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To the ones who kept singing even when the world stole their words.

To every child who became brave before they were ready.

And to every village that learned survival is a hymn you hold together.
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Some mouths do not roar.

They whisper your name until you walk into them.


And some deserts do not curse you with silence—

they curse you with a song that sounds like home.
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Mbiganyi Malidza—
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​Note 
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Nqoma and the Root-Ways

(The village sits above old veins of water and older veins of hunger. The Well is not the only door.)
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​Previously in Echoes at the Well...
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Nqoma returned home after starving the phantom gods at the Well of Echoes, only to discover hunger had learned new roads. Their village Well began humming back in stolen voices, luring a child into its mouth and revealing that the desert could now mimic comfort. Even after sealing the Well, the danger spread to neighboring villages—and the acacia roots beneath. Nqoma stirred as if something underground had woken.

Now, in When the Desert Sings Back, the story continues.

A door has opened under the acacia.

An echo wearing Lira’s face has stepped into moonlight.

Will Lira resist a voice that sounds like home? Or will she follow it into the roots where First Silence was born?

Blurb — When the Desert Sings Back

The gods beneath the dunes were starved at Echoes, but hunger does not die—it evolves.

Back in Nqoma, the village Well begins to hum in stolen voices, luring children and speaking the people’s own chant back at them like a mask. Neighboring villages report the same curse spreading through their waters, as if the desert has found a new bloodstream.

Then the acacia at the heart of Nqoma trembles.

Its roots split the ground open.

And from the darkness below, something rises wearing Lira’s face.

It speaks her name with her own voice.

It calls her toward the roots where First Silence was born.

And it promises truth in the language of comfort.

Now Lira must fight a new kind of enemy—one that doesn’t sound like a god anymore, but like you.

Because when the desert sings back, it doesn’t just want your breath.

It wants your trust.

And this time, the song knows exactly how to lure you home.
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​Chapter 1 — The Echo Who Stepped Out
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The desert has a way of making a moment hold still long enough for you to count your own heartbeat twice.

The crack under the acacia was still widening when the thing wearing my face said my name.

“Hello, Lira.”

It said it the way I say it to myself when I’m trying to be brave and failing politely.

Not loud. Not sharp. Just... familiar.

Everything in me wanted to answer.

That was the first betrayal.

My body leaned forward the way your body leans toward a song you grew up on—even when your mind is screaming don’t trust it.

My mother’s grip on my hand yanked me back into my bones.

“Inside yourself,” she hissed.

I did the only thing that has ever saved me.

I swallowed air and whispered the chant to my sternum like a nail hammered into wood.

“I belong to my breath.”

The echo-thing smiled wider.

My smile.

But too slow, as if it was learning the timing of warmth.

Behind it, the hole under the acacia breathed cold like a throat that had been closed for a century and was pleased to be used again.

The village around us had tightened into ragged circles. People were chanting in a way that sounded like rope fraying under pressure—still holding, still trying, still ours.

Kaelo stood between the echo and the nearest ring, staff lifted, shoulders squared like a door that refuses to swing.

“You are not welcome here,” he said.

His voice was rough from earlier fights, but in that moment it sounded like something older than his throat.

The echo tilted its head.

A move I’ve seen in children.

A move I’ve done myself when I’m trying to understand whether someone is lying.

It looked at Kaelo as if tasting his sound.

“Kaelo,” it said softly.

His name in his own dead father’s cadence. The way Kaelo’s mother used to call him in the old stories. A name dipped in history.

I felt Kaelo flinch, the smallest hitch in his shoulders.

Then he steadied.

“No hinge,” he muttered, more to himself than to us.

The echo’s eyes slid back to me.

“Your chant holds you like a door-bar,” it said. “But doors are not homes, Lira.”

My stomach tightened.

Because the sentence was true enough to feel like a kindness.

That’s the trick with clever hunger.

It uses truth the way hunters use bait: to bring you close enough for the lie to do its work.

Namisa stepped beside Kaelo, herbs clenched in her fist.

“You are an echo,” she said clearly. “You are not a child. You are not human. Speak your purpose or go back inside your hole.”

The echo blinked, slow.

Then laughed.

Not a loud laugh.

A soft one that sounded like my laugh on good days.

“This hole is not mine, healer.”

It gestured toward the split ground without moving its arms the way a human would. The gesture came from its posture, like gravity pointing.

“This is the first mouth. I only learned to walk because it remembered to breathe.”

A shiver ran through the village.

Somebody’s chant faltered.

Kaelo roared, “Hold the circle!”

People clenched closer, hands on throats, mothers covering children’s ears, men gripping spears but refusing to step out of the ring.

The echo watched all of it like a guest observing a dance.

Then its gaze returned to me.

“You are afraid of me,” it said gently.

I took a breath through my nose.

“Good. I’m afraid of anything that wears my skin without permission.”

My voice came out steadier than I felt.

The echo’s eyes flickered.

Pleasure? Surprise? Hunger?

Hard to tell.

“I am not wearing you,” it said. “I am wearing what you left behind in Echoes.”

I felt the strip on my throat burn faintly, as if my skin remembered that hollow where sound disappears.

