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About the Author: Zinhle Dlamini

South African novelist and screenwriter Zinhle Dlamini utilizes his position to craft forensic story strategies that incorporate spiritual myths, political corruption, and emotional storytelling, resulting in world-class literary thrillers. Dlamini investigates the boundaries between survival and silence, memory and justice, and demonstrates that trauma is individual and ancestral through his investigative research and narrative development background.
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He said stories should not only entertain but also haunt readers, heal them, and elicit a response.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Synopsis – The Prodigal Bullet
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After the Golgotha Heights case, Detective Zinhle “Zee” Dlamini is pulled back into the shadows of KwaMashu when Mandla Mkhabela, once a gangster and now a self-styled preacher, returns with a gospel wrapped in blood and prophecy. His revival services are not sermons but rituals. And his communion is shot through with Red Dust, a drug that enslaves rather than heals.

Zee teams up with her closest allies to investigate the sudden collapse of children at Mandla’s revivals: Amahle Dlamini, a gifted cyber hacker decoding livestreams and hidden rituals; Rosa Mahlangu, an elder and spiritual custodian with ties to Mandla’s past; and Sol, a detective haunted by what he witnessed in his childhood. It starts as a drug investigation, but it turns out to be a spiritual war about generational trauma, ritual abuse, and a secret bloodline.

Zee uncovers a network of coded sermons, underground sanctuaries, and silenced witnesses, who reveal to him that Mandla may not just be a false prophet but the product of a forgotten twin, a manipulated legacy, and a burial that never really occurred. The fig tree, a symbol of ancestral truth, becomes the place of resurrection, reckoning, and a battle for the township’s soul.

Zee must decide how much silence she will break as rituals intensify and more children disappear into Mandla’s doctrine. And the last bullet, whether literal or prophetic, will not be fired from a gun but from memory.

In The Prodigal Bullet, the past won't be contained. Justice must be written in fire, blood, and truth that will outlive the grave.
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Chapter 1: The Lion Comes Home
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The air in KwaMashu felt thick enough to chew—syrupy with incense and nostalgia, rank with secrets dressed as prayers. Zinhle “Zee” Dlamini stood at the edge of the returning crowd, half-hidden beneath the drooping shade of a jacaranda tree, her dark shades reflecting the golden dust curling through the streets like a spell.

“They brought out the bloody brass band,” Sol murmured beside her. His voice was dry, brittle. “Like it’s Heritage Day and not the return of a felon.”

Zee didn’t respond. Her ears were doing their investigation. Beneath the rhythmic clap of dancing feet, the honk of plastic vuvuzelas, and the off-key choir of hallelujahs, there was a barely audible pause between each chant. A skipped beat. A silent tick in the percussion. Something was wrong with the rhythm of the celebration.

The crowd parted like the Red Sea before a stolen ark.

And there he was.

Mandla Mkhabela. The Prodigal. The Preacher. The Lie.

He moved like a king in exile, coming home—not repentant, not humble, but radiating the charisma of a born manipulator who had refined his craft to scripture. His white robe shimmered under the township sun, pristine except for the red, bold, ceremonial sash slung over his left shoulder.

Blood masquerading as a blessing.

Zee’s breath caught. It wasn’t just the red sash. It was the tattoo on his wrist—half-glimpsed under the robe’s edge as he lifted his hand to bless the crowd. A lamb, bleeding from the throat. Stylized. Familiar. The mark of the Inkabi Brotherhood overlaid now with Psalm 91: He shall give his angels charge over thee, to keep thee in all thy ways.

Something inside Zee flinched—an echo, like a cracked note replaying. Years ago, she'd seen that same bleeding lamb tattoo on the corpse of a teenager found behind a chapel in Soweto—Psalm 91 inked over ritual scars like a sanctified absolution. She had filed it, archived it, forgotten it. But her synaesthesia never did. Now, the air shimmered with a bitter metallic dissonance—memory ringing beneath meaning.

“The ink’s new,” Sol said.

“No,” Zee whispered. “The ink is old. The verse is new.”

A child darted through the legs of the dancing crowd—barefoot, no older than ten, his shirt a school uniform stained with dust. His hands trembled as he held something close to his chest. A folded pamphlet? A photo? No—Zee’s eyes zoomed in.

A vial.

The child didn’t make it halfway to the platform before he collapsed, body twisting in a silent arc as a leaf dropped too early from its tree. The crowd barely noticed. They were too busy singing. Too busy forgiving. Too busy forgetting.

Zee was moving before she consciously decided to do so. Her boots hit the gravel hard. Sol followed.

They reached the boy just as the foam bubbled at his lips. Zee knelt. His eyes were glassy, his breath shallow. The vial clutched in his fist was cracked. Red Dust, mixed with imphepho, laced. Zee knew the smell now; bitter and metallic-like regret burned over coals.

“No, no, no—” Sol was already calling for an ambulance, pushing people back with his elbows. “Back! Everyone back!”

