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            There are places where the world remembers what humanity tries to forget. Places where grief lingers inside stone, where rivers carry the voices of the dead, and where love itself can fracture the boundary between worlds. Mosi-oa-Tunya was never merely a waterfall. It was a breathing threshold. And every threshold eventually asks for a guardian.
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Before the crossings opened openly beneath Victoria Falls, before the skies split crimson above the gorge, and before the woman named Bristilla Sullivan unknowingly began traveling toward the edge of worlds, the falls were already dying slowly beneath human hands.

The rains came wrong first.

Fishermen noticed the sacred channels warming beneath impossible heat while mist forests bloomed too lush and too bright beneath altered climate patterns no elder remembered surviving before. Luxury helicopters screamed endlessly above the gorge. Wealthy tourists crowded Devil’s Pool searching for adrenaline beside waters older than memory itself. Beneath the spectacle, the Veil weakened quietly.

Most people never noticed.

Thryn Mosi noticed everything.

A rainforest guide born beside Mosi-oa-Tunya, Thryn spent years leading visitors through rainbow-soaked trails while pretending not to hear the sorrow hidden beneath the thunder of the falls. But the Veil had always watched him differently. Ancient emotional echoes stirred whenever he approached Devil’s Pool. The mist bent strangely around him. And somewhere beneath the sacred caverns hidden below Victoria Falls, something lonely and colossal waited for the boundaries between worlds to finally break.

Then the storms began.

As climate instability worsened across southern Africa, impossible disturbances spread through the gorge. Divers vanished beneath black water. Silver figures appeared inside the mist after sunset. Rainbows turned blood-red beneath electrical storms while secret geothermal surveys uncovered ancient crossings hidden beneath the falls.

And waiting within those fractures stood the Veiled Realm.

Before the Veil Breathed follows the final days before balance collapses entirely. It is the story of guardians carrying impossible inheritance, of sacred land exploited beneath the mask of luxury tourism, and of a world beginning to remember ancient connections humanity buried long ago.

Most of all, it is the story of a man hearing the falls call to someone still far away.

Someone destined to change everything.
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Chapter 1 — Smoke Before Dawn
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The mist rose before the sun did.

It climbed from the gorge in vast silver coils, swallowing the rainforest in damp breaths that tasted of stone and river salt. Long before tourists arrived with polished cameras and expensive boots, before helicopter blades split the morning sky into shuddering pieces, the falls belonged to quieter things. To the hornbills calling through wet branches. To the crocodiles lurking beneath currents thick as molten glass. To the old spirits the Tonga elders still whispered about beside cooking fires after dark.

Thryn Mosi stood at the cliff overlook with his hands braced against the slick wooden railing, watching the spray move in ways it should not.

The wind carried it east first, feathering pale ribbons through the canopy. Then abruptly the mist folded downward, collapsing toward the gorge in heavy spirals as though dragged by invisible hands. Heat pressed beneath it in strange pulses, warm enough that sweat gathered beneath the collar of his dark green guide shirt despite the early hour. June should have brought cool mornings. Sharp mornings. Air crisp enough to sting the lungs.

Instead the rainforest breathed like fever.

Below him, Mosi-oa-Tunya thundered endlessly into the abyss.

The Smoke That Thunders.

Even after thirty years beneath its voice, the sound still reached into his chest and rearranged something inside him. It was not merely water. It was memory. Ancestors. Warning. Every generation of his family had lived beside these falls, and every generation had spoken of the Veil in careful tones once children were old enough to understand silence.

The boundary between worlds had always been thin here.

Now it was fraying.

A distant engine hummed across the gorge. Thryn lifted his gaze toward the paling horizon and spotted the first helicopter emerging from the dawn haze, sleek and black against streaks of bruised orange cloud. The resort tours had begun earlier each season. Wealthier clients demanded sunrise flights now, eager for photographs before breakfast champagne and curated river cruises.

The machine banked low over the mist.

The falls answered with a violent burst of spray.

Thryn stiffened.

The plume exploded upward far higher than it should have, twisting into the rotor wash with alarming force. For one terrible second the helicopter tilted sideways. The pilot corrected sharply, disappearing into fog while his blades churned the air into chaos.

