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Chapter 1: Whispers in the Static

The dead radio crackled before it spoke.

Zinhle “Zee” Dlamini crouched by the rusted communications rig inside the abandoned train station, her breath catching against the thick Karoo dust. Static rolled through the battered speakers like sand grinding inside a skull. Nothing lived on this frequency anymore. Nothing should have.

Then — a sound.

A woman’s voice. Broken, gasping. Familiar in the way only blood recognises blood.

"Zinhle," it whispered, splintered through distortion, "Come home."

Zee froze. The tiny hairline cracks around her heart, mended poorly by years of silence, splintered anew. She knew that voice. She had buried it, along with everything else.

Mother.

The word rose inside her, raw and unwelcome. Impossible. Her mother was long dead, her grave sealed under Pretoria’s unmarked soil after the Circle’s tribunal purged all “traitor martyrs.” No photographs. No ceremonies. Only silence.

And yet—here it was—a call from the void.

The radio, a relic she’d found half-buried in an outpost looted by time, shuddered again. Garbled syllables spilt out: fragments of lullabies, old hymns twisted into a mosaic of grief.

Around her, the station moaned under the desert wind’s relentless probing. Shutters banged against rusted frames. The sun burned the concrete floor to a pale hue. Overhead, vultures circled in slow, sombre orbits.

This place was meant to be empty.

No signal. No prayers.

Only abandonment.

And yet someone—or something—had found her.

She leaned closer, heart hammering in her ears. Her fingers, calloused and cracked, danced over the receiver's knobs, tuning, tightening, chasing the ghost through the mist of static.

The voice sharpened briefly, then fractured again.

"South... Gate... No... fall."

Coordinates. A location? A warning?

Or a trap.

It doesn't matter, she thought. The old Zee, who obeyed logic and waited for backup, was long dead. Memory fasting had already begun the day she chose to exile herself. There was no court to appeal to anymore. No team. No Sol. No Amahle. Only this — this whisper in the broken breath of a dead machine.

She paused briefly, her eyes drifting to a fig seed nestled in the dust beside the cracked windowsill. Dried, half-crushed. A relic of something that once grew—something that had fed birds and shade-dwellers long before the Circle claimed it sacred.

Her mother once said fig trees remembered what graves forgot.

Zee brushed the seed away. But the echo of that memory lingered like a riddle hiding inside prayer.

The decision bloomed inside her before she could question it. She packed only what she could carry: the cracked field recorder, two canteens of water, a sun-bleached map that ended two hundred kilometres too early, and a knife sharpened from memory, not need.

As she stepped into the desert, the radio behind her sputtered its final command:

"Zinhle... beloved... beware the Forty."

The door slammed shut in the wind’s tantrum.

And the static fell silent.



The Karoo was a wound stitched in sand and silence.

By noon, the horizon had melted into a white shimmer, heat rising like phantom rivers. Zee trudged forward, each step a prayer against the risk of collapse. Her boots kicked up pale dust that clung to her skin in dry, desperate kisses. Somewhere behind her, the dead station sat swallowed by the mirage, already half-forgotten.

Only the coordinates mattered now.

The crumpled map in her satchel — outdated, brittle from sun exposure — offered no clue. There is no place called "South Gate." No markers. No memory.

But the transmission had been specific. South. Gate. Fall.

And the way the word fell had cracked on her mother’s dead tongue made Zee shiver harder than the desert’s sun should allow.

She adjusted the receiver strapped to her hip, its battery jury-rigged to a solar patch stitched into her jacket sleeve. Static pulsed in rhythmic bursts, as if the land was breathing in static code.

After two hours of walking, she found the first anomaly.

Half-buried under a thorn bush sat a rusted boundary post—Circle Standard, no mistaking it. A short concrete pillar, barely a foot tall, its once-clear engraving eroded down to ghost letters.

Zee knelt, brushing away sand. Her fingers found the edge of an old brass plate, loose at the corners. Peeling it back revealed something older than the pillar itself:

A series of tiny punctures punched into the stone underneath, almost invisible except in the harsh slant of midday light.

Dots and dashes.

Morse code.

Who leaves Morse messages in a desert graveyard? she thought grimly. The Circle? Survivors? Traitors?

Her mind, cracked by solitude and fasting, whispered another possibility.

Maybe you did. Maybe you forgot.

