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Chapter One: The Blood That Opened the Gate
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The night King Thato died, the wind did not blow.
It stood still over the Kingdom of Maluti – as if the ancestors themselves, were holding their breath.
The moon hung low and swollen, casting a pale, watchful light over the royal kraal. Fires burned weakly in their pits, their flames bending inward, as though afraid to rise. Even the cattle, usually restless in the dark, stood silent. Watching. Waiting.

Something was wrong.

Deep within the royal compound, behind thick stone walls and carved wooden doors, King Thato knelt alone. Before him burned a small ceremonial fire. Its smoke curled upward in thin, deliberate strands, carrying his whispered prayers into the unseen. His hands, worn with age yet steady with wisdom, rested on his knees.
“My ancestors,” he murmured, voice low and reverent, “guard my people. Protect Maluti from what I cannot yet see.”
A sudden chill slipped into the room. Not the cold of winter, but something older. Something that did not belong. Thato’s eyes opened. He did not turn around immediately. He already knew.
“You walk heavily for a son who wishes to be unseen,” he said calmly.
Behind him, a figure stepped forward from the shadows. 
Tall. Broad. Wrapped in a royal cloak not yet earned, but already worn as if it were his birthright – Prince Ngenzokwami.
“I did not come to hide,” the prince replied. His voice carried no warmth – only iron. “I came because you called... though perhaps not in the way you intended.”
Thato slowly rose to his feet, turning to face his son. For a moment, neither spoke. In that silence, a lifetime passed between them – lessons ignored, warnings dismissed, love twisted into resentment.
“You have changed,” Thato said at last.
Ngenzokwami smiled faintly. “No, father. I have become.”
The fire flickered violently.
“You walk a dangerous path,” Thato continued, studying him. “The spirits whisper of imbalance. Of a hunger growing in you, that cannot be satisfied.”
“Hunger?” Ngenzokwami stepped closer, his shadow swallowing the firelight. “You call it hunger. I call it vision.”
“Vision does not demand blood.” Thato stated.
“No,” Ngenzokwami said softly. “but power does.”
The words settled heavily in the air.
Thato’s gaze hardened – not with anger, but with sorrow. 
“I had hoped,” he said, “that you would one day understand that a king, does not rule for himself. He rules for his people.” 
“And that,” Ngenzokwami replied, his voice tightening, “is why you were weak.”
The insult hung like a blade between them.
“I have watched you,” Ngenzokwami continued, circling slowly. “bending to councils. Listening to elders. Pleading with ancestors. You rule as if you are afraid.”
“I rule with wisdom.” Thato stated.
“You rule with fear.” The prince stopped directly in front of him.
“I will not kneel to the past,” he said. “I will not be bound by the limits of men who died long before I was born.”
The fire suddenly dimmed. Thato felt it then – the shift. The fracture in the unseen.
“You have already crossed the line,” he said quietly.
Ngenzokwami’s smile returned. “Yes.”
The word barely left his lips before steel flashed in the firelight.
A blade – dark, curved, unnatural.
Thato moved, but not fast enough.
The knife drove deep into his chest.
For a moment, time shattered.
The world narrowed to breath... to heartbeat... to pain.
Thato staggered, his hands instinctively gripping his son’s arms – not to fight, but to hold on.
“Ngenzo...” he whispered, blood rising in his throat. “My son...”
But the prince did not waver. There was no hesitation in his eyes. Only certainty.
“I do what I want,” Ngenzokwami said.
He twisted the blade. 
The king’s body slackened.
As Thato fell to his knees, the fire behind him erupted – flames surging high, then collapsing inward as if consumed by an unseen mouth. The room darkened. And in that darkness... something listened. 
Thato’s final breath left him not as a cry – but as a warning. “The ancestors... will not be silent...”
Then he was still. The King of Maluti was dead.
For a long moment, Ngenzokwami stood over the body.
Waiting.
Watching.
Nothing happened.
No thunder. No ancestral fury. No voice from beyond.
Only silence.
His lips curled into a slow, triumphant smile.
“You see?” he murmured into the empty air. “There is no one left, to stop me.”
But as he turned away, the fire, now reduced to a dying ember – flickered once more. And in that flicker... a shadow moved. 
Not cast by flame.
Not cast by man.
Something else had taken notice.
Hours later, before the first light of dawn, the ritual began. The body of King Thato lay where it had fallen, untouched. Around it, the room had been transformed. Strange symbols – etched in ash, blood and crushed bone – covered the stone floor. Animal skulls lined the walls. Bowls of dark liquid steamed faintly, releasing a bitter, choking scent. 
At the centre stood Ngenzokwami, bare-chested, crownless, but already a king in his own mind. 
An old woman crouched near the edge of the circle – bent, hollow-eyed. Draped in skins that seemed to whisper when she moved. She had no name spoken in the kingdom anymore, only a title – The Caller.
“You cannot turn back after this,” she rasped, her voice like dry leaves. “Once the veil is broken... it does not close easily.”
Ngenzokwami did not look at her. “Begin.”
The woman hesitated. “Even kings have been devoured, by what lies beyond-”
“I said,” he snapped, his voice cutting through the room, “begin.”
Silence covered the room.
Then, slowly, the Caller nodded - she began to chant.
Low at first. Almost a hum. But the sound grew – layering upon itself, twisting, bending, the air thickened. The fire reignited without touch, burning black at its core. 
Ngenzokwami stepped forward, lifting the bloodied blade.