A prickle climbed the back of Thryn’s neck.

Not weather, he thought.

Something else.

Behind him, boots crunched softly across wet gravel. “You are here before even the baboons,” Sipho said.

Thryn exhaled slowly before turning.

Sipho Dlamini emerged from the rainforest path carrying a thermos beneath one arm and a folded emergency rope over his shoulder. He was broader than Thryn by a few inches, his dark skin gleaming with moisture from the perpetual spray. Fine scars crossed his forearms like faded river tributaries, remnants from years spent pulling reckless tourists away from Devil’s Pool currents. The older guides called him the Keeper of Fools behind his back.

Sipho preferred not to hear it.

“You saw that helicopter?” Thryn asked.

Sipho’s eyes narrowed toward the gorge. “Pilot nearly lost control.”

“The mist surged.”

“The weather has been wrong for months.”

“No,” Thryn murmured. “Not wrong. Changed.”

Sipho studied him carefully then unscrewed the thermos lid and offered it over. Rooibos steam curled between them, fragrant and earthy. “You haven’t slept.”

Thryn accepted the drink but did not answer immediately. He watched the waterfall instead, its endless white torrent glowing silver beneath dawn’s first light. Rainbows already flickered through the spray despite the weak sun, spectral arcs bending impossibly through the mist like fractured doors.

Beautiful enough to make tourists weep.

Dangerous enough to kill them.

“The currents shifted again yesterday,” Thryn said quietly. “Near Devil’s Pool.”

Sipho’s jaw tightened. “How bad?”

“The edge pulled inward instead of outward.”

That earned silence.

For years, the natural rock lip at Devil’s Pool had created a strange but stable current during dry season, allowing guided visitors to lean terrifyingly close to the precipice without being swept over the edge. The phenomenon had become world famous. Thrill tourism exploded because of it. Billionaires crossed continents for photographs dangling above the roaring abyss.

But rivers did not forgive arrogance forever.

Sipho rubbed a hand across his beard. “You told the lodge managers?”

“They said tourist numbers doubled after the heat waves in Europe.” Bitterness crept into Thryn’s voice before he could stop it. “Apparently near-death experiences are profitable this year.”

A humourless laugh escaped Sipho. “Everything is profitable until blood enters the water.”

The rainforest stirred around them.

Monkeys barked somewhere deeper in the canopy. Moisture dripped steadily from giant ferns onto black volcanic stone. The air smelled overwhelmingly alive, but beneath it lingered another scent Thryn could not place lately. Something metallic. Dry. Like lightning trapped underground.

He had begun noticing it weeks ago.

At night, the falls sounded different too.

Sometimes, beneath the thunder of water, he swore he heard breathing.

Sipho leaned beside him against the railing. “Your mother would say the ancestors are restless.”

“My mother blamed ancestors for everything.”

“She was usually correct.”

That dragged the ghost of a smile from Thryn at last. It vanished quickly.

Below the overlook, movement flickered through the trees as lodge staff escorted the morning tour group toward the rainforest trail entrance. Even from a distance wealth announced itself loudly. Bright technical fabrics. Gold watches catching dawn light. Designer hiking gear untouched by actual wilderness. A woman in white linen laughed while balancing a crystal coffee glass between manicured fingers.

Tourists came here searching for something untamed while demanding comfort every step of the way.

And the lodges gave it to them.

Infinity pools overlooking sacred cliffs. Imported wine beneath baobab lanterns. Spa treatments while the rainforest sweated itself sick around them.

Thryn understood the necessity of tourism. Entire villages depended on it now. School fees. Medicine. Food imports during drought years. Yet each season the hotels climbed closer to protected land, and each season the falls felt less patient.

Sipho followed his stare. “Your group?”

“Unfortunately.”

“You could always pretend malaria.”

“The clients would still insist on the itinerary.”

Sipho snorted softly. “True.”

A shrill birdcall sliced overhead.

Thryn glanced upward just as a flock burst violently from the canopy near the gorge. Dozens of ibises wheeled into the sky in panicked disarray, scattering against the brightening dawn.

Then came the tremor.

Subtle at first.