“You pulled their crown into the Well,” the echo went on. “You cut their mouths thin. But a Well that drinks echoes never empties. It holds. It keeps. It makes copies when it is lonely.”

A coldness slid under my ribs.

I looked at Namisa.

She didn’t look frightened.

She looked like a woman who had just discovered a tool she didn’t know existed.

“Copies?” she asked.

The echo smiled at her.

“You sealed a Well mouth and thought you were clever. You did not ask what a Well does with what it drinks.”

It stepped one pace closer.

Not toward the village.

Toward me.

My mother moved with me, hip to hip, like a shield you can’t separate from your spine.

The nightglass under my wrap went so cold it hurt.

Not a warning cold.

A hunting cold.

The echo heard it.

I could tell by the way its attention sharpened.

“And you brought a blade,” it murmured, eyes dropping to where Nightglass slept.

My palm tightened around the cloth.

“You don’t get to name my tools.”

“I don’t need to,” it said softly. “The blade knows me. It hummed when I rose. It remembers what you did.”

Kaelo snapped, “Back.”

The echo looked mildly amused.

“Elder, you cannot order shadows you don’t understand.”

Kaelo raised his staff anyway.

He didn’t swing it.

He didn’t have to.

His readiness was a language.

“Last time hunger walked into our village,” he said, “it did not walk out.”

The echo’s smile thinned.

“Because you starved it,” it said. “But starving is not killing. It is teaching hunger to find new roads.”

It turned its head slightly toward the opening.

Behind it, the darkness below shifted like water.

A hum rose from down there—low, layered, almost like the phantom choir but wrong, older, less playful.

“Your roots are awake now,” the echo whispered. “Your wells are awake. Your sky-plain is awake. The desert is re-threading itself with mouths.”

Namisa’s jaw set.

“You’re speaking like a herald,” she said. “For who?”

The echo paused.

Not in hesitation.

In ceremony.

Then it said, softly, almost reverently without teeth:

“For the Sleeper who has begun to turn over.”

My sternum tightened hard.

Not a pull to kneel.

A pull to listen.

Somewhere deep in the village chant, I heard people swallow and steady themselves.

Kaelo barked, “First chant!”

The rings rose again, louder.

“I belong to my breath—

My breath belongs to me—!”

The echo smiled like a teacher proud of a student.

“Yes,” it said gently. “Keep that close. You’ll need it where you’re going.”

My mother’s breath came sharp.

“We are not going anywhere with you.”

The echo looked at her for the first time fully.

Its eyes softened in a way that made my skin crawl.

It said my mother’s name.

Not as a hinge.

As a lullaby.

The way my father used to say it before he died.

My mother went still.

I felt her ribs lock beside mine.

“No hinge,” I whispered.

She snapped back like someone slapped awake.

Her grip on me became more protective.

Namisa saw that moment too.

She lifted both hands, herbs open.

“Ash,” she said sharply to the watchers.

Two men ran to fetch it from the nearest firepit without breaking the ring.

The echo watched them and sighed.

“Ash won’t seal this mouth,” it said. “You’re not dealing with a rim. You’re dealing with a throat.”

Kaelo muttered a curse.

Namisa spoke quickly, low to him.

“Kabo, Dineo—pull people back carefully. Not running. Back to center huts. Keep chant steady.”

The guards moved through rings gently, guiding bodies away from the crack. Children were picked up and carried. Elders were supported. Nobody stampeded, because the chant held them.

But I could see the tug on their faces.

The way a few eyes kept sliding to the opening like it was a stove you don’t want to touch but can’t stop staring at.

The echo’s voice drifted over the movement.

“See how you look already? Like you’re about to pray to a door.”

“We are not praying,” Kaelo snapped.

“You will,” the echo replied softly. “Everyone prays to something in the end. Some pray for survival. Some to fear. Some to comfort.”

It turned to me again.

“Some pray to themselves.”

That line made something in my gut twist.

Because I knew exactly what kind of trap that was.

If it’s me, it can’t harm me. If it’s my voice, it must be safe.

No.

The desert eats what you love if love makes you lean forward.

I took a breath.

“You’re a copy,” I said to it. “And copies rot faster than originals.”

The echo blinked.

Then smiled with pity.

“Is that what you think? That the one who was born first is always the real one?”

I wanted to say yes.

But my mouth hesitated.

Because the desert had already shown us how old things can become false, how new things can become true, how hunger can learn tenderness.

The echo leaned closer, voice low enough that only I could hear.

“Lira,” it murmured. “You were born to be a lock. But locks don’t get to choose what doors they hold. You are tired. Your throat is tired. Your people are tired.”

Its words slid in like warm water.

It sounded like empathy.

It sounded like someone who knew the weight I carried.

And that was exactly why I wanted to spit in its face.

“I’m tired,” I whispered back. “But I’m not lonely enough to trust a mouth that crawled out of my shadow.”

The echo’s eyes glittered faintly.

A pulse of something behind them.

“A brave sentence,” it said. “But bravery is not the same as refusal.”

Then it lifted its hand—my hand, pale, wrong at the edges—and pointed into the opening.

“Look.”

I didn’t want to.