Mandla hadn’t stopped speaking. His voice rose above the chaos, louder and smoother. “Do not be afraid, my people! You see not death but the shaking of evil’s grip! The boy is wrestling with demons—we must pray!”

Zee stared up at him. She couldn’t believe the gall. Or maybe she could.

“Rosa warned me,” she muttered. “She said this return would bleed.”

The crowd finally stilled as paramedics arrived. One young woman tried to cover the boy with her jacket. Her hands were shaking. A man next to her held a phone, live-streaming the whole thing. The comments ticked past rapidly: “#Revival.” “#HealHimPastor.” “#FaithOverFear.”

A hashtag funeral.

Mandla stepped down from the platform. The press surged forward, but he ignored them. Instead, he knelt beside the boy’s body and whispered something Zee couldn’t hear. The air pulsed. Zee’s hearing sharpened. Not by choice—by instinct. The gift. The curse.

She tuned in.

“...let this be your Lazarus moment,” Mandla whispered. “Die and rise again. As mine.”

The boy didn’t move.

But Zee did.

She stood, stepped closer, and said quietly, “You don’t get to hijack resurrection, Mandla.”

He turned. His eyes met hers—and for a moment, they were just two ghosts from a city that chewed through prophets and spit out parables. He smiled, slow and polished.

“Zinhle Dlamini. I was wondering when you’d come.”



Rosa Mahlangu’s hands didn’t tremble when she pulled babies from the womb. They didn’t shake during the Truth Commission testimonies when mothers spoke of sons drowned in mine shafts or when she mixed imphepho into the incense burner to call back restless ancestors.

But today, her hands trembled.

The tea tray rattled slightly as she set it on the low table between her and Mandla Mkhabela. They sat in the shadowed alcove of her garden hut, where medicinal herbs hung from beams like listening ears. The light filtered through the cracked thatch above them, dancing across Mandla’s red sash like fire licking old wounds.

“Still drink rooibos?” she asked.

He smiled. “Always. With a touch of honey. You remembered.”

Rosa didn’t answer. She poured the tea slowly, carefully, as if the leaves might whisper back betrayal if she moved too fast.

“I remember many things,” she said at last. “Some sweet. Some bitter.”

Mandla accepted the teacup without flinching. “Bitterness purifies. The Word says even gall had a purpose.”

Rosa's lip twitched. “And what of gall disguised as grace?”

The air grew still. Even the bees seemed to hush.

Mandla sipped.

Across from him, Rosa stared at the prayer bowl perched near the windowsill. It was a simple clay vessel etched with ancestral symbols—gifts from her mother’s mother—used in blessings and warnings. Just last night, it had held water drawn from the Umgeni, mixed with herbs to divine the truth of Mandla’s return.

This morning, a crack had split down its centre.

“I didn’t come here to be judged,” Mandla said softly. “I came because you are trusted. Because if anyone can feel the truth beneath the noise, it’s you.”

“You came,” Rosa replied, “because the people still believe in my hands. And you needed them lifted above your name.”

He laughed. Not loudly. Almost sadly. “You think I need saving?”

“I think,” she said, leaning forward, “you want absolution. But not repentance.”

Outside, the wind carried the sound of drums—practising for the next revival service. His church was now only two streets away. Overnight, it had transformed from a decaying community hall into a place of worship, so packed that it had a parking problem.

“Do you know what they call me now?” he asked.

Rosa didn’t reply.

“Pastor Mandla. The Shepherd of Second Chances.”

She chuckled, bitter and soft. “The first wolf who wore that title buried five boys behind the choir stall.”

A beat. Then silence.

Mandla set his cup down, eyes darkening. “I’ve changed.”

Rosa turned away, pretending to adjust the herbs behind her. Her voice was quieter now. “Even snakes shed skin.”

That’s when the hum in her ears began. Not a sound, exactly—but a pressure. A weight in the room. Old spirits stirred. The tea leaves in her pot clumped into strange shapes. And when she looked again at the prayer bowl—

—It cracked. A second line. Jagged, diagonal.

Mandla blinked. “Did you hear that?”

She said nothing. Her fingers reached the bowl as if touching it might confirm the omen. But she didn’t dare. Not yet.

Instead, she met his gaze again. “Do you still dream in red?”

His jaw tightened. “What do you mean?”

“You used to dream of fire. Rivers of it. Of pigs bleeding behind closed doors. Of your father’s voice calling you a chosen child. Do you still dream it?”

His eyes darted. “That was a long time ago.”

“Dreams don’t forget the waking world,” she whispered. “Only liars do.”

For a moment, the mask slipped. The calm, church-tamed face cracked just enough for Rosa to glimpse the boy beneath, the one who cried during the thunder, hid under her veranda after fights with his foster father, and once swallowed a snake’s fang to prove he was unkillable.

Then the door creaked.

