving a cloth like a flag.

The watchmen called out.

People began to gather. That slow ripple of fear that had become our daily prayer.

As they came closer, I saw the cloth was not a flag.

It was a shirt soaked dark with blood.

The man holding it was thin as a reed, eyes wild, mouth smeared red.

He fell to his knees before even reaching the fires.

“They’re here,” he gasped.

Someone rushed to steady him.

“Who’s here?” a leader shouted.

The man lifted his shaking arm and pointed upward.

Not at the rivers.

At the shadow inside them.

“The seventh’s hunters,” he rasped. “They’re moving toward you. They’re binding villages as they go. For anyone who won’t kneel... they make kneel.”

A hush fell hard.

“What hunters?” Sefa demanded.

The man swallowed blood.

“People,” he said. “Not hollow. Not gods. People. Wearing chains like crowns. Smiling like it’s blessing. Saying they’ve heard the final Name and it’s coming to finish what you stopped.”

I felt my stomach drop through my feet.

Moba’s echo.

Not just a whisper in water.

A movement in flesh.

The refuge erupted into shouts.

Fear ran through it like fire through dry grass.

I turned to the man.

“How far?”

“Two days,” he croaked. “Maybe less. They march fast. They don’t sleep. They chant while they walk.”

Someone yelled, “How many?”

“Enough.”

I looked at Sefa.

Her face had gone very still.

“They’re coming to force the Name out of us,” she said quietly.

“Out of me,” I corrected.

Her eyes flashed.

“Out of all of us. The seventh doesn’t want a single throat. He wants a choir.”

That word snapped something in me.

Choir.

I had heard the seventh’s voice carry through the rivers like a tidal drum, telling the whole world to kneel. 
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Now he was sending human mouths ahead of him to soften the ground.

I tasted metal.

Not from my wounds.

From the shape of what was coming.

The leaders pushed through the crowd toward me.

The scarred captain’s voice was urgent, no longer proud.

“Reed-boy! You hear? You must act before they arrive.”

Sefa stepped in front of me like a wall.

“He will act,” she said. “But not because you panic into his bones.”

The elderly woman with white hair ignored her.

“If the sixth bargain is unfinished, then finish it now,” she said. “Before these hunters force the seventh on our tongues.”

The stranger moved closer, staff humming faintly.

“Not now,” he said, calm but solid. “If you rush a bargain, the god chooses for you. You must go when the river’s breath is ready — or you will walk into a mouth that has already decided to bite.”

“How will we survive until dusk?” a leader cried.

I felt their eyes.

Their need.

Their terror.

I took a slow breath.

The rivers above hissed softly, like laughter trying to disguise itself as wind.

“We survive,” I said. “The way we survived yesterday.”

“And how was that?” the scarred captain snapped.

I met his gaze.

“By not giving them what they came for.”

He stared at me.

Then nodded once, like a man swallowing a rock.

“All right,” he said. “What do you need?”

I didn’t know if he meant weapons, men, or permission.

I said the only thing I could say truthfully.

“I need the night to hold.”

He frowned. “That’s not—”

“It’s enough,” the stranger said.

He turned to the circle.

“Spread the word,” the stranger commanded. “No one goes to the river alone today. Watch the bends. Post fires at every path. If fear rises, drown it in community. The sixth bargain listens best when a valley is united — even if only for a night.”

The leaders moved, barking orders.

Refugees rushed to gather wood, sharpen spears, tie bells to paths so no one could slip out unseen.

The refuge became a hive of frightened purpose.

Sefa leaned close to me.

“You heard what the stranger said? If we rush, the god chooses for us.”

“I heard.”

“And if the hunters come early?”

“We stall.”

“With what?”

I looked around.

At the heaps of ash. The hollow returners. The babies clinging to wrists. The tired captains. The healers mixing herbs without belief. The sky that refused to be a sky.

“With ourselves,” I said.

She studied me.

Then nodded slowly.

“Okay,” she breathed. “We hold.”

We stood together while the refuge tightened into readiness, while the rivers hissed overhead like ropes being tested, while the last shadow inside them curled and uncurled with patient appetite.

Dusk was far away.

But the day already felt like it was walking on a knife.

And somewhere above us, the sixth bargain was awake enough to listen.

Somewhere above us, the seventh’s hunters were marching.

Soon.

Soon.

Soon.

I closed my eyes for a second, hearing my mother’s voice as clearly as if she stood beside me.

Do not let them turn your love into a chain.

I opened my eyes.

“Come on,” I told Sefa. “We help them set the watchers. Then we wait for dusk.”

She smiled without humor.

“Waiting is a kind of war now,” she said.

