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Shadows Beyond the Veil

By Sibongile Tembo
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Chapter One: The Night of the First Glow 🔥
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On a still, moonless night, a lone cry cut through the mist-laced woods. The wind carried it softly, as though the forest itself sought to swallow the sound. Branches creaked overhead, and something unseen shimmered faintly between the trees.

A woman passing silently through the forest paused.

Deeper within the dark, a flicker of light—soft, silver, unnatural—pulled at her attention. Drawn by instinct, she stepped forward, her breath slowing as the glow intensified.

There, resting upon damp earth, lay a child... wrapped not in cloth, but in light.

The woman knelt slowly, eyes narrowing. Power pulsed from the child in quiet waves—ancient, unfamiliar. Something inside her stirred. Hunger.

She reached out, fingers trembling, attempting to draw the energy into herself.

For a brief moment, the world tightened.

Then it snapped.

A violent surge struck through her body, throwing her hand back as though she had touched lightning itself. She gasped, staggering. Never before had magic resisted her. Never before had it struck back.

Staring at the child now, realization settled heavily in her chest.

This was not ordinary power.

It could not be taken.

Only contained.

Without hesitation, she lifted the child into her arms. The glow dimmed slightly, as though acknowledging her touch.

As she moved through the forest, the world behind her seemed to quiet unnaturally. Even the wind felt restrained, as if listening.

At the edge of the village, she brought the child into her hidden home and laid her down gently.

But curiosity outweighed fear.

Again, she reached for the power—stronger this time.

The response was immediate.

Energy erupted outward, hurling her backward. Pain burned through her body as she hit the floor. Breathless, shaken... she stared at the child with something shifting in her expression.

Fear.

And beneath it—resolve.



Years passed.

The child grew.

By her early teens, the world around her began to behave strangely.

Candles flickered without flame. Objects shifted when fear rose in her chest. Sometimes, the very air trembled when her emotions surged too high.

She did not understand it.

Only that it frightened her.

One evening, her voice broke the silence.

“Mother... something is wrong with me.”

The woman paused only briefly before turning. Her expression softened—carefully controlled.

“There is nothing wrong with you,” she said.

But deep within her, she knew the truth.

The power she once tried to take...

Was awakening.

And this time, it had a name waiting for it:

Stelara Isolde.

The child slept that night unaware, while the forest outside stood unnaturally still—as if the world itself had just changed its breath.

And though the child slept peacefully, the forest itself seemed to hold its breath, as if aware that this night had altered the order of things forever.
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Chapter Two: Where Silence Listens 🔥
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I do not belong here.

I have tried to convince myself otherwise. Tried to sit among them, walk past them, speak like I am one of them—but something always feels misaligned. Like I am living a life that was never meant to hold me.

So I stay away.

People notice too much. They ask questions I do not want answered.

Out here, I can breathe.

The woods never question me. The wind never follows with judgment. Even the animals... they do not look at me like I am broken.

A small bird lands near my feet as I walk, tilting its head as if it recognizes something in me. I manage a faint smile.

“You’re not afraid,” I murmur.

It chirps once—soft, almost understanding—before fluttering away.

I wish I could be like that. Free. Unburdened.



There is only one place where the noise inside me quiets.

No one goes there.

They say the deeper woods are dangerous—that something watches from within them. But I have never been afraid.

Not of the forest.

Not of what hides inside it.

I follow a path only I know, slipping between narrow gaps in the trees, stepping over roots and stone half-swallowed by earth.

The deeper I go, the world changes.

The air cools. Softens.

Becomes still.

Until I reach it.

My place.

A hidden clearing unfolds between the trees like a secret the world forgot. A narrow river threads through it, its surface catching fragments of light in gentle ripples. Moss carpets the ground. The trees bend inward protectively, sealing it away from everything else.

I kneel beside the water and let my fingers drift across its surface.

Here, I feel almost normal.

Close enough to pretend.



But today... something is wrong.

The stillness feels heavier.

That pressure returns again—that familiar, restless weight building inside my chest. It has been growing for days, harder to ignore with each passing moment.

I close my eyes.

“Please... stop,” I whisper.

The water shivers beneath my touch.

I pull my hand back sharply. My breath catches.

“No... not here.”

The ground beneath me begins to hum faintly, like something waking beneath the earth.

My pulse quickens. The sensation rises—fast, overwhelming, impossible to hold back.

“I don’t understand what’s happening...” my voice trembles.

The space in front of me distorts.

Subtle at first.

Like heat bending the world—except colder. Deeper.

Wrong.

I stare, frozen.

Then the air splits.

Not like glass breaking.

Like reality itself is being pulled apart.