Zee stepped into the room like a storm, cloaked in denim and silence. She nodded at Rosa, then looked directly at Mandla.

“Thought I’d find you here,” she said. “Every prodigal has a prophet nearby to co-sign the return.”

Mandla smiled. But there was steel under it. “Detective Dlamini. Or should I say... Prophetess?”

Zee’s mouth didn’t move, but the temperature did. “Neither. Just someone who doesn’t believe in easy resurrections.”

Rosa poured a third cup. Her hands had stopped shaking.

Now, they were steady like a judge preparing her verdict.

The tea was darker than it should’ve been—almost crimson.

Zee’s gaze drifted to the cracked prayer bowl. Her synesthesia lit up—tiny harmonic dissonances fluttered in the air like false notes in a song. Something wasn’t just spiritually broken. It was sonically... off.

“You blessed him?” Zee asked Rosa, not accusing, just searching.

“I offered the water,” Rosa replied. “The bowl refused.”

A silence deeper than awkward fell. A sacred pause.

Mandla stood. “I won’t stay where I’m unwelcome.”

“No,” Rosa said, rising slowly. “You never do. You only go where the mirrors speak sweetly.”

He left without another word. As the door shut, the wind picked up. Outside, the drums changed tempo—sharper, harsher. The celebratory rhythm Zee had heard earlier was now fragmented, like a hymn cut mid-refrain.

Zee watched Rosa for a long time.

“Are you going to fight him?” Rosa asked.

Zee answered with a question of her own. “Do you believe he came home to repent?”

Rosa didn’t hesitate. “No. He came home... to finish what his father started.”



The older adults were already gathered when Zee arrived.

They sat in a semicircle formation beneath the sacred fig tree near the community spring, their chairs arranged like a courtroom for spirits. There were no microphones, no official notice, just chairs, silence, and judgment.

These weren’t just elders. They were The Choir—the township’s unofficial council, memory-keepers, interpreters of dreams, whispers, and the in-between. When they met, something trembled in the bones of KwaMashu. Gossip turned into prophecy.

“Zinhle Dlamini,” said the oldest, MaThwala, with a voice like sand shifting across the stone. “You come not to ask permission. You come because you already know.”

Zee bowed slightly. “I come because the choir is singing, but the song is off-key.”

A murmur rippled through them.

“We didn’t summon you,” said Mkhulu Dube, the retired undertaker with a poet’s tongue. “But your presence was heard in the wind.”

Zee stepped forward. She held no notepad. No badge. Just her voice and the ache in her chest that never entirely left after Golgotha Heights.

“There’s been a death,” she said. “A child. During Mandla’s parade.”

A few gasps. One elder clicked her tongue three times—a warding.

“He said it was a possession,” Zee continued. “But the boy was holding a cracked vial. Red Dust. I’ve seen it before. But now it’s dressed up in scripture and passed off as deliverance.”

The silence that followed wasn’t disbelief—it was exhaustion—the kind that lives in old backs and older memories.

Then, a cough.

It came from the back of the circle. A man stood, with broad shoulders and narrow eyes. Skin like burnt copper. He was younger than the others, maybe in his late forties—a former comrade, judging by the military boots scuffed with years.

“Mandla never left,” he said quietly. “He just changed clothes.”

Zee turned. “You know this?”

“I know the night his gang buried three bodies behind the train depot and lit a candle for each one. I know he used to quote Psalms while branding recruits like cattle. And I know he didn’t repent—he paused. So we could forget.”

His voice broke.

“And we did.”

The Choir looked at him, then at each other.

“You were his blood brother once,” MaThwala said gently.

“Blood doesn’t wash away sin,” he replied.

Zee stepped closer. “Why come forward now?”

The man looked directly at her. “Because this time, the blood will be innocent. And I won’t bury another child in silence.”

A breeze stirred. The fig leaves rustled, and Zee felt it—an inner chord, like her synaesthesia tuning itself to something ancient. There was a dissonance in the air as if the earth held its breath.

MaThwala closed her eyes.

“I had a dream,” she said. “Two nights ago. A boy carrying a lamb on his shoulders walked into my house. But when he placed it down, it bled through the floorboards. And the song I was humming—Isikhathi Sokubuyisa—stopped halfway. My tongue froze.”

No one spoke.

Zee’s voice was soft now. “That’s what this is. A return, yes. But not for healing. For... collection.”

Mkhulu Dube nodded slowly. “A harvest cloaked in hallelujahs.”

Another elder, blind but with ears sharp as judgment, finally spoke: “Then it is time we stop singing.”

Gasps again. Murmurs. One woman dropped her walking stick.

“To silence the Choir,” someone whispered, “invites death.”

“Or truth,” the blind elder snapped. “Sometimes they are the same.”

Zee’s phone buzzed—a message from Amahle.

[A]: Found something. The rehab centres linked to Mandla—everyone registered to a shell NPO—same IP logs as a sermon live stream. There’s code in the language. I’ll explain.

