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In the shadow of the Kariba Dam, the Zambezi whispers of a power older than the concrete meant to tame it. As modern expansion claws at the riverbanks of the early 2000s, an ancient guardian stirs. Nyaminyami, the Sacred River God, is no longer content with silence.

When the water begins to rise and the earth begins to tremble, the line between progress and providence thins to a breaking point. In a world of surging roads and fading traditions, one truth remains: some depths were never meant to be plumbed, and some gods refuse to be forgotten.

The water is rising. The legend is real.
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Author's Note

This story breathes the air of the early 2000s: a time lost to modern expansion but preserved by those who still crave the rhythm of that era. Since then, surging new access roads, sprawling schools, and the relentless advent of the internet chipped away at the ancient beliefs once held dear by a people deeply rooted in tradition.

Notably, this is neither a horror story nor science fiction. During the International Self-Published Book Awards, critics argued the narrative belonged in those genres. However, readers from Africa will recognise a different truth: this is a spiritual journey.

Inspired by legend, this book explores a world where the river god claims his victory. While rooted in the grit and reality of Zimbabwe twenty-five years ago, the story veers into fiction to envision events that, mercifully, have not occurred. All characters are fictional, and any resemblance to living people is purely unintentional.
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For millennia, the ancient Zambezi River carved its path out of today's Botswana. The Zambezi doesn't follow the rules of the south; it pushes north, west and then east, a muscular vein of water carving its way toward the Indian Ocean.

It thundered through the Matetsi Gorge and coiled through the arid southeast. It merged violently into the Limpopo and churned its waves around Crook's Corner before a final surge across Mozambique to dissolve into the Indian Ocean.

Then, a great climatic shift seized Central Africa. First, ice arrived, mammoth sheets grinding the soil and shattering the bedrock. Next, scorching heat blasted the earth into fissures, withering the primitive moss and sedge. Again, the heavens shifted, and the rain descended. It drowned the continent, pooling into vast inland seas. 

The animals struggled to endure. Some, more monstrous than their descendants, vanished entirely. Others fled. The survivors forged a life perfectly attuned to this new, brutal world.

Immense earthquakes shuddered through the land; the earth's crust groaned, tilted, and buckled. At the end of this violent birth, half of Africa had skewed, trapping the great Zambezi in a limitless lake. The ghost of this sixty thousand square kilometre sea, the herald of the Pliocene Age, lingers today in the Makgadikgadi Pans.

The rains persisted, and the lake swelled. The water clawed at its banks with wind and wave, sculpting a new course north and then east, abandoning the Limpopo. It forced a new exit to the sea, tracing the ancient route of the Kafue River. For millions of years, the river wound through the bedrock of the Great Rift Valley. 

It birthed beaches only to tear them away. Trees anchored themselves deep in the floodplains until the Makgadikgadi spilled its swamps, uprooting the forests once more. The cycle spun on, timeless and indifferent.

Eventually, footsteps reached the valley. People trekked from the great lakes of modern Malawi to the land of many names: Monomotapa, Zimbabwe, Rhodesia. To them, it was simply home. The great river guarded their front, while the Matusadona mountains, so steep it was said falling dung from the heights would crown a man below, guarded their backs.

These were the Batonga. They found sanctuary in the wilderness. They transformed the riverbanks into fields of millet and harvested the profusion of game for meat and warm winter blankets. They moved in harmony with the wild, refusing to dominate, viewing themselves as kin to the ant and the crocodile. 

The Batonga harvested only what survival demanded. They respected the truth that man, the frailest of creatures, withers without the wild. Their fireside stories wove spirits, animals, and gods into a tapestry as old as the earth.

Legend recounts a Batonga hunter stalking elephants for his village. Exhausted by the craggy terrain, he watched a fish eagle plunge into the currents and emerge with a silver prize. Moments later, the bird struck again. 

The hunter envied that ease. Casting aside his loincloth and the feather of maturity, he leaped into the river, only for a crocodile to claim him. The village wailed in the deepening twilight. In time, his spirit evolved, taking the shape of a river snake, a God: Nyaminyami.

The people prospered under his bounty but change crept into the valley. Raiders stole children for the slave markets of the Arabs and Portuguese. The survivors retreated into the hidden enclaves of the bush and cliffs. 

Nyaminyami continued his watch, but then the white man arrived. They labelled the land the "Dark Continent," blind to the reality where fable and fact intertwined. Missionaries preached of an alien God while traders and soldiers brought the blood of a new nation. The Batonga ignored the borders, content in their world.

But the hunger for land was relentless. The strangers warned the Batonga: their homeland would soon vanish beneath the floods. They mocked Nyaminyami, their eyes fixed only on their own Trinity faith. The Batonga laughed. What man could shackle a Great Spirit? They scorned the order to move to the dry interior, far from their ancestors' graves.

On December 2, 1958, the white man choked the Kariwa Gorge. The waters backed up behind a frail-looking concrete wall. The Batonga waited for Nyaminyami to crush the intruder. 