But my eyes moved anyway, because curiosity is the oldest leash in the world.

Inside the crack, I saw roots.

Not ordinary roots.

These were thick, black, wet-looking tendrils twisting down into darkness, braided together like ribs.

Between them glimmered thin stretches of water, faintly lit from somewhere deep.

And under the water—

faces.

Not full bodies.

Faces pressed upward through the slick of underground pools the way fish press to the surface for air.

Faces I recognized.

Not all of them.

But enough.

Old Nqoma folk who had died years ago.

A young girl who’d wandered into a sandstorm last season.

A trader from Serowe who went missing on the ridge road.

Their mouths were open.

Not screaming.

Singing.

Softly.

A hum without language.

I flinched away from the sight.

My heart hammered.

The echo watched me.

“Your dead are not dead to the Sleeper,” it said softly. “They live in sound. And sound lives in water. And water lives in root-ways.”

Namisa stepped between me and the opening.

“Don’t show her visions,” she snapped. “You don’t own her eyes.”

The echo smiled at her.

“I don’t need to. The desert owns all eyes eventually. I’m just speeding the lesson.”

Kaelo’s patience was cracking like dry clay under too much sun.

“We do not bargain with copies,” he said. “Return to the Well that birthed you, or I will feed you to ash.”

The echo laughed softly again.

“You are adorable, elder.”

People gasped despite themselves at the insult.

Kaelo lifted his staff like he might swing.

Namisa caught his wrist.

“Not yet,” she hissed. “If it’s a tether to the roots, striking it might pull something up faster.”

Kaelo’s jaw tightened.

He lowered the staff with visible effort.

The echo watched that restraint like it was a new flavor.

“What do you want?” Namisa demanded.

The echo turned toward the village now. Most people had backed away to a safer distance, but the rings still existed around the acacia, refusing to dissolve fully.

“What do I want?” it repeated.

Then it spoke louder, so the rings could hear.

“I want what mouths always want. To return what was taken.”

A murmur ran.

Return what was taken?

It was saying salvation words again.

“My people’s voices returned yesterday,” Kaelo said. “We did not ask you for charity.”

The echo’s eyes moved calmly over the village.

“Not those voices,” it said. “Those are scraps. Echoes scraped thin by fear and time.”

It looked at me.

“What was taken first was not sound.”

My throat went dry.

Because I knew.

There are losses older than voices.

Older than our phantom hunger.

“It was the story of how to live here without kneeling.”

The echo’s voice deepened slightly.

“Your ancestors sealed the Sleeper once. They buried its crown under salt and silence. They cut the root-ways and forgot the map.”

It raised its hand toward the opening.

“The map is waking. The door is open. And the Sleeper will not be starved by tiny wells forever.”

A low hum rose from the crack again, as if to underline the sentence.

“You will either come down and finish what they began,” the echo said, “or you will be swallowed by your own comfort while you pretend to be safe.”

Silence hit the village.

Not agreement.

Not refusal.

The stunned quiet of people being told a truth by the wrong mouth.

Kaelo’s eyes narrowed.

“You want us to descend.”

“Not us,” the echo corrected.

“You.”

It pointed at me again.

The whole village stiffened, like a chord struck too hard.

My mother surged forward half a step, fury shaking her shoulders.

“No.”

The echo didn’t react.

It didn’t need to.

It spoke gently, as if speaking to a stubborn child.

“The lock must meet the first door. That is how locks learn their true shape.”

“No,” my mother repeated, louder.

Namisa’s voice stayed controlled but sharp.

“Why her?”

The echo’s gaze held mine like a hook in water.

“Because she sang into Echoes.”

“Because the Well drank her voice.”

“Because the desert has learned her name enough to copy it.”

It leaned its head slowly, and I noticed then that its neck was marked too.

A faint strip of darker skin at the throat.

A scar.

My scar.

No.

Not mine.

But a version of it.

Left side instead of right.

As if a mirror had tried to heal itself.

My stomach lurched.

It saw me seeing it.

“We are tied,” it whispered, almost privately. “You and I. What you did in Echoes made me.”

“No,” I said, voice shaking now. “I did not make you. I fought you.”

“You fought hunger,” it replied. “And hunger used your fight to birth a new mouth.”

Kaelo swore softly.

Namisa’s hands trembled in anger.

My grandmother stepped forward on her bad knee, and the staff lifted.

“You will not take her,” she barked. “If the desert wants a lock, it can deal with my old teeth first.”

The echo turned toward her, expression softening strangely.

“Grandmother,” it said in her real mother’s voice.

The old woman went still.

Her eyes widened just a fraction.

Then she spat again on the sand.

“Try something else. I buried my mother already.”

The echo chuckled.

“I see where Lira gets her stubbornness.”

“And her sense,” my grandmother snapped.

Namisa leaned close to Kaelo now, voice low and fast.

“We can’t let it keep talking. Each name it uses is a test. Each comfort-line is a leash. We need to break the moment.”

Kaelo nodded.

“Rope,” he said to Kabo. “Quick.”

Kabo sprinted to the storage hut and returned with coils.

Kaelo raised his staff to the rings.