Zee pocketed the phone and turned to the Choir.

“I’m going after him. Not just the show. The shadow behind it. But I’ll need your memory, your witness.”

Some nodded. Others looked away.

The man who had spoken first stepped forward again. “We buried too much in the red soil already. You need to know where the bodies are, literal and spiritual.”

He held out a folded cloth, red, fraying at the edges.

“When I left him,” he said, “I kept this. It was the sash he wore during the first cleansing ritual. We weren’t preachers. We were predators.”

Zee took the cloth. Her fingers tingled. Threads hummed with a faint vibration.

She looked at the circle once more.

“Then we begin here,” she said. “Not with what Mandla says. But with what the silence remembers.”
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Chapter 2: Testimonies and Teacups
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The tent was too white.

It glowed under the KZN sun like a misplaced cathedral, pitched in the middle of a field where children used to play soccer before addiction made their knees hollow. Plastic chairs filled every corner, crammed like pews on Judgment Day. The banner read: “Revival & Redemption Week – Hosted by The Shepherd of Second Chances.”

Zee watched from the back.

It wasn’t the crowd that bothered her. It was the quiet between the claps, the pauses in the pastor’s cadence. A rhythm her auditory synaesthesia picked up like a bloodhound.

Mandla stood at the altar, one arm raised skyward, one hand resting lightly on the Bible. He quoted Isaiah, Jeremiah, and sometimes Corinthians. But it wasn’t just the verses. It was how he stitched them together. He wasn’t preaching. He was programming.

Amahle’s voice buzzed in Zee’s ear through the earpiece.

“He’s using sermon structure as code,” she said from her hideout. “I ran the last four revival recordings through the translation grid. The phrases repeat every third line, like a looped key. Phrases like ‘The lost son walks east,’ or ‘Pour the water from the left hand.’”

Zee didn’t flinch. “Drop signals?”

“Definitely. Probably to runners in the crowd. The communion cup might just be the decoy.”

Zee's eyes swept the tent. The crowd was full of young men—wide-eyed, bruised, spiritually starving. But some had bulges in their pockets. Not phones. Vials.

The boy from yesterday wasn’t an anomaly. He was a test case.

Suddenly, Mandla’s voice dropped in tone.

“I see among you... a policeman.”

Heads turned. Murmurs. The crowd instinctively scanned each other. Zee didn’t move, but her spine stiffened.

“A brother in blue,” Mandla continued, smiling like a wolf wrapped in liturgy. “Once my enemy. Now—perhaps—redeemed?”

Sol.

Zee followed his gaze—and sure enough, Sol was seated two rows from the front, half-bowed, hat in hand, wearing civilian clothes but with a cop’s posture.

Zee whispered into the mic. “What the hell is he doing?”

“Trying not to get crucified, maybe?” Amahle replied.

Mandla gestured toward him. “Come, brother. Let them see grace in motion.”

Sol stood reluctantly. The crowd made way, like a sea too obedient.

As he reached the pulpit, Mandla grasped his hand and pulled him into an embrace that was more like a hostage hold than a hug.

“This man,” Mandla boomed, “once hunted me. Now, he sits beneath my tent. What does that tell you?”

The crowd erupted into applause.

Sol leaned toward the mic. His voice didn’t quiver—but it carried thorns.

“It tells you that sometimes, those who chase the truth walk through fire just to find it again.”

Mandla laughed. “Amen to that.”

But Zee saw it.

A flicker in his left eye. The hand has a twitch, and the mic is not held.

Fear.

Sol wasn’t here as an ally. He was scouting—and now, he was trapped.

Mandla turned back to the crowd, arms outstretched. “Let us drink together in remembrance and renewal!”

Attendants moved down the aisles with silver trays. Small cups. Red liquid.

Zee’s gut knotted.

She pushed forward just as the first sip hit her lips.

“Mandla,” she called loudly. Calm but cutting. “Quick question.”

All eyes turned.

Even the wind stilled.

Zee stepped onto the edge of the platform. “How do you reconcile Ezekiel 22:26 with this ceremony?”

He blinked. “I’m sorry?”

“‘Her priests do violence to my law and profane my holy things. They do not distinguish between the holy and the common.’”

A murmur of scriptural recognition. Some attendees even opened their Bibles.

Zee stepped closer. “Are you serving communion... or contamination?”

Gasps.

Mandla smiled too fast. “Detective Dlamini, this is a house of healing—”

“It’s a house of patterns,” Zee interrupted. “And I follow patterns.”

She held up her phone. “Here’s the list of the last five overdose victims. All attended your Thursday night ‘deliverance’ sessions.”

Another gasp. Now, some chairs shifted.

Mandla’s voice turned thunderous. “Satan sends investigators when revival begins!”

But the crowd was no longer fully with him.

And that was all Zee needed.

From her pocket, she produced the cracked vial she’d retrieved from the boy’s hand.