No. She slammed the thought shut before it could root itself.

Drawing out a battered field notebook, she copied the sequence carefully, working against the quivering in her hands. The pattern repeated three times around the pillar’s base, an obsessive litany burned into stone.

She paused briefly, eyeing a knotted fig sapling trying to sprout through the cracked concrete. Barely a hand tall, its leaves had the faintest shimmer—green smudged with violet, like bruises healed halfway. She didn’t remember it being there before.

They used to plant fig trees over mass graves, she recalled. To mask the scent. To sanctify the forgotten.

She stood and stepped back.

As she transcribed the final row, her receiver squawked sharply—then went dead.

Zee spun around, instincts firing. Nothing. Only the indifferent sun and the long hush of ancient wind.

Then, softly, as if stitched directly into the skin behind her ear, came a woman's voice:

"You are not alone."

It wasn’t her mother’s voice this time.

It was something else—gentler, younger, yet somehow more ancient.

The desert thickened around her, air vibrating with a charge she hadn't felt since the Circle's last trial broadcasts—the ones that had triggered hallucinations in captured whistleblowers.

Stay rational, she ordered herself, even as her pulse quickened. Map the signal. Follow the signs.

Zee pulled her cracked recorder from her bag, set it to "Scan," and aimed it toward the horizon where the heat waves shimmered—no obvious sources—no towers, no beacons. But patterns emerged when she replayed the static recorded a few moments ago.

She saw it then.

Buried inside the crackle, the noise wasn’t random. It shifted in rhythms—long, short, long—ticking like a code embedded in breath.

Not just Morse this time.

A palimpsest.

Morse beneath, but something else lay over it—some newer encoding, like layers of voices whispering inside a single breath.

Heart hammering, Zee sat cross-legged on the cracked earth, pulling out the battered decoder Amahle had built for her before everything shattered. She thumbed the cold metal dial, syncing the device to the recording.

Numbers rolled out.

Coordinates, again. Slightly different this time. Shifted by fractions.

Moving.

The target was moving.

She stared at the decoded numbers, realisation flooding her gut with cold dread:

Whatever was calling her wasn’t waiting in one place.

It was coming to meet her.

Or hunt her.

The edges of the desert around her seemed to flicker, shadow forms dancing just at the threshold of vision. She shook her head violently. Dehydration, perhaps. Or the early onset of fasting hallucinations.

Either way, the only way forward was to move ahead.

Grimly, she marked the new bearing and resumed walking, the sun burning fresh prayers into her back.

Hours blurred into one endless, blistering song of emptiness.

Finally, just as the light began surrendering to the horizon’s bruised purple, Zee crested a low dune — and saw it.

A house.

Or the ghost of one.

It squatted alone in the sand, walls crumbling, roof sagging like a sinner's back under judgment. No smoke. No light. No sound.

And yet, from its shattered windows, flickers of static light pulsed at irregular intervals, as if the broken radios inside were breathing.

Zee crouched low, stomach tightening.

She scanned the horizon.

No footprints. No tire tracks.

But she could feel it.

She was not the first to be summoned here.

The house exhaled another pulse of static, this time brighter. Shadows twitched inside.

A chill spidered up her spine.

She remembered fasting from Sol's old notes. Prolonged isolation can distort sensory input, causing you to perceive loved ones, enemies, and even yourself differently.

And still her feet moved forward.

Drawn like a moth to a funeral pyre.



She approached the ruin carefully, each step betraying every instinct that screamed for her to run.

The house loomed more prominent with every breath, every heartbeat pounding louder against the silence. It wasn’t abandoned, not really. It was waiting.

The way a confession waits behind sealed lips.

The way a tomb waits for the living.

Wind scoured the empty windows, hissing like a congregation in mourning.

Zee paused at the threshold. The door hung half-unhinged, swinging gently in the dying light. She touched it, her fingertips skimming the splintered wood, worn smooth by hands now long dead.

The smell hit her first — not rot, but the scent of old prayer books, dried sweat, and something metallic underneath.

She stepped inside.

The air felt thick, heavy with the static hum that had led her here. A battered radio sat atop a broken pulpit near the far wall, wires snaking like veins torn from a corpse. Its cracked speaker coughed out a blast of white noise every few seconds, then fell silent again.

And in that silence—

Something moved.

Not a sound.

A weight.