“Circle back! Bring thorn mats. Make a wall between the door and the village.”

Men moved. Women followed with woven mats, thorn bundles, and ash bowls. Bodies slid into practiced formation.

The echo watched calmly.

“No wall stops a mouth that is already inside your ground,” it said.

“It stops children from walking into it,” Kaelo replied.

The echo smiled a little.

At that moment, I hated it more than any roar.

Because it looked pleased.

As if this was a game it expected.

As if we were following a script it helped write.

Kaelo planted thorn mats into a semi-circle barrier facing the crack. Men drove in stakes. Women cast ash along the line. The chant kept flowing in low murmurs, now more like a river under ice.

Namisa pulled me backward gently.

“Stay behind the barrier,” she murmured.

“I’m not running.”

“I know,” she said. “You’re staying.”

My mother remained glued to my side.

The echo stepped closer to the thorn barrier.

It didn’t reach toward it.

It didn’t need to.

It spoke again, voice carrying across the courtyard like smoke.

“Tomorrow,” it said, “the council comes.”

Kaelo froze.

“You know that?”

“I hear root-ways,” the echo said. “They carry more than water. They carry intention.”

A cold dread slid through me.

If it could hear intentions...

It might already know what we would decide to do.

It might already be preparing its response.

The echo’s eyes met mine again.

“Meet me before dawn at the roots,” it whispered. “Or meet me with thirty grieving wells.”

It let the threat sit there like a stone.

Then it did something I didn’t expect.

It turned around.

Not toward us.

Toward the opening.

“Wait,” Namisa snapped.

The echo paused.

Half in shadow.

Half in moonlight.

“You don’t get to leave after opening this,” she said. “You don’t get to make threats and disappear.”

The echo looked back over its shoulder.

“I am not disappearing,” it said softly. “I am returning home. So you can find me by daylight if you have courage.”

Then it stepped backward into the crack like someone walking down familiar stairs.

The hum rose to greet it.

The darkness swallowed my face.

The root-mouth breathed inward.

The sand slid a little, narrowing the opening, but it did not close.

It stayed like a half-open eye.

Watching.

Waiting.

The courtyard was silent for three heartbeats.

Then the village exhaled all at once.

People cried. Men swore. Children clung to mothers. Elders touched the ground with trembling hands as if to remind it who had walked on it first.

Kaelo stood rigid, staff shaking slightly in his grip.

Namisa’s hands went to her own sternum, stilling her breath.

My mother pulled me into her chest so hard my ribs complained.

“You are staying with me,” she whispered fiercely.

“Always,” I answered, and meant it.

My grandmother muttered, “We are all staying with everyone. Nobody is going to the latrine alone either. I don’t care if you’re thirty.”

That broke some of the tension with a few shaky laughs.

Then Kaelo turned to the village with a voice that did not allow collapse.

“Back to huts,” he ordered. “Barrier stays. Watchers double by the acacia. No one approaches the door.”

He paused, looking over faces.

“And you do not repeat what it said in its voices. You do not speak any of the names it wore. If your tongue itches with memory, you chew First Silence seeds until it stops.”

People nodded, frightened but compliant.

They began to move away, slowly, clinging to each other.

Kaelo looked at Namisa.

“We will meet in your hut in a moment.”

Namisa nodded.

Kaelo’s eyes flicked to me.

“You too.”

I nodded.

My mother’s jaw tightened.

But she didn’t argue.

Because she knew this was bigger than any one mother’s fear.

And that truth tasted like ash.

Namisa’s hut was crowded in minutes.

Kaelo, Namisa, my mother, my grandmother, three elders, and two guard captains.

No children.

No unnecessary ears.

The air inside was thick with herbs and dread.

Namisa lit a small fire and set water to boil as if tea could calm any of this.

Sometimes it can.

Kaelo didn’t sit.

He paced once, then planted his staff on the packed earth.

“It knows root-ways,” he said. “It knows our plans.”

“One echo knowing isn’t the Sleeper knowing,” one elder argued.

Namisa shook her head.

“An echo is an ear. If the Sleeper birthed it, it hears for the Sleeper.”

My grandmother sat, arms crossed, face stormy.

“There’s also a chance it’s lying to scare us into acting foolishly.”

Kaelo nodded.

“Yes. But the wells humming in other villages were real. The acacia door opening was real. The faces under the roots were real.”

My stomach clenched.

The elder with a scar on his cheek cleared his throat.

“Faces can be bait.”

“Maybe,” Namisa said. “But bait works because it’s attached to truth.”

My mother hadn’t spoken yet.

She was sitting beside me, quiet in a dangerous way.

When she finally spoke, her voice was low and sharp as a blade pulled slowly from cloth.

“You are not sending my child into that hole.”

Kaelo met her gaze steadily.

“I don’t want to send her.”

“Then don’t.”

Namisa looked at my mother with soft firmness.

“Sister, the echo called her because the echo is tied to her sound. That tie exists whether we like it or not.”

“So we cut it,” my mother snapped.

“How?” Namisa asked gently. “With ash? With resin? We sealed the Well rim and the mouth moved to roots. We don’t have a ritual to cut a tie like this without understanding the first door.”