“This is what you’re feeding them. Not salvation. A sedative. A weapon dressed in prayer.”

Sol stepped forward. “You said redemption. But all I see is repetition.”

For a second, everything stood still.

Then Mandla stepped back. Arms raised in mock surrender. His voice went low, intimate.

“Even Christ was accused before the temple,” he said.

Zee stared him down. “And Christ bled alone.”



Rosa Mahlangu had not slept in full since Mandla returned—not truly. Her eyes would close, her limbs would still, but her spirit stayed alert, pacing the threshold between sleep and vision like a mother waiting for bad news she already knew.

Tonight, the dream came before the imphepho smoke could settle.

She was in her old childhood home—Nkandla, 1969. The tin roof rattled under the weight of rain, and her mother hummed an old hymn about Daniel in the lion’s den. But the den wasn’t filled with lions.

It held pigs.

Dozens of them, squealing—not in hunger, but agony. One pressed its snout against the cracked kitchen window. Its eyes were human. It wept. Its body leaked blood from invisible wounds. Rosa tried to move, but her feet had become roots, anchoring her to the floorboards.

And then a voice.

Not her mother’s. Not even from the house.

A voice she hadn’t heard since the apartheid days, rough and lined with smoke: “The prodigal has returned, but not alone. He carries the hunger of a thousand buried sons.”

The pig opened its mouth.

It spoke her name.

“Rosa...”

She jolted awake, heart pounding, mouth dry. The air smelled scorched. Something in the fire pit had over-burned—imphepho leaves blackened too quickly. Her hands shook again, but this time not from age.

From knowing.

She reached for the red thread by her bedside and tied it around her left wrist—a ward, a warning. One of her grandmother’s teachings is that death walks beneath your roof when the dream repeats.

A knock at her door.

She tensed.

A second knock. Three beats, then silence.

The rhythm matched the drum pattern from Mandla’s revival tent.

She opened the door.

Zee stood there, eyes hollow but burning. Behind her, the sky stretched bruised and red, the moon wrapped in thin mist like gauze on a wound.

“He’s escalating,” Zee said. “Public spectacle. Communion as cover. Sol went undercover without telling me. He’s lucky he didn’t choke on that sip.”

Rosa nodded, wordless, and gestured her in.

As Zee entered, she paused, her eyes falling to the cracked prayer bowl, now placed in salt at the centre of the table.

“It cracked again,” Rosa said.

Zee didn’t respond immediately. She paced, agitated. Then: “I need more than evidence now. I need understanding. I need to know what this return means.”

Rosa lit a charcoal disk in the burner. The herbs flared—sweet, then bitter. She motioned for Zee to sit.

“What you call a return,” Rosa said slowly, “might be a resurrection of something darker. Not a man. A movement.”

Zee frowned. “Cult?”

“Something older than cults. Something that’s waited in the soil.”

Rosa dipped her fingers into the herb water. “I dreamt of a pig crying at the window again. Not just bleeding. Crying.”

Zee stilled. “That’s... specific.”

“In our traditions,” Rosa said, “a pig in a window isn’t just an omen. It’s an accusation—a cry from within the house. Something you thought was gone, hiding in plain sight. It means a sacrifice gone wrong. A soul unburied.”

Zee remembered the boy. His body twisted like a question without punctuation, and the vial cracked like it was never meant to be held.

She remembered Mandla’s whisper: “Let this be your Lazarus moment.”

“What if the return was staged?” Zee asked. “What if Mandla was never meant to leave? What if his exile was just... intermission?”

Rosa nodded. “Then the choir was singing at the wrong funeral.”

Outside, the wind stirred the trees. The leaves hissed like older women arguing in secret.

“I need to go deeper,” Zee said. “Deeper than politics. This isn’t just about drugs. It’s... ritual. Rebirth. A lie told so many times, the spirits started believing it.”

Rosa reached for the ink-stained cloth Zee had brought from the choir circle—the red sash Mandla once wore. She held it like a serpent, careful not to let it touch her skin.

“You ever bless him?” Zee asked.

Rosa’s voice was flat. “I refused.”

Zee paused. “Then who did?”

Rosa didn’t answer.

But the prayer bowl cracked again—this time splitting clean in two.
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Amahle Dlamini’s sanctuary wasn’t a chapel, but it hummed like one. Strings of broken headphones hung beside wires like incense ropes monitors pulsing with LED breath. Her hands danced across three keyboards, coding rhythm into surveillance, extracting truth from static. The room smelled of soldered copper, burnt toast, and hair products.

On the largest screen, Mandla’s voice looped.

“And the lost son will return through the east gate at dusk.”

She hit pause. Rewound. Played it again.

“Return... east gate... dusk.”

The audio track glowed red where the frequency spike occurred. It was not in decibels but in cadence, a linguistic anomaly.

Amahle cross-referenced it against a text log. The exact phrase appeared in a Telegram chat traced to a user alias: Dustborn88.