As if the room itself shifted minutely to accommodate her presence.

Her mouth was dry. Not from thirst. From dread spun so fine it threaded her breath itself.

The receiver on her belt ticked once, twice. Then, abruptly, the old radio in the corner sprang to life.

Static.

A long, aching rush of it.

Then—

A voice.

Gentle.

Intimate.

A voice that wrapped around her name the way only a mother would:

"Nkosazana."

Zee flinched.

No one outside her bloodline had ever called her that.

Not Amahle. Not Sol. Not even Mandla, back when betrayal wore the face of love.

Only her mother.

Only once, the night before the Circle took her.

Her knees threatened to give. She stumbled forward, instinct overriding caution, drawn like a child chasing the scent of home through a warzone.

The radio crackled again, and the static thinned into melody — a half-remembered hymn from her childhood, twisted by static into something mournful and malignant.

Through the warped hymn, the voice spoke again, more evident now:

"South Gate... not fallen yet."

A pulse of static swallowed the words, then spat out new ones.

"You must remember. You must undo."

Zee dropped to one knee before the radio, heart splintering.

Undo what?

The sins she couldn’t name? The betrayals that were hers only by blood? The whispers of blame that had driven her into exile?

The radio buzzed violently.

Another message fought through the interference:

"Forty... watching."

A shadow shifted at the edge of her vision—inside the house.

Fast. Silent. Human-shaped.

She jerked around, reaching for the knife at her belt.

Nothing there.

Only the broken pews, the collapsed ceiling beams, the weight of memory so thick it felt like drowning.

The air grew colder. Sharper.

Her breath fogged briefly before her face — impossible in the desert heat.

The receiver beeped again, stuttering.

And then, in a voice like silk fraying under too much strain, the transmission ended with a final command:

"Don’t trust the voice that speaks your grief."

The radio hissed once more—

—and died.

Silence swallowed the house whole.

Zee staggered backwards, heart clawing for an exit.

But before she could reach the door, the light outside the house shifted subtly, wrong.

The sun hadn’t moved.

The house had.

The entire landscape outside the shattered doorway now shimmered—not like heat waves, but like reflections across broken glass.

No path back. No markers. No direction.

She was trapped inside a memory that had been engineered to hold her.

Or worse—

Trapped inside her own.

The static still clung to the air, a taste now, like old copper and burning prayer books.

The ground trembled under her boots, almost imperceptibly. Like something vast and buried was stirring awake.

A final whisper brushed against her ear, so close she could feel the ghost of breath:

"You are not the first, daughter of silence. You will not be the last."

And just before that whisper faded, something older stirred beneath the floorboards—a scent, faint but unmistakable.

Fig bark. Charred sweet. Memory-fed.

Like something sacred buried beneath the house—waiting for the right betrayal to bloom.

––––––––
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Chapter 2: The Forty Gates

The blueprints didn’t belong in a place like this.

Amahle Dlamini crouched on the cracked floor of the abandoned transmitter station, tracing a finger along the faded blue-and-gold schematics spread before her. Dust floated like ash in the weak shaft of morning light slicing through a broken roof panel.

The floorboards groaned beneath her boots, loud in the fragile silence. This was supposed to be a dead zone—no signals, echoes, or traces of the Circle left.

And yet here they were.

Forty gates.

Each one marked with a crude sigil — a twisted variation on the Circle’s old crest, altered just enough to escape easy detection. A serpentine path linked each gate across the blank desert map, forming an intricate spiral that almost shimmered when she squinted.

A closed circuit.

A trap.

She felt the chill before she heard the voice.

"You shouldn’t be here, child."

Amahle spun around, hand darting instinctively toward her knife.

No one.

Only the dead station watched her with its empty sockets, its corroded antennas reaching toward the bruised sky like broken bones.

The voice hadn't come from outside. It had slid beneath her skin, burrowing deep into her thoughts like an echo stitched too deep to remove.

She gritted her teeth, forcing herself back to the blueprints.

Focus.

Find Zee.
Decode the labyrinth.
Save what could be saved.

Each gate had a number—Roman numerals burned into the design. I went through XL.

A trial at each point?
A rite?
A punishment?
She ran a hand through her short-cropped hair, feeling the grit and sweat from days of fruitless wandering crusted into her scalp.

It didn’t matter.

She would walk all forty if she had to.