My mother’s nostrils flared.

“Then we build a new ritual.”

My grandmother leaned forward.

“She’s right,” she said. “If the desert is using Lira as a hinge, sending Lira down might complete the hinge.”

Kaelo rubbed his brow.

“That’s what I fear.”

Silence hit.

Because there was no easy path here.

Not sending me meant letting hunger spread through wells until we were a voiceless desert again.

Sending me meant risking the door learning my whole name in its full anatomy.

Namisa spoke quietly into the silence.

“The echo wasn’t only threatening. It was offering a map.”

“A map from a mouth,” Kaelo muttered.

“A map we might not have any other way to find,” Namisa replied.

One of the guard captains, a broad woman named Rra-Ntate, said softly, “If we descend, we don’t descend blindly. We descend with a chain, with ash, with song barriers—like Echoes.”

“Yes,” Kaelo agreed. “But Echoes drank sound. The root-ways may give it back twisted.”

He looked at me.

“Lira. What did you feel when it spoke?”

Every eye turned.

My throat tightened.

I chose my words the way you choose your steps on glaze.

“It felt like... comfort with teeth,” I said slowly. “Like someone using my own tiredness to make a road.”

Namisa nodded.

“Did you feel the pull? Like the old four beats?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Not to kneel. To step forward. To listen. It felt... personal.”

Kaelo exhaled.

“That’s even worse than a surge.”

My mother’s hand found my knee under the wrap, grounding me.

“But I also felt something else,” I added.

They waited.

“It wasn’t afraid of our barrier. But it was annoyed by the ash.”

Namisa’s brows lifted.

“Annoyed how?”

“Like ash muddied its voice.” I searched for the shape. “Like it couldn’t mimic as cleanly when ash was thick.”

Kaelo nodded sharply.

“Then ash is not useless. It’s just not enough alone.”

He looked at the elders.

“Tomorrow’s council must happen fast. We need a plan before dawn of the second day. That door won’t stay politely open forever. It will either close or widen.”

“Or birth another echo,” my grandmother muttered.

Namisa’s lips pressed tight.

“Yes.”

Kaelo straightened.

“Tonight, nobody sleeps far from the center. Watchers at the acacia in pairs. If the hum rises again, we do not go out. We chant from huts.”

Rra-Ntate nodded firmly.

“We’ll enforce it.”

Kaelo’s gaze returned to me, and for once it was not elder-to-lock. It was elder-to-child.

“Do not leave your hut before sunrise,” he said quietly.

“I won’t.”

“I know. But the desert has learned to copy voices. It may try to call you with one you love.”

My throat went dry.

I thought immediately of my father’s voice.

The one I dream of.

The one that could pull me out of a hut even if my bones were chains.

My mother saw the thought on my face.

She pulled me closer.

“If you hear him,” she whispered, “you wake me.”

I nodded hard.

Namisa reached for her seed pouch and gave everyone First Silence roots to chew.

It tasted like bitter readiness.

While we chewed, Kaelo drew a rough map in ash on the hut floor.

The acacia in the center. The root-mouth here. Our Well there. The path to Echoes north-east. The ridge villages west.

“We need to think of the desert as a body now,” he said. “Wells and roots are veins. Echoes is a throat. The Sleeper is the stomach.”

He tapped the acacia mark.

“This is where it is opening into us.”

Namisa added softly, “If we can find the root-ways’ choke point, we can starve it without feeding it new voices.”

“And if we can’t?” my mother asked.

Kaelo didn’t answer immediately.

He looked at me.

Then said a sentence he clearly hated:

“Then we may have to wake the Sleeper fully and fight it in daylight instead of letting it feed by whisper.”

Silence fell again.

Because waking a god on purpose is the kind of plan you make only when every other plan looks like a slow death.

My grandmother blew out a breath.

“Well,” she said dryly, “whoever said life was boring owes us a refund.”

A few of us almost laughed.

It helped.

A little.

Kaelo ended the council with a quiet command.

“Rest if you can. Even a short rest. Tomorrow we become a village of strategy, not panic.”

We dispersed.

My mother and I walked home with my grandmother between us like a guardrail.

The night sky above Nqoma had the same stars as yesterday.

But the ground under those stars had learned a new mouth.

And that changes the way light feels.

We tried to sleep.

We didn’t do much of it.

The village was quiet in that tense way a house is quiet when a snake is somewhere inside but you don’t know which room.

The watchers’ steps outside were soft and steady.

No hum rose from the acacia again.

That absence didn’t soothe me.

It felt like the desert holding its breath to listen harder.

I lay on my mat, Nightglass pressed cold against my ribs.

My mother’s palm rested on my sternum like a door-bar, the way my grandmother used to do before my throat healed.

I could feel her fear through her skin.

Not frantic.

Focused.

A mother deciding what she would kill to keep her child breathing.

My grandmother snored near the doorway, a stubborn drum in the night.

In the middle of that near-sleep, I heard it.

Not from outside.

From inside my head.

A whisper that wasn’t a voice but shaped like one.

My father’s cadence.

Soft as dust.

“Lira...”

My entire body locked.

I heard my mother inhale beside me.

She hadn’t been sleeping either.