A thin line of light appears, stretching open in silence. It widens slowly, deliberately, as though something on the other side is pushing back through.

My heart slams against my ribs.

Darkness waits beyond it.

Not empty.

Alive.

I stumble backward. “What... is that?”

The pull intensifies. It feels aware of me—reaching, recognizing, calling.

Then—

Something moves.

A figure sits slumped in a distant cell-like space. A man. His shoulders are sharp in the dimness, his posture weighed down by something unseen. His hands rest on his knees, as though holding himself together through sheer force.

My breath catches.

He turns.

Slow.

Intentional.

And sharp enough that I freeze completely.

He sees me.

A burst of light erupts.

My vision fractures—

And suddenly, I am beside a stream again.

The river murmurs gently. Sunlight scatters across the water. The world feels normal, almost peaceful.

But my heart is not.

“What... was that?” I whisper.

Panic coils in my chest. Ma will notice. She always does. And I have no explanation for how I returned—or what I saw.

Was it real?



When I get home, she is already waiting.

She always is.

Her gaze sweeps over me once... then again, sharper.

“Where were you?” she asks.

I hesitate.

“...Nowhere.”

Her expression tightens.

“You are not to go into the woods anymore.”

My chest constricts. “What? Why?”

“Because I said so.”

Her voice is steady—but something underneath it is strained. Controlled.

Afraid.

“That’s the only place I can—”

“You will stay here,” she cuts in. Firmer now. “No more wandering. No more hiding.”

Hiding.

The word lands heavier than it should.

“I’m not hiding...” I whisper.

But even as I say it, I no longer believe it.



That night, I lie awake staring into the dark.

The image won’t leave me.

The tear in the air.

The man in the cell.

The feeling that something on the other side had finally noticed me.

My fingers curl into the blanket.

“What are you?” I whisper into the silence.

But the real question lingers longer than the words.

It is not about him.

It is about me.

And somewhere beyond the veil...

Yet even as she whispered into the dark, the world beyond the veil stirred, listening, waiting for her to step closer.
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Chapter Three: Echoes in the Dark 🔥
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Sleep refuses to come.

Every shift of wind, every soft creak in the house pulls my eyes open again. The image of the man in the cell refuses to fade—pressed into my mind like a wound that won’t close.

I keep turning it over.
Who was he?
Why did he feel... familiar?
And why did it feel like he knew me—truly knew me?
I try to convince myself it was a dream.

But dreams don’t leave your heart racing long after you wake. They don’t leave your hands trembling or your chest tight like something is missing.

By dawn, I can’t stay still anymore.

I slip out of the house quietly, careful not to wake Ma.



The woods are unnaturally still.

Even the usual sounds feel muted, distant. Every rustle of leaves tightens something in my chest. My feet follow the path automatically, but my thoughts are elsewhere—caught in loops I can’t break.

I reach the clearing.

The stream flows gently, unchanged. Calm. Ordinary.

But it feels empty.

Like something important is missing from it.

I kneel beside the water and let my fingers brush its surface. I close my eyes, trying to reach for what I felt before—that pull, that strange pressure beneath reality.

At first, nothing responds.

Then—

A ripple spreads across the stream. Slow. Deliberate.

My eyes snap open.

The tear returns.

Thin. Shimmering. A blade of light cutting through the air where nothing should be broken.

My breath catches.

My body moves before my thoughts do—one step forward, then another.

Something presses into the space around me.

Not sound.

Not words.

A presence.

Familiar. Patient. Watching.

I should run.

I know I should.

But I don’t.

Because somewhere deep inside me, I already understand—

whatever is beyond that light has been waiting for me.



“Who... are you?”

The thought slips out before I can stop it.

My fingers hover over the water, frozen mid-air.

Silence answers... but not empty silence.

A presence presses back.

“Can... you set me free?”

The words are not spoken aloud, yet they land inside me like they were always meant to be there.

My chest tightens.

“I... I don’t know,” I whisper, barely audible.

Fear and confusion twist together in my throat.

“Please... I am trapped. I cannot move. Only you can.”

The pull grows stronger.

I should step away.

I should run.

But something inside me aches in response—something that recognizes him before I do.

“I... don’t know if I can,” I admit, voice shaking.

The light pulses.

Like a heartbeat.

And it calls me closer anyway.

My knees lower slowly.

My hands hover over the tear.

I don’t understand it—

but I know I’m meant to touch it.

So I do.

The moment I make contact, the light explodes outward.

White. Blinding. Total.

The boundary bends, stretches—

and snaps.



The man stirs.

I feel it instantly—like a chain breaking somewhere far away.
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