“Bastard’s using scripture as code,” she muttered. “Smart. Twisted. But smart.”

Zee’s voice crackled over the encrypted channel. “Amahle. You still at HQ?”

“Still breathing, aren’t I?”

“Pull the livestream from tonight’s service. Focus on the communion segment.”

Amahle had already queued it.

“Running frequency analysis,” she said. “Also, I did some scraping. Remember the NPO Mandla said was funding the revival?”

“The one with the sanitized name?”

“Yeah. Hands of Grace Restoration Foundation. Cute, right? Turns out, it’s registered to a man who died two years ago in Lesotho. The same guy also 'signed' permits for drug rehab centres that don’t exist.”

Zee exhaled. “Ghost signatures?”

“More like puppet ghosts. And get this—each Livestream has embedded code buried in the subtitle metadata. Looks like verses, but it’s GPS, time markers, and drop coordinates.”

Zee’s voice sharpened. “We’re looking at a live trafficking network.”

Amahle tapped another key. “And guess who the sermon was dedicated to last Thursday?”

A mugshot blinked onscreen: Sipho Mlambo, age 17. Cause of death: overdose. Attended three sessions. Clean record. Choir member.

Zee’s silence was its own verdict.

Amahle took a breath. “It’s a script, Zee. Every sermon is a chapter. Every victim—an offering.”

Zee finally spoke. “Is there anything in the code that... names the next location?”

Amahle hesitated. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard like she didn’t want to summon what came next.

“I decrypted a batch scheduled for next week,” she said quietly. “The phrase repeated is: ‘The lamb shall lie in the garden, beneath the fig.’”

Zee froze.

“That’s where the Choir met,” she said. “The fig tree. The same place where the elder warned me.”

Amahle added, “And the same coordinates used in one of the older Mandla videos, years back. The earliest I could find. He’s returning to it.”

Zee’s voice dropped to a whisper. “It’s not just a ceremony. It’s a cycle.”

Amahle turned slowly in her chair. She looked at a photo taped to the edge of her second monitor—a younger version of herself, standing beside a woman with locs and a stolen smile. Her mother. One of Mandla’s earliest “converts.”

“He rewrites parables, Zee,” Amahle said. “But he doesn’t change the endings.”

Zee heard it.

The tremor.

Amahle, the stone-hearted hacker, was cracking.

“Amah,” Zee said gently. “You okay?”

Amahle wiped her face with the inside of her hoodie. “I’m just tired of cleaning up ghosts.”

A moment passed. Long, full.

“Send me everything,” Zee said. “We’re going back to the garden.”

Amahle’s voice returned to steel. “Then let’s make him choke on his gospel.”
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Chapter 3: The Garden Where the Lamb Lay
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The fig tree loomed ahead like a sleeping sentinel, its branches sagging with secrets, its roots fat with the rot of old testimonies. The morning was grey, and the soil beneath Zee’s boots felt soft—too soft—like it remembered burial.

Amahle stood beside her, hoodie up, laptop slung in a crossbody bag like a satchel of sacred texts. Her eyes flicked to the coordinates glowing on her tablet screen. The signal pulsed—faint but insistent.

“This is the spot,” she said, adjusting the gain on her signal scanner. “The looped sermon code zeroes in here.”

Zee nodded, eyes scanning the perimeter. She could already feel the pressure in the air—the kind she only felt near death sites or birth sites. The spiritual residue clung to her skin like smoke.

“There’s a rhythm here,” she murmured. “Heartbeat in the dirt.”

Amahle knelt near the base of the fig tree, running her handheld reader along the bark. “His earliest sermon was filmed right here. The metadata lines up. Same angle, same time of day. But no public record. Like it got erased.”

“Erased,” Zee echoed. “Or buried.”

She turned slowly. The Choir’s semi-circle of chairs was gone. But the soil remembered its weight. She could still see their shadows. When she closed her eyes, their voices rang out in discordant harmony as if warning her from behind the veil.

“You think he’s coming back here?” Amahle asked, brushing a palm across the earth.

“No.” Zee paused. “I think he never left. Not spiritually. This place was always part of the ritual. A bookend.”

Amahle tapped her tablet. “Then it’s also the archive. If there’s code, it’s here.”

Zee crouched near the roots. Her fingers brushed something rough—fibrous. She dug carefully until she uncovered it: a piece of cloth. Torn. Red. A corner of a sash, stained darker at one edge. Burned.

She stared at it as her synaesthesia flared. A low hum throbbed through her teeth. Minor-key vibrations were in the air, as disharmonies and an unresolved chord.

Amahle looked up. “What is it?”

“An echo,” Zee said. “Of a ritual that failed—or one that succeeded in silence.”

From her bag, Amahle pulled a UV light and flicked it on. When she passed it over the cloth, faint writing shimmered—ink invisible to the naked eye.