My throat tightened with grief so sharp it almost became a sound.

I wanted to answer.

I wanted to sit up and follow the voice to wherever it came from just for one more word.

Then I remembered Kaelo’s warning.

It will try to call you with one you love.

I bit down on my tongue hard enough to taste blood.

My mother’s hand tightened on my chest.

“Inside yourself,” she whispered.

I nodded stiffly.

“I belong to my breath,” I mouthed without sound.

The whisper came again.

“Lira, my little river...”

That phrase was real.

That phrase was his.

And that’s what made it poison.

Tears slid hot down my temples into my hair.

The whisper was patient.

It didn’t pull.

It waited.

Like a hand held out to you in fog.

I turned my face into my mother’s shoulder.

She held me so close I could feel her heartbeat.

“Not even a breath alone,” she whispered into my ear.

The whisper faded slowly.

Not defeated.

Just... postponed.

When it was gone, my ribs kept shaking with the feeling of nearly stepping into a trap that wore my childhood like perfume.

My mother didn’t speak again.

She just kept holding me until my breathing steadied into something like sleep.

By dawn, the whole village smelled like ash and readiness.

People gathered under the acacia in tight clusters, eyes ringed with tiredness, mouths set with stubbornness.

Elders from Serowe and the ridge villages began arriving as the sun climbed: small groups walking fast, wearing dust like a second skin.

They brought reports.

Wells humming.

Children sleepwalking.

Voices copying the chant.

The desert’s mouthwork spreading like a cough.

Kaelo greeted each elder with a grip of forearm and a look that said welcome to the war you didn’t ask for.

Namisa lined them under shade with bitter tea.

My grandmother watched them arrive like a soldier watching reinforcements.

“Look at all these important faces,” she muttered. “If they don’t bring wisdom, we’ll at least get good gossip.”

My mother shot her a look.

My grandmother shrugged. “What? Humor is a defense too.”

The council was about to begin.

I stood near Namisa’s hut with my mother, feeling like the center of a net I didn’t want to be tied to.

The nightglass rested against my ribs.

Cold. Quiet.

Waiting like a knife waiting for a hand to decide which way to swing.

Behind us, the acacia stood innocent in morning light.

Except for the ring of sunk sand at its base and the hairline crack that remained half-open like a scar that hadn’t decided to close yet.

The desert had made its first move.

And now we had to decide whether we were going to answer it with sealing, with descent, or with something even older—something our ancestors had once known and buried with their fear.

I watched the elders settle into a circle under the tree.

Watched Kaelo lift his staff.

Watched Namisa inhale like a woman preparing to name a storm.

And I felt, deep under my throat, a quiet certainty:

The next chapter of our lives would not be written on sand.

It would be written under it.
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​Chapter 2 — The Council of Thirst
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If you’ve never watched a circle of elders gather under a tree that has just tried to become a mouth, you might think councils are calm things.

They’re not.

Councils are the quiet way a village fights panic without letting panic know it’s being fought.

By midmorning, the shade of the acacia was full of people who carried history in their knees. They arrived from Serowe, from the ridge villages, from the river folk, from the smaller hamlets scattered like beads along the dunes. Each group came with dust in their hair and urgency in their eyes, and each one brought the same story wearing a different coat:

A Well humming back the chant.

A child walking in sleep toward water.

The desert learning to call home in a human voice.

Nqoma wasn’t special because we were cursed.

We were special because the curse had chosen to birth its newest mouth here.

That made us either the first domino or the first wall.

Kaelo stood at the center of the gathering with his staff planted, not as a chief trying to impress strangers, but as a man trying to keep a roof from collapsing while the sky argued about rain. Namisa sat slightly to his right with her herb pouch on her lap like a quiet weapon. My grandmother sat on the opposite side without being invited because grandmothers are older than invitations.

My mother sat behind the council ring with a handful of women who had earned the right to listen by being the ones who would bury the consequences if the council failed. She had positioned herself so close to me I could feel her breathing without turning my head.

I sat with Namisa, slightly outside the ring but not far, because Kaelo had said my ears mattered today. I hated that I mattered. I also knew the difference between hating a role and refusing a responsibility when people are hungry for survival.

The crack at the base of the acacia remained visible, half-sunken sand forming a wounded circle around it. Elders glanced at it the way you glance at a snake you’ve trapped in a pot: with distrust and unfinished questions.

Kaelo lifted his staff once for silence.

“We are gathered because the desert has opened a door beneath Nqoma,” he said. “And because your wells are humming also. We share one illness now. So we share one medicine.”

A white-bearded elder from Serowe cleared his throat. His name was Rre Lekgothi, and his voice had the kind of rasp that comes from surviving too many wind seasons.

“Your medicine brought this,” he said bluntly.

A murmur rose. Not outrage. Not agreement. The kind of murmur that says, say the rest before we judge you.

Kaelo didn’t flinch.

“Yes,” he said. “We fought hunger at Echoes. We starved the phantom crown. We sealed a mouth older than our stories. The desert is reacting.”

Rre Lekgothi leaned forward. “Reacting how?”

Namisa spoke before Kaelo could.