They cheered when he shattered the cofferdam twice, but finally, the spirit yielded. The wall held. Some Batonga drowned with their land; others succumbed to broken hearts. All watched as the sacred graves of their fathers sank into Nyaminyami's deep care.

The sacred era vanished. Lake Kariba was born, smothering the forests and the silvery sands beneath one hundred and sixty million tons of water. The project defied the terrain. Engineers, unable to map the mountains, paved over elephant trails. 

Italian workers swarmed the site, marvelling at the wild even as they died building its prison. They erected a round church for their fallen. Many returned to the Mediterranean only to find the Zambezi tugging at their souls, drawing them back to the Spirit of Africa.

The town of Kariba crept up the hills. Supermarkets, banks, and clubs sprang up. Settlers sipped pink gins in the shade and plotted National Parks to protect what remained. The Batonga suffered repeated removals, driven into the parched interior, severed from their river and their God. 

Below the town, the dam shimmered, a concrete giant 128 metres high, consuming over a million cubic metres of concrete. It hurled raging water into an eighty-one-metre-deep pool. Yet, the depths remained vacant.

In 1963, researchers introduced Kapenta sardines from Lake Tanganyika. Finally, the abyss teemed with life. An industry erupted. Motorised rigs haunted the lake at sunset, their lights luring the silver fish into dip-nets. The catch was salted and dried under a scorching sun to feed the nation.

Tourism flourished. Travellers flocked to see the sunsets and "touch the wild." Zimbabwe touted its "Inland Riviera," where elephants patrol the suburbs and lions haunt filling stations. Hyenas giggle in the night bush, and convoys of tourists shuttle to luxury hotels. Kariba stands today: a modern anomaly clinging to the edge of an ancient wilderness.
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"It's a very special place, my child." Musa shifted against the jagged rocks, his thumb grinding snuff into his left nostril. "This is the home of our people." He flung a hand toward the horizon, his sweeping gesture encompassing the misty Sengwa River valley and everything the light touched.

"These," he said, pinching a cowrie shell between two fingers, "remained from the wedding necklace of Nyaminyami and his beloved wife. They bind our most revered Gods. You will find them nowhere else but here, on the Sengwa."

A wet, phlegmy cough rattled his chest. He spat before continuing. "Once, they littered the banks where the Sengwa vanished into the mighty Zambezi."

Pupil and master fixed their gaze on the great lake. In the silence, they conjured the old confluence: the rustle of reed beds and the looming shadows of ironwood trees. Now, only islands and a vast expanse of blue-green water shimmered under the dying sun.

Mutale sighed theatrically. "Father," he asked respectfully of the old witch doctor, "tell me again why the elders and the witches stopped Nyaminyami from eating up the dam wall back when the Marungu, the white man, was building it?" He stretched out his legs and slapped at a tsetse fly. The fly buzzed.

The old man sneezed, his body recoiling before he settled back against the furrowed bark of a Mopani tree. He savoured the silence. To Musa, a story carried the weight of a soul; it required a slow, rhythmic delivery. He lingered in the stillness, coughed, and cleared his throat.

"Now, Mutale, this tale shuns the white man. He lacks the ears for it. Perhaps their children might listen. The young still hold a window open for the spirits. They have lived here for four generations, yet their hearts remain white. By fourteen summers, they will lock themselves onto the narrow tracks of their fathers."

His brow furrowed as he levelled a finger at the younger man. "Guard these secrets. Lock them in your heart, for my words carry the only truth left to us."

A shiver raced down Mutale's spine. He wrapped his arms around his chest, savouring the cold prickle of anticipation. He had memorised every word of this prophecy during his apprenticeship, yet the thrill never dulled. 

He ignored the biting flies and shuffled closer. Musa dropped his voice to a sandpaper whisper. Mutale leaned in, fighting the hiss of the breeze through the yellow grass.

"We huddled in a secret fold of the hills under a full moon. The harvest ceremony had passed, but the fields offered nothing. Only rats remained: millions of them scurrying beside us as we fled the rising tide."

Musa's hands began to dance with his words. "Time and again, we hurled our sacred songs at the river, begging Nyaminyami to break the spans. Twice, the wall groaned. Even the rich men with their clicking cameras and filmmakers flocked to Kariba, waiting for the water to shred the white man's greatest pride. But during that struggle, the Great Spirit lost his wife. The ruins of the cofferdam swept her away."

"In his fury, Nyaminyami wrenched at the forces of nature. We believed the end had come, that the intruders would flee our valley forever. We poured our souls into prayer. We slaughtered the python. We gifted the river its own sacred blood."

Musa clutched his chest, a heavy sigh escaping him. "It failed." Then, his voice rang out, vibrating with old magic. "Suddenly, the earth vanished from beneath me. The spirit seized my limbs. I remember nothing, but the elders saw it. Nyaminyami spoke through me that day. I was a boy, a mere apprentice, and yet, the God claimed my tongue."

The pride in his voice thickened, nearly choking him. "Nyaminyami whispered many secrets to the people that night. He foretold a war with the white man." 