The railing vibrated beneath his palms. Tiny ripples disturbed puddles across the overlook platform. Deep below, the river boomed with a hollow resonance unlike anything Thryn had heard before.

Sipho straightened instantly. “Did you feel—”

The sound hit.

Not thunder.

Not stone collapse.

A low, impossible hum rolled upward from the gorge, deep enough that Thryn felt it inside his ribs. The mist convulsed violently. Rainbows fractured apart into shards of colour before vanishing completely.

And for one impossible heartbeat—

The waterfall disappeared.

Not physically. The water still roared. The spray still climbed skyward.

But something beneath reality flickered open.

Thryn saw darkness behind the falls.

Endless darkness.

Shapes moved inside it.

His breath stopped.

Then the vision vanished.

The falls returned whole and terrible before him, as though nothing had happened at all.

Sipho grabbed his arm hard enough to bruise. “You saw it too.”

Thryn nodded once, unable to speak.

Neither man moved for about five seconds.

The rainforest itself seemed to recoil. Even the insects had fallen silent.

At last Sipho released him slowly. “The Veil is weakening faster.”

The words landed like stones in Thryn’s stomach.

They had both suspected. Strange currents. Temperature surges. Animals abandoning nesting grounds near the gorge. But suspicion was different from witnessing rupture with his own eyes.

“Tell the council?” Sipho asked.

“And say what?” Thryn replied harshly. “That ancient stories are opening holes behind a UNESCO tourist attraction?”

“You know they are not stories.”

“I know people disappear near the falls every year and governments blame currents.” His voice lowered. “I know old spirits do not belong in press releases.”

Sipho looked toward the approaching tourist group. “Then we contain it until we understand.”

Contain.

As though anyone could contain something older than nations.

Footsteps approached through the wet undergrowth before Thryn could answer. A young lodge attendant hurried toward them, breathing hard from the incline.

“Mr. Mosi,” she said nervously. “The guests are ready.”

Of course they were.

The world continued despite cosmic fractures.

Thryn rolled his shoulders once, forcing calm over instincts screaming at him to stay near the gorge. “Thank you, Naledi.”

Her gaze flicked uneasily toward the falls. “Did you hear that sound?”

“Yes.”

“What was it?”

Thryn looked at the mist swallowing the cliffs below. The answer balanced dangerously close to truth.

“Rock pressure,” he lied smoothly. “The heat changes the water flow.”

She accepted it because people preferred ordinary fear to impossible fear.

After she left, Sipho muttered, “You should not guide anyone to Devil’s Pool today.”

Thryn already knew that.

But cancelling tours required explanations. Refunds. Managers. Investors. The luxury lodges despised disruptions more than danger itself.

And if he openly admitted fear, someone else would lead the group instead.

Someone less cautious.

“I’ll assess conditions myself,” Thryn said.

Sipho swore under his breath in isiNdebele. “That is exactly the sentence spoken before disasters.”

Thryn clasped his shoulder briefly. “Meet me at the western descent trail by noon.”

Sipho’s expression darkened. “If anything feels wrong—”

“It already feels wrong.”

“No.” Sipho’s voice turned deadly serious. “I mean worse.”

The tourists arrived moments later in a haze of perfume, camera straps, and excited conversation.

Thryn transformed automatically.

Years of guiding had taught him how to become whatever wealthy travellers expected: charismatic expert, fearless adventurer, local storyteller polished carefully enough for international comfort. He welcomed them with easy confidence while hiding the unease clawing through his chest.

A silver-haired American businessman shook his hand enthusiastically. “Hell of a view you people have here.”

You people.

Thryn smiled anyway. “Victoria Falls belongs to everyone who respects her.”

The man laughed as though it were a joke.

Others gathered around eagerly while rainforest mist pearled across expensive jackets. There were honeymooners from Dubai, a German wildlife photographer carrying equipment worth more than most local homes, and a sharply dressed woman traveling alone whose dark glasses concealed half her face despite the dim morning light.

Something about her immediately unsettled him.

Not beauty, though she possessed plenty of it. Her features were elegant in a severe way, all sharp cheekbones and controlled stillness. Dark hair twisted neatly against the nape of her neck. Even standing motionless she radiated awareness, like a predator conserving energy.

She removed her sunglasses.