Zee leaned in.
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“He who wears the lamb shall bear the weight of the garden’s blood.”
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Amahle exhaled. “He’s not copying scripture anymore. He’s writing his own gospel.”

Zee stood slowly. “And rewriting ours.”

Behind them, the wind shifted. The fig leaves hissed again. Only this time, the sound wasn’t random. Zee tilted her head. Three beats. Silence. Three beats.

The same rhythm as the revival drums.

Amahle heard it too. Her hand hovered over her recorder. “That’s a countdown.”

“No,” Zee whispered. “It’s a summons.”

They turned at the same time.

At the far edge of the clearing, a man stood.

Not Mandla.

But someone in a white robe, barefoot, face obscured by shadow.

And in his hand?

A cracked communion cup, brimming with red.



The man didn’t move. Not when the wind picked up, not when Amahle slowly reached for her taser, and not when Zee stepped forward with her palm raised—not out of fear, but recognition. He wasn’t threatening them.

He was waiting.

The cracked communion cup trembled slightly in his hand, but his grip didn’t loosen. His robe hung loosely off his shoulders, as though it had once belonged to someone much larger. Or more importantly.

Zee narrowed her eyes.

“Remove the hood,” she said quietly.

No response.

Amahle’s voice buzzed just under her breath. “He’s not carrying a weapon—no visible mic. No camera. He’s not broadcasting. He’s... participating.”

Zee stepped closer, her boots sinking slightly into the loose topsoil. Her synaesthesia was vibrating again—an offbeat rhythm playing through the soles of her feet. The man’s breath was syncing with it. He wasn’t here of his own volition.

He was a conduit.

She knelt, palms to the earth, whispering: “Spirits that walk through borrowed skin... we acknowledge you. But this flesh is not your home. Speak only if you must.”

The man’s body jerked.

The red in the communion cup rippled.

Then he spoke.

Not in a whisper. Not in a voice trembling with confusion or fear.

But in Mandla’s voice.
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“The lamb returns not for slaughter, but for ascension. And the garden knows its name.”
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Zee stood slowly. Her chest ached with a sudden, tight sensation. Amahle’s hand was frozen over her weapon.

“That’s pre-recorded,” Amahle said. “Or channeled. I’m not sure.”

Zee took another step closer. “You’re not him. But you were chosen to carry his echo.”

The man’s eyes flickered. Something human behind them. Terrified. Trapped.

He shook his head once, violently, like trying to wake himself from a nightmare.

And then—he dropped the cup.

It shattered against a buried rock, splashing red across the soil, the roots, Zee’s boots.

And the fig tree shuddered.

Not from wind.

From memory.

Amahle grabbed Zee’s arm. “Look!”

At the base of the tree, just where the roots curled into the ground, the spilled liquid had begun to reveal something—etched into the soil, camouflaged beneath years of rot and ritual.

A sigil.

Circular. Marked with symbols that merged Nguni spiritual glyphs with fragments of biblical iconography.

Amahle scanned it with her tablet. “It’s a hybrid mark. A covenant seal. Old code—like, centuries old. Probably adapted through oral tradition.”

Zee stared, her voice low. “Not just adapted. Weaponized.”

The man in the robe was now on his knees, sobbing. His face flushed with exhaustion, like someone who’d just been exorcised.

“I didn’t mean to,” he whispered. “He said I’d be healed that I’d speak lightly. But he wrote me into his scripture.”

Zee crouched beside him. “What’s your name?”

He blinked at her, eyes glassy. “Luthando.”

“Who gave you the robe?”

He hesitated. Then: “They mailed it. No return address. Just instructions. ‘Wear this. Walk to the garden. Wait until your voice is not your own.’”

Amahle looked up, eyes wide. “He’s testing mass possession protocols. Remote ritual activation.”

Zee’s spine chilled. “Like a digital liturgy.”

A distant sound interrupted them—a single, muffled drumbeat.

Then another.

Same rhythm.

Amahle’s tablet beeped—an automatic sync. A new stream was live.

Zee grabbed the tablet and opened it.

Mandla stood at another tent, far away, preaching.

But his words matched what Luthando had just spoken.

Word for word.

Amahle muttered, “It’s not just surveillance anymore. He’s syncing locations like a network of altars.”

Zee looked down at the shattered communion cup, the red-stained soil, and the sigil revealed beneath the fig tree.

“Then we’re standing at the first altar,” she said.

Amahle’s voice was barely audible. “And tonight... he’s planning the last one.”



The fig tree still trembled when Zee and Amahle returned to the township, silence pressing against them like wet linen. Every streetlamp hummed off-key. Every child’s laugh felt one note too high. The township knew something was coming.

Rosa was waiting when they arrived at the edge of the sacred spring. She stood beside MaThwala, Mkhulu Dube, and the remaining elders of the Choir. No chairs this time.

They stood.

They faced the wind.

Zee stepped forward, holding the cloth-wrapped remnants of the communion cup. Her fingers were smudged with red, and her boots carried the soil of the garden.