“Yes.”

We walked back into the refuge.

Behind us, the river kept climbing.

Ahead of us, the world kept coming.
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​Chapter 2 — The Night We Learned to Hold
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If the world had still been normal, I think dusk would have felt gentle.

It would have arrived with smoke from fires curling like lazy snakes, with goats bleating for home, with mothers calling children by their ears and names, with the sky turning the color of ripe marula fruit. The river would have gone dark and quiet and honest, and the only thing you’d fear at night would be hyenas and your own foolishness.

But nothing in the valley knew how to be gentle anymore.

By midday the refuge had become a throat trying not to swallow panic.

Watchers were everywhere — young men with spears they’d never held before, old women with bells tied to their wrists because their hearing was better than their legs, refugee captains who moved like they were ordering a battlefield instead of a starving camp. At every path that led toward the river bends, fires burned straight and nervously, tended by people who kept glancing up as if the flames might rise and join the climbing waters above.

Children were told to sleep early so they wouldn’t hear the rumors. Nobody slept anyway.

The bells were the worst part.

Every time one chimed softly from a path or a doorway, every head in the refuge lifted like a startled herd. People stared at each other with wide eyes, asking without words: Did someone go? Did someone try to leap? Is the river calling a new mouth tonight?

Most of the time it was nothing. A goat wandering too close. A child tripping on a root. An old man leaning on a bell post while he argued with his wife.

But even the false alarms thinned us out.

Fear eats energy faster than hunger.

Sefa and I moved through the camp helping where we could. We carried water. We stacked firewood. We showed the younger watchers where to stand so they could see the river paths without letting the river see them easily back. I kept feeling like we were building fences around smoke, but everybody needed the gesture.

At one fire near the west bend, a group of refugees were sharpening spears on stones that were already worn too smooth to cut hunger even if they were blades. Their captain — a woman with a scar that ran from her temple to her neck like a river bent the wrong way — looked up at us as we approached.

“Reed-boy,” she said without greeting. “We sent scouts.”

My stomach twisted. “To the east ridge?”

“Yes.”

“How many?”

“Three. They left at dawn. They should be back by now.”

Dread crawled.

“Maybe they’re circling wide,” Sefa said quickly.

The captain’s mouth tightened. “Maybe they’re dead. Maybe the hunters are faster than we thought. Maybe the scouts leapt in terror because they saw something that looked like a god’s smile.”

She said it flatly, but her hands were shaking.

I looked past her toward the slope where the ridge rose like a broken tooth against the sky. The rivers above were brighter there — a long faint ribbon shifting upward beside the mountain’s shadow.

“Send someone else,” I said.

She barked a laugh without humor. “And lose more men to the river? We don’t have men to spare. We have bones to ration.”

I didn’t flinch.

“Then I go,” I said.

“No.” Her eyes snapped. “You do not go anywhere alone today. That was an order.”

I almost told her I wasn’t her soldier.

But I was.

Not by oath to her, but by the valley’s need.

So I nodded once.

“Where’s the stranger?” she asked.

“He’s moving between posts to keep people from leaping.”

“Bring him here when you see him. We need a plan for what happens when the hunters arrive before dusk.”

“We stall them.”

“With what?” She lifted her spear. “These are sticks.”

“With deception,” I said quietly. “With fear of our own.”

She stared at me.

“Good,” she said finally. “Bring brains. Not blood.”

We moved on.

At another fire, Tiro stood with two boys I didn’t know, their heads close together, a tense triangle of adolescent fury. When he saw me, his jaw clenched like he’d bitten a stone.

I braced myself.

He didn’t spit today. He didn’t shout. He just walked over, breathed sharply, and said, “My sister’s missing.”

My throat dropped into my stomach.

“Since when?”

“Morning.”

“Did she go to the river?”

“She wouldn’t. She was scared of water before any of this.” His voice cracked. “But people say they saw her walking toward the south path with a basket. She said she wanted to bring herbs to the healers. She hasn’t returned.”

Sefa stepped closer. “How old is she?”

“Eight.”

The refuge around us quieted, listening.

I forced my mind to stay tight.

“Where do you sleep?” I asked.

“Near the old granary. By the broken fig tree.”

“Go there. Wait. Don’t start running paths alone. If she slipped out, we’ll find her faster by searching in lines.”

He blinked at me.

“You’re actually going to look?”

“Yes.”

“But what if she’s already in the water?”

I held his gaze.

“Then we go to the bend together.” I lowered my voice. “But don’t take her death for free. Don’t hand the gods your hope before you see the truth.”

His eyes shone with anger that didn’t know where to land.