Pale grey eyes met his.

Cold eyes, Thryn thought instantly. Observing eyes.

“Good morning,” she said.

Her accent drifted strangely between European edges and something older he could not identify.

“Morning,” he replied carefully.

She studied the falls rather than him. “The mist patterns are unusual today.”

The words struck harder than they should have.

Most tourists noticed beauty first. Rainbows. Height. Spectacle.

Not patterns.

“You’ve been here before?” he asked.

“No.” A faint smile touched her mouth. “But I research places thoroughly before visiting.”

Thryn’s instincts sharpened.

“What name should I put on the safety roster?”

“Selene.”

Just Selene.

The roar of the falls swallowed the silence that followed.

Then another guest demanded a group photograph and the moment dissolved into practiced tourism smiles.

Still, as Thryn began leading them into the rainforest trail, he could not shake the sensation of those pale eyes lingering on the gorge.

Watching.

Measuring.

Waiting.

The trail wound through dense emerald growth saturated by perpetual spray from the falls. Giant figs twisted above the path in ancient arches while vines hung heavy as serpents from the canopy. Sunlight pierced through drifting mist in molten gold shafts, igniting countless rainbows across the wet air.

The tourists gasped constantly.

Thryn understood why.

No photograph truly captured Mosi-oa-Tunya. The falls overwhelmed human scale too completely. Sound became physical here. Moisture coated skin until visitors felt swallowed by the landscape itself. Every breath tasted green and alive.

Yet beneath the beauty, decay crept quietly.

Trees near the eastern ridge had begun yellowing months too early. Moss growth expanded aggressively across rock faces usually kept dry by seasonal wind shifts. Even the river smelled warmer lately.

Climate imbalance touched everything eventually.

As the group paused beside Knife-Edge Bridge for photographs, Thryn scanned the gorge again. Heat shimmered strangely above the water despite the cool morning. The mist no longer rose steadily either. It pulsed.

Like breathing.

A honeymooning woman clutched the railing nervously. “Has the water always been this intense?”

“The flow changes every season,” Thryn explained. “But this year the rains came late and violent. The river remembers imbalance.”

“Poetic,” murmured Selene Vey somewhere behind him.

Thryn glanced back.

She stood apart from the others near the bridge centre, one gloved hand resting lightly against the soaked railing. Mist drifted around her in silver ribbons that somehow never seemed to touch her skin directly.

Impossible observation.

Yet once noticed, he could not unsee it.

The German photographer raised his camera toward the gorge. “Amazing weather conditions today.”

“No,” Selene said softly.

Everyone turned toward her.

Her pale gaze remained fixed on the falls. “Not weather.”

A chill threaded down Thryn’s spine.

Then she smiled faintly as if correcting herself. “Forgive me. I meant atmospheric pressure.”

The others accepted the explanation easily enough.

Thryn did not.

By late morning, the heat had become unbearable.

Sweat dampened every spine despite the spray-cooled rainforest. Birds vanished deeper into the canopy. Even insects buzzed sluggishly beneath the oppressive air. Far below, the Zambezi River churned darker than usual, streaked with strange mineral sheen beneath the sunlight.

Thryn halted the group near the final descent path toward Devil’s Pool.

Here the roar became deafening.

Mist exploded upward from the gorge walls so heavily that breathing felt like inhaling rain. The cliff edge loomed terrifyingly close beyond slick basalt shelves where generations of guides had carved narrow footholds into stone.

Excitement electrified the tourists instantly.

Phones emerged. Nervous laughter followed.

One wrong step here meant obliteration.

“From this point onward,” Thryn announced firmly, “you follow my instructions immediately. No independent movement. No sudden standing near the current. Devil’s Pool is safe only because we respect the river.”

The businessman grinned. “You say that to scare us?”

“No,” Sipho’s voice answered from behind them.

Everyone startled.

Sipho emerged from the mist carrying climbing ropes and emergency flotation packs across both shoulders. Water glistened across his shaved head while his expression remained grimly unreadable.

“I say it because the river enjoys taking arrogant people first,” he continued.

One of the tourists laughed uncertainly.

Sipho did not.

Relief loosened something in Thryn’s chest despite himself. “Thought you were meeting us lower down.”