“By rerouting,” she said. “Wells are veins. Root-ways are arteries. Echoes was a throat we blocked. Now hunger is trying to find another throat through every Well it can reach.”

The river folk’s healer, a tall woman with river-shell earrings named Kgalalelo, nodded grimly.

“Our spring hummed like a mourning dove last night,” she said. “In my son’s voice. He was asleep beside me. The spring wore him like a coat. I nearly went to it because I thought he had woken and called me.”

Her confession landed hard.

Women in Nqoma exchanged looks like blades meeting in air.

“Did you go?” my grandmother asked sharply, because subtlety is not part of her spiritual gifts.

Kgalalelo shook her head. “No. I chewed First Silence root, and my husband held me until the hum died. But two boys from our village walked toward the water before we caught them. They said the spring was singing their names softly.”

Kaelo nodded once.

“That is what happened here too.”

A younger ridge elder with a salt-stained scarf, Rre Dithapelo, tapped his staff on the ground impatiently.

“You keep saying root-ways like they are proven,” he snapped. “Are you guessing or do you know?”

Namisa lifted her chin. “I know that your wells and ours are speaking the same language now. We sealed our Well rim and the mouth moved to roots. We felt cool flows under the acacia in response to the hum. And a door opened, not in a Well,” she gestured to the crack, “but in the earth itself.”

She let the facts sit there like stones.

Rre Dithapelo’s mouth tightened.

It wasn’t denial anymore.

It was fear.

Because root-ways mean the ground under every village is no longer neutral.

Rre Lekgothi rubbed his beard.

“If there are root-ways, then there was once a map.”

Kaelo nodded slowly. “Yes.”

“And if there was once a map,” Rre Lekgothi continued, “someone must have remembered it.”

Silence.

Not because nobody knew stories.

Because everybody knew the kind of story you don’t say casually.

The kind of story called First Silence in our village.

The kind of story that says our ancestors sealed a sleeping mouth once because it tried to drink the world’s sound.

Namisa looked at the ring of elders with careful steadiness.

“We have fragments,” she said. “Everyone does. Your grandmother warned you not to camp near certain hollows. Your elders told children not to sing at certain wells. Your traders avoided a ridge of teeth because the sand there ‘listens.’ Those are not random superstitions. They are leftover warnings from a map no one wanted to read fully.”

Kgalalelo from the river folk nodded slowly.

“My grandmother used to say water has ears,” she murmured. “I thought it was poetic nonsense to stop children from shouting into springs to hear echoes. She meant it literally.”

Kaelo planted his staff deeper.

“So we agree on one thing,” he said. “We are standing on old veins. Hunger is moving through them again. We need to find the choke point—where root-ways breathe—before the desert learns to swallow by comfort everywhere.”

A murmur of assent moved through the ring.

One elder spoke quietly. “What is the choke point?”

Kaelo’s eyes flicked, almost against his will, toward me.

“You already know the answer you don’t want,” he said.

The ring of elders followed his gaze.

Every eye landed on me.

My mother’s breathing sharpened behind me.

My stomach curled into itself like a leaf in fire.

Rre Dithapelo said the thing out loud.

“You want the lock-child.”

“Not as a sacrifice,” Namisa said quickly. “As a listener.”

Rre Lekgothi frowned. “She is a child.”

“She is also the only mouth hunger bothered to copy into flesh,” Kaelo said, and his voice tasted like he hated the sentence. “Last night a thing wearing her face stepped from the roots. It has her scar mirrored on its throat. It knows her name like a hymn. She is tied to this door whether we invite it or not.”

Kgalalelo looked at me with something like respect and pity braided together.

“Is that true?” she asked softly.

I swallowed.

“Yes.”

“How?” another elder demanded.

I told them.

About the Well of Echoes drinking my voice.

About the hum learning to mimic our chant.

About the acacia cracking open.

About the echo wearing me.

I didn’t add details about the faces under water; those weren’t mine to traumatize strangers with today.

When I finished, the ring breathed in carefully, like people who have just been handed a hot pot and are deciding where to set it without burning anyone.

Rre Lekgothi looked at my throat, not in curiosity, in recognition.

“The old stories say the first lock was a child too,” he said quietly.

My mother stiffened.

“There will be no first lock placed on my daughter again,” she said from behind the ring.

Her voice was controlled, but it cut through shade like a blade through cloth.

Wives murmured agreement.

A few elders shifted, uncomfortable. Not because she was wrong. Because mothers make councils personal, and councils prefer to pretend they are only about ideas.

Namisa didn’t pretend.

She turned to my mother gently.

“You are right to guard her,” she said. “But guard her by keeping her alive with us, not by pretending the tie doesn’t exist.”

“And if the tie is a trap?” my mother shot back. “If sending her down completes the mouth?”

Rre Dithapelo nodded harshly.

“She has a point.”

Kaelo exhaled.

“Yes,” he said. “That is our risk. Hunger wants her because she knows its language. If we send her, we may be building a road for it. If we don’t, it will keep building roads through our wells and children.”

The ring sat in that dilemma like a pot balanced on three stones. The kind of balance that fails if any one stone shifts.