MaThwala spoke first. “The fig tree remembered.”

Zee nodded. “And revealed.”

Amahle set down her bag and projected the sigil holographically from her tablet, casting it in light across the surface of the spring. The pattern shimmered, eerily familiar to the elders.

Mkhulu Dube squinted. “That shape... we saw it once. Long ago. Before the Truth Commission. During the ‘cleansings.’”

Zee turned to him. “What were they cleansing?”

He hesitated. Then: “Doubt. Disobedience. Mostly fear. They said it was spiritual renewal. But it was branding. It was binding.”

Rosa lit imphepho and passed the smoke in a figure-eight around Zee and Amahle. “The mark isn’t a blessing,” she said. “It’s a key. And keys only matter if something is locked.”

Amahle added, “The sermons aren’t just coded rituals. They’re unlocking something. Every gathering is a signal. A call-and-response with the spirit world.”

MaThwala stepped closer, her hands scarred but steady. “Then we answer.”

Zee blinked. “You’re going to sing?”

“We are not just memory,” the old woman said. “We are mirrors. When false prophets speak, we echo the truth until the walls crack.”

Rosa nodded slowly. “A counter-rhythm. An ancestral disruption. But it must be performed at the origin point.”

“The fig tree,” Amahle said. “Where it began. And where he’ll try to finish it.”

Mkhulu Dube inhaled sharply. “But the tree is marked. If he’s turned it into a spiritual transmitter, then performing a counter-ritual there will be like lighting a fire in a house soaked with paraffin.”

Zee’s voice was calm. “Then we burn together. Or we let him rewrite our gospel.”

A pause.

MaThwala closed her eyes and began to hum.

Low. Ancient. The kind of song that came before instruments. Before names.

The others joined. No words yet. Just tone. Vibration.

Zee’s synaesthesia lit up instantly. The hum wasn’t beautiful—it was correct. In tune with something older than the lie Mandla had cast.

Rosa pulled something from beneath her shawl—a wrapped cloth bundle. Inside, a hand-carved staff, capped with copper wire and beads made from bones.

She passed it to Zee.

“This belonged to your grandmother. It was used once, when they tried to poison the river and say it was God’s punishment. She used it to stir the truth out of the water.”

Zee accepted it with both hands.

Her breath caught in her throat.

The copper hummed against her palms. The staff remembered.

Rosa’s eyes met hers. “You will not be alone when the altar cracks. We will be singing behind you. And the earth itself will choose its gospel.”

Amahle adjusted her backpack, face lit with grim clarity. “I’ll jam his livestream signals during the ritual. Buy us some silence.”

Zee looked at the elders, the spring, and the moon blooming above the township.

“We return at dusk,” she said. “To the garden. With song, with code, with memory.”

“And blood,” MaThwala added.

Zee met her gaze. “Yes. And blood.”



Mandla stood in the antechamber of his revival tent, robed but barefoot, the ground beneath him cold and damp with the morning’s dew. A single bulb flickered overhead—his only source of light, swaying like a judgmental eye.

He stared at himself in the mirror, but the reflection didn’t sit right.

The robe looked too white. His skin is too smooth. His eyes... too still.

“Do you still dream in red?”

Rosa’s voice echoed in his skull, unwanted and uninvited.

He shut his eyes.

The dream returned.

A pig. Crying and then burning and then speaking his father’s name.

He opened his eyes again, and this time... the mirror smiled first.

His own face didn’t move.

Just the reflection.

“You’re not ready,” he whispered to it. “Not yet.”

The mirror blinked.

Then darkness fell over it.

He turned away sharply.

Behind him, three of his attendants waited. Runners. Silent men in faded suits and shoes too clean for their stories.

“Is the stage set?” Mandla asked, voice low.

One nodded. “Garden’s marked. Livestream is ready. Drone feeds are syncing to backup IPs.”

“The Choir?” he asked.

“They’re singing,” another said with a smirk. “Off-key. But loud.”

Mandla chuckled, but it didn’t reach his chest. “They still think songs can stop storms.”

He walked to the center of the room, where a small altar stood. Not one for show—this one was carved from bonewood, laced with copper, painted in ochre and ash. On it lay the Book.

Not the Bible.

His book.

Leather-bound. Pages made from calfskin. Inked in two languages—one from the land, the other from the dead.

He opened to the marked page.
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“When the lamb lies beneath the fig, the blood will remember the name it never forgot.”
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He whispered the line once.

Then again.

Then backwards.

The tent flaps outside rustled. The wind carried the scent of fig leaves and smoke.

One of the attendants coughed. “Shall we prepare the sacrament, Pastor?”

Mandla didn’t answer.

He was staring now at the back of his hand. At the tattoo—once fresh, now faded. The lamb bleeding from its throat, overlaid with Psalm 91.

But a new line had been added.

It wasn’t in ink.

It was burned.
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