“I changed my mind.”

Translation: he did not trust the conditions.

Good.

Together they began guiding the visitors across the final rock descent toward Devil’s Pool itself. Water thundered around them violently now, surging across black stone polished slick by centuries of spray. The abyss waited only meters away beyond the natural rock barrier separating swimmers from the waterfall edge.

Usually, Thryn loved this part.

The adrenaline. The awe. Watching people confront mortality beside impossible beauty.

Today dread walked beside him instead.

The current felt wrong beneath his calves as they crossed the shallow shelf. Too warm. Too forceful. Tiny vibrations pulsed through the stone underfoot in rhythmic waves.

Ahead, Selene paused.

Not from fear.

She stared directly into the waterfall mist with unsettling focus, as though listening to something hidden inside it.

Then the Veil breathed again.

The world shuddered.

Water surged violently against the rock basin. Tourists screamed as the current rose knee-high in seconds. Mist exploded skyward in twisting silver spirals while a deep humming resonance rolled through the gorge.

Thryn spun instantly. “Everyone down!”

Sipho grabbed the nearest couple and forced them flat against the rocks just as a wave crashed across the shelf hard enough to sweep loose equipment toward the precipice.

The businessman lost his footing.

His body slammed sideways into the current with a terrified shout.

And the river dragged him straight toward the edge.
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Chapter 2 — The Pool at the Edge
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The river tried to take him immediately.

One moment the American businessman was laughing through his panic, boots skidding wildly across submerged basalt. The next, the current seized his legs with terrifying force and dragged him sideways toward the lip of the falls where white water vanished into endless roaring mist.

Screams ripped across Devil’s Pool.

The man clawed desperately at the rock shelf, fingers scraping uselessly over algae-slick stone while the river pulled harder with every passing second. His expensive waterproof jacket ballooned around him like a drowning sail. Somewhere behind Thryn, someone began sobbing.

But the falls swallowed every human sound whole.

Thryn lunged.

Ice-cold spray exploded across his face as he dropped flat against the rock and caught the man’s wrist barely inches before the current tore him over the edge. Pain shot through Thryn’s shoulder instantly. The river was impossibly strong today, surging against his body with a violent pulse that felt almost deliberate.

Not water.

Hunger.

“Hold him!” Thryn shouted.

Sipho moved before the words fully left his mouth. He slammed down beside Thryn and grabbed the businessman beneath the opposite arm while the current battered all three men against the stone shelf. Water crashed over them in savage bursts, blinding and deafening.

The businessman screamed again as his lower body slipped farther toward the precipice.

Thryn risked one glance downward.

Far below, Victoria Falls vanished into a churning abyss of white fury and shadow. Mist boiled upward in monstrous clouds. For one sickening heartbeat, he thought he saw shapes moving beneath the spray again.

Waiting.

The Veil pulsed violently beneath the river.

“Now!” Sipho roared.

Together they hauled backward with every ounce of strength they possessed. Muscles screamed. Boots lost traction repeatedly against slick rock. Then suddenly the current loosened just enough.

The businessman slammed chest-first onto the shelf beside them, gasping hysterically.

Everyone froze.

The river continued raging around them, but the impossible force dragging him over had vanished as abruptly as it appeared.

Thryn’s pulse hammered painfully inside his throat.

That had not been natural.

Sipho met his eyes over the tourist’s shaking body, and in that silent exchange passed raw understanding neither man wanted spoken aloud.

The Veil had touched the water.

Behind them, terrified voices erupted all at once.

“Oh my God—”

“Is he hurt?”

“We need to leave—”

“Jesus Christ—”

“Everybody quiet!” Sipho barked.

The command cracked through the panic sharply enough that silence stumbled after it. Tourists huddled against the rock shelf, drenched and pale beneath the endless spray. They clutched one another with trembling hands while the honeymooning woman openly cried into her husband’s shoulder.

Only Selene remained composed.

She stood knee-deep in rushing water near the edge of the pool, dark hair dampened slightly by the mist now curling around her face. Her pale gaze lingered not on the drowned man, but on the waterfall itself.

Watching.

Listening.

And somehow that unsettled Thryn more than the river had.

“We’re
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