An elder from a hamlet near the teeth ridge, a small, bone-thin woman named Rre Mpho, spoke with a voice like dry grass.

“There is another risk you haven’t named,” she said quietly.

Kaelo nodded for her to continue.

“If the mouth can now copy voices, then it can also send copies to other villages. We have seen it humming in our wells already. If it births more echoes, we won’t just have a door here. We’ll have doors everywhere. That is not a slow death. That is a flood.”

Silence.

Because everybody knew she was right.

We were not just trying to stop a mouth from eating Nqoma.

We were trying to stop a whole body of hunger from learning to walk like us.

Namisa tapped her fingers on her lap, thinking like a healer who is also now a war strategist.

“We need an answer that doesn’t rest on one child’s throat alone,” she said. “Even if Lira listens, she cannot be the only barrier any longer.”

No one disagreed.

But nobody had a better solution yet either.

Kaelo looked toward the crack.

“The door is open. It spoke through an echo. It offered a map.”

“Maps from mouths lie,” my grandmother muttered.

“Sometimes,” Kaelo conceded. “But a liar still points toward something real, even when they turn it sideways. We need to know what it points to.”

Rre Lekgothi asked softly, “What did it say?”

Kaelo hesitated.

He didn’t want to repeat hinge-phrases in a council ring.

But this ring was the brain of our safety now.

So he described it without giving it the full breath of names.

“It said the first silence was born beneath us. It said our ancestors sealed a Sleeper once and cut the root-ways. It says the map is waking. It says Lira must meet the first door.”

A hiss of breath moved through elders.

It was too close to legend to ignore.

Kgalalelo nodded slowly.

“The river folk also have a story,” she said. “We call it The Thirst Underneath. It says that before the first drought, there was a voice in the water that stole the river’s memory. My people sealed a singing cave by flooding it with salt and ash. Then they forbade songs near springs for three generations.”

An elder from the ridge added quietly, “Our story says the dunes once tried to swallow the sky. A child sang a refusal so strong the sand fell asleep. Then our elders broke the child’s drum so no one would wake it again.”

My mother’s head turned sharply.

“You see?” she said. “They broke the drum. They didn’t send the child back into the mouth.”

Rre Lekgothi held up a palm gently.

“Sister, you’re right to fear for her. But the old stories also say something else.”

He leaned down, voice dropping.

“Lock-children don’t always die in mouths. Sometimes they become the map.”

That sentence made my stomach twist.

Because it sounded like fate.

And I hate fate when it tries to sit on my shoulders like it’s doing me a favor.

Kaelo spoke carefully.

“Whether we like the old stories or not, we need something practical now. We need to locate the root-ways’ breathing chamber.”

Namisa nodded slowly.

“Which means we need three things,” she said, lifting three fingers.

“First: a chain descent plan that includes ash barriers and human circles at the rim. Not a lone hero walking into a throat. A village moving like one body.”

“Second: a listener who can recognize the hum’s shape without giving it hinge-names. That may be Lira, but she will not go without guards, healers, and anchors.”

“Third: a counter-map. Something old enough to know these root-ways besides the mouth that’s lying to us.”

We all looked at her.

Namisa turned to Rre Lekgothi.

“Do any of you have actual artifacts? Songs? Marks? Anything left from those old warnings besides ‘don’t go there’?”

A few elders shifted uncomfortably.

People are superstitious when it keeps them alive, but they don’t like admitting it in broad daylight.

Finally, Rre Mpho from the teeth-ridge hamlet lifted a small leather pouch from her waist.

“My grandmother’s grandmother carried this,” she said quietly.

She opened it.

Inside was a handful of cracked clay pieces, etched with lines that looked like river branches.

Not decorative.

Directional.

Kaelo leaned in, eyes sharpening.

“Show us.”

Rre Mpho laid the pieces onto a mat.

Namisa’s fingers hovered above them without touching, like a healer approaching a wound.

“These are not potsherds,” Namisa murmured. “This is a broken map.”

Rre Mpho nodded slowly.

“We kept it hidden because elders said speaking of it wakens what sleeps.”

My grandmother scoffed softly.

“Looks like not speaking of it wakens things too, doesn’t it?”

Rre Mpho looked embarrassed and relieved at once.

Kaelo traced one etched line lightly with his staff-tip.

“This branch—this looks like our Well. And this curve...” he looked up sharply. “That’s the teeth ridge.”

Namisa’s eyes moved rapidly across the shards.

“And this spiral here...” she whispered. “This might be the root-ways’ breathing chamber.”

The ring leaned closer, breath held.

She pointed to a mark shaped like a small circle with thorns drawn around it.

“Do you recognize this?”

I stared.

In my mind, the Well of Echoes flashed—its stone rim, its thorn ring, the way it felt like a throat that drank sound.

“It’s Echoes,” I said quietly without thinking.

Namisa’s gaze flicked to me.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes. That mark is the same as the thorn-carved rim at Echoes.”

Kaelo’s jaw set.

“That means Echoes and the acacia door are connected by root-ways.”

“You said that earlier,” Rre Dithapelo muttered. But now his voice had changed.

Less denial.

More terror.

Because a map doesn’t lie the way mouths do.
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