Amahle's gaze snagged on a minor annotation scrawled in the margin of the first gate:
"Only those unmade shall pass."
Unmade.

The word stuck in her chest like a swallowed nail.

Not broken.
Not dead.
Unmade.
Stripped of memory, stripped of identity, stripped of the very soul that made a person more than dust and bone.

Zee had been led through these gates.

She was sure of it now.

And if Amahle wanted to find her, she would have to follow.

The receiver strapped to her wrist—an upgraded model she had hacked together from old Circle tech and field scavenged components—buzzed against her pulse.

New data.

Automatically, she flipped it open.

A signal beacon—weak, fragmented—had just been detected at the coordinates matching Gate I.

No message attached.
No signature.
Just a heartbeat against the void.
Amahle’s heart stuttered in response.

A clue.

Or a lure.

The Circle never left crumbs unless they were meant to be swallowed.

Still, she couldn't ignore it.

She began packing the blueprints into her satchel, careful not to tear the brittle paper. Each fold felt like a desecration. These weren't just maps. They were confessions—designs for spiritual warfare rendered in ink and madness.

She hesitated at the threshold of the station, feeling the desert's full breath hit her like a slap—hot, dry, relentless.

The Karoo stretched before her, endless and empty, a graveyard for forgotten gods.

Somewhere beyond those dunes, the Forty waited.
Somewhere, Zee was walking roads carved not for salvation, but for erasure.
Amahle steeled herself and stepped into the furnace.

The coordinates for Gate I led her southwest, toward a ridge of bone-white rocks that shimmered in the distance like bleached ribs.

The walk was brutal.
Every step sank deeper into loose sand, dragging at her boots like unseen hands. The sun pulsed overhead in waves of blinding heat, stripping moisture from her body faster than she could replace it.
By the time she reached the ridge, the world had narrowed to little more than pain and grit and the stubborn refusal to fall.

There, carved into the most significant rock at the base of the slope, she found it:

A door.

Not a real one—no frame, no hinges.
Just a rectangle scorched into the stone, etched with faded glyphs that shifted when she tried to look at them directly.
Her skin crawled.

The markings were...wrong.
Unnatural angles, spiralling letters, and words that weren't in any human tongue.
A challenge. A threshold.

The signal from her wrist receiver buzzed once, then died.

Amahle stared at the false door, heart pounding.

No keyhole. No handle.

Only one instruction, etched low where the sand had half-buried it:

"Confess or be unmade."

The words twisted under the sun, alive in a way that made her stomach lurch.

This wasn’t just a test.

It was a judgment.

Before she could think better of it, Amahle reached out and touched the stone.

It burned.

Not heat—cold.

A searing, hungry cold that rushed up her arm and slammed into her chest.

In an instant, she wasn’t in the desert anymore.

She was somewhere else.

A corridor of endless doors stretched before her, each one humming with a memory she hadn't lived—or had forgotten she had.

She stumbled back instinctively, tearing her hand free.

The desert snapped back into focus.

She gasped for breath, heart jackhammering, sweat freezing on her skin despite the merciless heat.

Gate I wasn’t just a place.

It was a threshold into something deeper, something alive.

And if she passed through, she wasn't sure who—or what-would emerge on the other side.

A long shadow moved across the ridge.

Amahle dropped into a crouch, drawing her knife.

But it wasn’t a person.

It was another door, bleeding into existence twenty meters further down the slope.

Another Gate.

Roman numeral II carved in shifting sand at its base.

The trial had already begun.



Amahle hesitated at the second gate.

The desert pressed down heavier here, the air syrup-thick with something unseen but felt — a humming pressure that made her bones ache. Every step toward the new door felt harder, as if the sand itself resisted her presence.

The second gate was different.

Not carved into stone like the first.
This one stood freestanding — a doorframe of rusted iron, planted directly into the sand with no walls attached. It loomed alone, absurd and ominous against the barren sweep of the Karoo.
Above the threshold, a phrase was etched into the lintel in deep, jagged cuts:
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"Truth is the first lie."
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Amahle’s mouth went dry.

Beneath the words, the door itself shimmered—not quite solid, not quite mist. Reflections flickered across its surface: a child's hand, a flash of fire, a scream swallowed by silence.