Musa clapped his withered hands. "It happened! Did the white man not bring war against the people? It is so. Nyaminyami saw the rise of the Black man and spoke the name of our new nation. Do we not stand in Zimbabwe now, instead of Rhodesia?"

Mutale nodded eagerly.

"Nyaminyami told of tribes joining and then splintering. He spoke of a great leader rising from the fight for freedom. But leaders never rule forever; another always follows. He described a time when hunger would gnaw at our bellies, and the name of our country would taste like bile on hungry lips. Surely, Nyaminyami speaks the truth! But he also said these things must pass before the river returns to us."

"Once the cycle completes, he will shatter the wall and reclaim his wife. Then we, the Batonga, will kneel at our ancestral graves once more. That time draws near. The story is told."

Musa stood up stiffly, clutching the hardwood cane Mutale offered. The two men navigated the path back to the sorcerer's village. Hot, dry winds sent dust devils spinning along the ridges. As they climbed away from the great Sengwa River, stunted trees, bare, withered, and clinging to life, yielded to rock and sheer cliffs. Here, the rock rabbits scrambled, and the cries of the black eagle drifted faintly from above.

Mutale grunted as he shouldered Musa's weight up the last steep incline. "I wish it would rain, Father. How long before the heavens break, old Wise One?"

"That is the work of this season. The time has arrived for the rainmaking ceremony. This year, the rains will drown the dust. The dry times must vanish for Nyaminyami to reach his full power." Musa flashed a wrinkly grin. "You, of course, will hunt the roots and the bark we require."

Mutale sighed and sunk into silence. He hated clawing in the dirt for roots like an old woman during the drought years. The two men, one standing on the threshold of adulthood and the other steeped in wisdom, parted at the village.

Musa settled under the meeting tree to meditate. Mutale seized a hoe and a sack, threading his way up the rugged escarpment along faint baboon trails. In the stony, parched ground of the heights, he hunted for the special roots. He handled them carefully, for they carried magical powers and healing properties.

From the ridges, he surveyed the lake waters stretching into Zambia. Brethren lived on that side, parted by political borders but united by blood. He knew that across the water, his Zambian counterparts laboured over the same festivals and ceremonies. The drums throbbed in the night, and the wind whispered through the leaves; in this manner, Mutale and his northern relatives remained connected.

Sometimes they met more conventionally, as the Zambian Tonka navigating their canoes across the dark waters under the cover of night. On occasion, Mutale hitched a ride on a commercial fishing rig to visit the northern tribes. The border remained vast and difficult to police. In their hearts, the tribe existed as one. No human border could split them.

As he dug in the stony ground, Mutale chanted a praise song to Nyaminyami. He and his peers spent their days consumed by the river god. The portents aligned and the prophecy unfolded. He believed with all his heart that this year, Nyaminyami would finally cast down the stone wall.

Musa had already performed the secret rituals. The mediums consulted the ancestors, and the voices of the ancients heralded spiritual events already in motion. A dual purpose drove the God to favour the tribe. When the great dam finally rose, the wife and lover of Nyaminyami had been swept downstream. Trapped by the great barrier, she wailed with longing for her husband.

On windy nights, her cries pierced the air. When her mourning overwhelmed the spirit, he wriggled and heaved, making the very earth tremble. The day approached when Nyaminyami would tear down the barrier. On that day, the two tribes of Tonka would reunite, and their ancestral graves would return to the light. 

Without the dam, the whites, the Shona, the tourists, and the fishing companies would vanish from Mutale's homeland. Once again, the valley would rest timeless under the sun, the great river lapping at silver sands while green figs, white thorn, and tamarind flourished.
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Boet cracked a cold green bottle. The cap popped with a sharp hiss. He held it to the sky, watching sunlight through the condensation before flipping the top overboard. He leaned over the gunwale and carefully poured a small measure into the lake.

"Cheers, Nyaminyami. Here's to you, mate." He tipped the bottle back. The icy brew stung his throat with pure, bubbling pleasure.

"Why do you always do that, Daddy?"

Boet looked at Shelley. Sun cream sat in a white blob on her nose. How do you explain superstition to a five-year-old? Before he could answer, Toby yanked off his T-shirt.

"To keep Nyaminyami happy, silly. The locals say he's a river god. You give him a drink; he gives you fish and lets you go home."

Shelley frowned. "I don't want to swim, Daddy. Jacob told me Nyaminyami chased him last week."

Boet's jaw tightened. Jacob was the latest deckhand to walk off the job with no explanation. He'd built this fleet from nothing and always treated his crew well, but lately, his mind was a minefield of work troubles. He forced himself back to the present.

"Don't worry about Jacob's stories, Shel. He's just looking for an excuse to quit because of the new union. They want higher wages, so they make up ghosts. Now, let's go for a swim."

Shelley shrank back. "You go. You and Toby. I'm scared. There's crocodiles."

"Honey, we're too far out. Look, you can barely see the shore. Crocs hunt the
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