“My blood,” he declared, slicing his palm without flinching. “My will. My kingdom.”
Blood dripped onto the symbols.
The ground trembled.
The chanting intensified.
The shadows in the room began to stretch – lengthening unnaturally, crawling along the walls like living things.
“From the grave...” the Caller intoned. The fire collapsed inward. “from the forgotten...”
A deep, guttural sound echoed beneath the earth.
“From the place where the sun does not rise...”
The ground cracked.
A thin line at first.
Then widening.
Splitting.
Opening.
Darkness spilled from it – not the absence of light, but something heavier. Something alive.
The smell of rot filled the room.
Ngenzokwami did not step back, he smiled. “Yes...” he whispered. “Come to me.”
The chanting stopped. Everything went still.
From the crack in the earth... something began to rise.
Slowly.
Deliberately.
A shape forming within the darkness.
Small... but wrong.
Its limbs too long. Its head tilted at an unnatural angle. Its eyes, glowing faintly, fixed on the king. 
And then it spoke. Its voice was not one, but many. Layered. Whispering. Crawling into the mind rather than the ear. “You... called.”
Ngenzokwami stood tall. “I did.”
The creature tilted its head further. Behind it, more shadows stirred.
Watching.
Waiting.
And somewhere within them... something far older... far greater... began to awaken.
The gate had opened and Maluti would never be the same again.
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Chapter Two: The Price of Desire
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The sun rose over Maluti... but it brought no warmth.
A dull, ashen light crept across the kingdom, as though the sky itself had grown tired overnight. The mountains stood silent, their peaks veiled in a thin, unnatural mist that refused to lift. Birds did not sing. Dogs did not bark. And in the royal kraal, the drums did not beat. Word had not yet spread, but something had changed.
By mid-morning, the first whispers began.
“The king has not come out.”
“The guards are restless.”
“The gates were closed before dawn...”
Servants moved in hushed urgency through the palace grounds, their eyes lowered, their voices tight with unease. No one dared to ask the question aloud, but it pressed against every chest like a weight.
Where was King Thato?
At the heart of the compound, the great doors of the royal chamber remained shut, until – They opened. Slowly. Deliberately.
A line of royal guards stepped out first, their spears gleaming, faces carved from stone. Behind them came the elders – summoned without explanation, their expressions already heavy with dread. And then, he appeared. Ngenzokwami.
Draped now in full royal regalia, his father’s crown resting upon his head as though it had always belonged there. His stride was steady. Unapologetic. Untouched. 
The murmurs died instantly.
He stopped at the top of the stone steps, overlooking the gathered crowd below. For a moment, he said nothing – allowing the silence to stretch, to tighten, to choke.
Then – “King Thato is dead.”
The words fell like stones into still water. Gasps rippled through the crowd. Some cried out. Others fell to their knees.
But Ngenzokwami did not bow his head. “He passed in the night,” he continued, his voice carrying effortlessly. “the ancestors have called him home.”
A lie. And yet, no thunder answered it. No voice rose from the unseen to challenge him.
The elders exchanged glances, but none spoke. Because they felt it too. That silence. That absence. Something was wrong. 
“I now stand before you,” Ngenzokwami declared, lifting his chin, “as your king.”
A long pause. Then, one by one, the guards struck their spears against the ground.
THUD.
THUD.
THUD.
The sound echoed through the kraal like a heartbeat being forced back to life.
And the people – confused, grieving, afraid – followed.
“Khosi...” a voice began weakly. “Khosi!” another joined. Soon the chant spread - not out of loyalty, but out of fear of what might happen, if they did not. “Khosi! Khosi! Khosi!”
Ngenzokwami smiled.
By noon, the body of King Thato had been removed. No public mourning was allowed. No traditional rites. No final words from the elders. Instead, a decree was issued:
“Maluti does not look backward. It moves forward.”
And forward, under Ngenzokwami, meant change. Swift. Unforgiving. Absolute.
By the second night, the disappearances began. At first, it was one girl. Then two. Then five.
Young maidens, taken from their homes without a sound. No broken doors. No footprints. No struggle. Just absence. Families searched. Cried out. Pleaded with the guards. But the guards did nothing. Because the guards had been warned.
“Speak of this,” Ngenzokwami had said, his voice low and final, “and you will join them.”
Fear sealed their mouths and so Maluti began to rot... quietly.
Deep beneath the palace, in a chamber that had not existed days before, the air pulsed with something alive. The crack in the earth had widened. What had once been a thin fracture was now a breathing wound – its edges blackened, its depths swallowing all light. From within it came a low, constant sound.
Not quite a voice. 
Not quite silence. 
A presence.
Ngenzokwami stood at its edge. Watching. Waiting.
“You hesitate.” The voice came from behind him. 
He did not turn.  “I do not hesitate,” he replied.
The Caller stepped forward, her frail form trembling slightly – not from weakness, but from proximity. “You feel it,” she said. “The weight of what you have invited.”
Ngenzokwami’s jaw tightened. “I feel power.”
The old woman let out a dry, humourless laugh. “Power does not whisper from the grave,” she said. “it takes. It consumes. And when it is done–”
“I am not afraid,” he snapped, turning to face her.
Their eyes met. For the first time... there was something uncertain beneath his anger. Just for a moment, The Caller saw it. And it terrified her.
“You should be,” she whispered.
Before he could respond, the chamber shifted. The sound from the crack deepened. The air grew heavy
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