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The veldt lay wide and shimmering, a great, empty ocean of grass under the white blaze of the sun. My horse plodded steadily, her breathing calm, until I caught it—faint at first, like a storm grumbling beyond the horizon.

The sound swelled, growing deeper, hungrier. The ground itself began to tremble, and when I turned in the saddle my blood froze.

They were coming.

A wall of wildebeest, a thousand strong, surged over the land like a living storm. Horns and shoulders heaved in a black tide, hooves striking the earth in a rhythm that shook my bones. Dust boiled up around them, turning sky and horizon into one rolling, furious blur.

Stampede! There was no escape. The plain was too open, too flat. They would swallow me whole—man, horse, and breath.

Then I saw it. A rock, no bigger than a cottage, jutting out of the veldt like the spine of the earth. A frail hope, but it was all I had.

I dug my heels into the horse’s flanks, urging her toward it. The thunder roared louder, closer, until the air itself seemed to crack with the pounding of hooves. My teeth rattled. My horse screamed, her eyes rolling white, but I dragged her behind the stone’s shelter.

“Down!” I gasped, pulling at the reins, shoving with all the strength I had. By some miracle, she folded, legs trembling as she sank to the earth. I threw myself beside her, wedged in the narrow gap between horse and rock, and flung a blanket over her head and mine. My fingers locked onto her holster—I would not let her bolt, not now.

And then they were upon us.

The first wildebeest leapt, hooves clattering against stone. Others veered at the last moment, splitting left and right, the mass of bodies streaming past so close I could feel the blast of air with every stride. The ground shook like thunder underfoot, vibrations tearing up through my chest.

The noise was unbearable—roaring, grunting, the drumfire of countless hooves. Dust poured into my lungs, burning, choking. I pressed my face into the horse’s trembling neck, eyes squeezed shut, whispering nonsense to calm her though I couldn’t hear my own voice above the storm.

A shadow loomed—one beast crashed past so near I felt its coarse hide brush the blanket. Another’s hooves struck the rock, sending pebbles showering down over me. I dared not move. I dared not breathe.

The torrent seemed endless. Time dissolved into terror. My world was reduced to heat, dust, and the frantic pulse of the horse beneath my arm.

And then—like a storm rolling away—the fury began to thin. The thunder softened into a drumming echo, the dust lifted, and the last stragglers surged into the horizon.

Silence.

I lifted the blanket. The veldt lay scarred before me, a churned wasteland of hoofprints and torn grass. My horse shivered, soaked in sweat. I could taste the grit on my tongue, feel my heartbeat still hammering against my ribs.

We had survived. By a breath. By a heartbeat.

Alive, though the storm of hooves had been close enough to bury us.

*  *  *
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The reason I had been crossing the veldt for days on horseback was simple necessity. Out here, in this vast and silent stretch of South Africa, there were no petrol stations, no villages, not even a lonely farmhouse. Nothing but grass, sky, and the endless horizon. A motorcar would have stranded me within hours. A horse, though—that was different. She could live off the land, grazing on the fresh green growth left behind by the recent rains, drinking from the shallow pans and streams that dotted the plain. She was my lifeline, my compass, and my only companion.

My destination lay far to the east, a jagged mountain range that shimmered like a mirage on the edge of sight. But it wasn’t the mountains themselves that drew me onward—it was what lay hidden within them.

Not long before, the world had been given a new kind of vision. Google had released satellite images to the public, and I had spent nights hunched over the maps, tracing rivers, ridges, and valleys of the land where I lived. That was when I found it.

There, buried in the wilderness, was something extraordinary: a perfect circle, many miles across. An ancient crater, carved by a long-dead volcano. In its center glimmered the faintest patch of blue—a lake, secret and untouched. And on the edges of that water, at least from the eye of the satellite, were shapes that did not belong to nature. Angles. Lines. Ruins, perhaps.

The thought had burned in me ever since. Could it be true? Had some forgotten people lived and built here, leaving their mark hidden until technology pulled back the veil?

I had to know. And so I rode eastward, across the veldt, chasing the ghost of a volcano and the promise of discovery.

*  *  *
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After a full day’s ride, I finally reached the foothills of the ranges. The land changed beneath us—no longer the endless, rolling grasslands, but a rising country of ridges and valleys. Progress slowed. Each climb left my horse breathing harder, each descent demanded careful footing. I searched for valleys that would lead me eastward, always keeping the faint line of the mountains in sight.

Another day slipped past under the sun before I found what I had been looking for. Before me rose a long, curving ridge, its shape uncanny in its symmetry—roundish, as though drawn by a giant’s hand. My pulse quickened. This was it. This was the outline I had seen on the satellite map: the old volcano.

I unpacked my drone, its case dusty from days of travel, and sent it whirring into the sky. Higher and higher it climbed, until the screen in my hand lit up with the truth. From above, the land revealed itself exactly as I had imagined. A great, circular ridge stretched around me, enclosing a glittering pool of blue at its heart—the lake. My theory was right. I was standing at the rim of a world forgotten.

A thrill surged through me, sharp as lightning. “So the adventure begins,” I murmured, my voice half-lost in the mountain wind.

I did not mount my horse again just yet. Instead, I led her on foot, the reins loose in my hand. She had carried me faithfully across the veldt, and I would not strain her now. She was strong, but I had noticed her belly, the subtle roundness, the way she tired faster than she should. I had a suspicion—a strong one—that she was with foal. Before I bought her she had been left to run free, and, as it seemed, not entirely alone.

I reached out and stroked her neck. “We’ll take it slow,” I told her softly. In truth, I was speaking as much to myself as to her. For in front of me lay the unknown—a crater lake hidden from the world, perhaps ruins waiting in silence for centuries. And every instinct told me I was about to step into something far larger than I had planned.

*  *  *
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The ridge rose steep and uneven before me, its sides clothed in scraggly brush and loose stone. I paused at the top, standing in the saddle of the land, gazing down at the hidden world below. The crater spread










[image: ]























[image: ]









[image: ]

















[image: ]








[image: ]








[image: ]








[image: ]














[image: ]









[image: ]












[image: ]
















[image: ]













[image: ]












[image: ]













[image: ]














[image: ]
















[image: ]











[image: ]









[image: ]














[image: ]









[image: ]














[image: ]





[image: ]













[image: ]















[image: ]








[image: ]









[image: ]














d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
WERNER STEJSKAL

WHERE
THE PAST
STILL BREATHES






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