“People say the river took her because you didn’t finish the bargain yesterday.”

Sefa’s face flashed.

“People say a lot when they’re starving.”

He stared at her, then back at me. He was searching my face for a promise I didn’t know how to give.

“I don’t hate you,” he said suddenly.

It came out like an apology he didn’t want.

“I only hate that nothing makes sense anymore.”

I swallowed.

“Me too.”

For a moment we were just three tired teenagers in a world that had decided to become a myth without consulting us.

Then I nodded toward the fire.

“Stay with the watchers,” I told him. “If you hear a bell, don’t chase it. Call. We’ll bring more eyes.”

He nodded stiffly, then went.

As we walked away, Sefa muttered, “You’re turning into a leader.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Why? Afraid of the word?”

I exhaled. “Afraid of what it costs.”

She didn’t argue.

We found the stranger near the eastern paths, sitting with a cluster of women who were shaking like leaves. One was clutching a baby so tight his face was squashed; another was rocking back and forth, whispering the fifth name under her breath like a lullaby and a curse.

He was talking softly, his voice a low river of its own.

“...your fear is not an offering you are required to bring,” he was saying. “You do not owe the water your panic. You do not owe the sky your surrender. If you must cry, cry to each other, not to the river. The gods eat what we hand them.”

When he spotted me, he fell quiet. The women’s eyes turned to me like I was another staff of fire.

“You two,” he said, rising. “Walk with me.”

We stepped aside.

“The leaders sent word,” he said. “About the scouts?”

“Yes.”

“About Tiro’s sister?”

“I just heard.”

His eyes tightened. “There will be more missing by sunset if we don’t hold the night well enough.”

“Tell me how.”

He studied me.

There are kinds of looking that feel like a man measuring your bones for a coffin.

This was different. It felt like he was deciding whether to hand me a blade.

“The sixth bargain,” he said slowly, “responds to the valley’s posture. Not its noise.”

“I don’t understand.”

“When Uluma stirred, hunger was your posture. You fed him fear until you learned to starve him. When Darenkai stirred, you were frantic with time, and he tasted you like fruit. When Sothra rose, your posture was shame, so you hid behind faces and fed him masks.”

He looked up at the sky rivers.

“Namuhr tasted your desire for silence. Moryath tasted your longing to forget grief. Varoth tasted your burden.”

He lifted his eyes to mine.

“What is your posture now?”

I opened my mouth.

Then closed it.

The answer was in my chest, obvious and ugly:

We are tired.

Not the kind of tired you sleep off. The kind of tiredness that makes you forget why you were resisting in the first place.

“We’re exhausted,” Sefa said speaking for me, blunt as ever. “We’re starving. We’re scared. We’re trying not to lose people every night.”

The stranger nodded.

“Exhaustion is a posture. And the sixth bargain loves exhaustion because exhausted people want easy exits.”

“What do we do then?” I asked.

“Change the posture.”

“To what?”

He didn’t look away from me.

“To belonging.”

I frowned. “Belonging?”

“Tonight you do not hold the river by fences. You hold it by the people.”

He gestured toward the camp.

“Keep circles lit. Keep stories moving. Keep hands in hands. If a person feels alone, the river feels close. If a person feels held, the river feels far.”

Sefa’s brow knitted. “So you’re saying... we fight the sixth with the community?”

“Yes.” His voice sharpened. “Because the sixth bargain is not trying to steal blood. It is trying to steal your last attachment. Your last reason to stay.”

My stomach tightened again.

“My mother told me something similar this morning.”

He regarded me carefully. “Did she?”

“Yes. She said love is not a chain. The gods will try to turn it into one.”

His expression shifted. Something like sorrow passed through it.

“She is wise.”

“She is dying.”

The words came out sharper than I intended. Like my tongue had slipped on a truth it was tired of swallowing.

The stranger didn’t flinch.

“She has always been dying. We all are. The question is whether we let death be used.”

Heat rose behind my eyes.

“How do you talk about it so calmly?”

He looked away to the horizon briefly.

“Because I have watched people bargain themselves to ash for centuries. Tears do not stop bargains. Decisions do.”

Sefa stepped closer to me, shoulder brushing mine.

“What about the hunters?” she asked. “If they arrive before dusk, do we still drag people into circles and tell stories?”

“For hunters, you sharpen spears,” the stranger said. “But even then, companionship is armor. A divided valley is a buffet. A united one is a mouthful of bone.”

He turned his staff in his hands.

“I will go to the western bend. The river there is whining louder today. People are hearing it like a drum.”

“Wait,” I said quickly. “Shouldn’t we go with you? I promised Sefa I won’t go alone.”
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