None of it is hers.
Or maybe all of it.
Her receiver ticked again — barely a whisper of static this time.
She flipped it open instinctively.
A new set of coordinates flashed on the cracked screen—coordinates for Gate III.

Already waiting.

Already calling.

Amahle glanced back the way she’d come.

The path behind her was gone.

Where the slope had been minutes ago, there was only endless flatness now, the desert stretching in all directions without a single landmark.

No return.

She clenched her fists, nails digging into her palms.

She would find Zee.
Even if it meant walking into every trap the Circle had laid.
Even if it meant losing herself piece by piece.

Drawing a breath thick with grit and fear, Amahle stepped through the iron frame.

The world fractured.



For a moment — maybe a second, perhaps a century — she was nowhere.

Weightless.

Senseless.

Then she fell.

Not physically.
Not down.
Inward.
Images slammed into her vision, blinding and overwhelming.

A courtroom.
No, a congregation.
A thousand faces, blurred and shifting, seated in pews that stretched beyond the horizon.
All facing forward.
All facing her.

She stood behind the pulpit, empty-handed and breathless.

The stained glass windows above twisted slowly, reshaping themselves into monstrous versions of the Circle’s emblem — spirals within spirals, eyes within eyes.

A heavy silence blanketed the space, more suffocating than any sound.

From somewhere deep within the crowd, a single voice rose:

"Confess."

Amahle’s throat closed.

Confess what?

What guilt did they expect her to name?

Another voice joined the first, then another.
A chorus building, relentless.
"Confess."
"Confess."
"Confess."
She tried to step back, but her feet wouldn’t move.

The pulpit bled upward, roots of black ink curling from the wood to wrap around her wrists, her ankles, holding her fast.

And then the voices began to twist.

"You abandoned her."
"You led them here."
"You let the Circle live."
Amahle shook her head violently.
"No," she rasped. "I saved who I could. I fought—"
"Liar."

The word struck her like a slap.

She stumbled, the pulpit lurching with her, dragging the black tendrils tighter around her limbs.

The faces in the crowd sharpened — no longer strangers.

Sol.
Zee.
Her mother.
Her father.
All staring with empty, endless eyes.

"You wanted to lead," Sol's mouth said, voice hollow.
"You wanted their love," Zee's mouth said, voice cracked with betrayal.
"You chose pride," her mother whispered, voice breaking.
Amahle pressed her hands to her ears, but the voices bled through skin and bone.

She could feel herself fracturing.

The truth-the absolute truth—screamed in the hollow spaces between each accusation:

She had wanted to be their saviour.
She had wanted to undo the Circle with her brilliance.
She had believed, somewhere deep and silent, that she could rewrite the broken world herself if she were only smart enough, fast enough, strong enough.
And now?

Now she was trapped in a labyrinth of mirrors — every reflection another betrayal she hadn't wanted to see.

The pulpit cracked beneath her hands.
The stained glass windows shattered silently, raining shards of crimson light over the endless congregation.
Still, the chanting rose:

"CONFESS."

Amahle sagged forward, heart hammering, throat raw.

"I am not your saviour," she whispered.

The ink binding her wrists flared — then snapped.

"I cannot undo the past," she gasped.

The pews burst into flame without sound.

"I choose to fight without pretending I can fix it all."

The fire leapt higher, devouring the congregation in silent, hungry waves.

The iron door reappeared ahead, half-shrouded in smoke.

Amahle stumbled toward it, each step tearing free of invisible anchors.

The fire did not burn her.

The faces did not follow.

When she reached the door, she hesitated only once.

Behind her, the crowd melted into ash.

Ahead, the unknown.

Gritting her teeth, she stepped through.



She collapsed onto hard sand, coughing dryly, the Karoo sun again burning down.

The second gate was gone.

No sign it had ever existed.

Only the brand on her palm — faint, almost invisible — marked her passage.

Two spirals, entwined, fading as she watched.

The first two gates were passed.

But the journey was only beginning.

And something — something — had followed her through.



The desert wasn’t still anymore.

Amahle pressed a hand to the parched earth as she knelt, feeling the faintest tremor rippling through the sand—a heartbeat not her own.
Once silent and vast, the Karoo vibrated with something buried and restless.
The brand on her palm itched, then burned, a phantom flame licking beneath her skin.

She wiped the sweat from her forehead and stood, scanning the endless, shimmering horizon.

There.

At the edge of sight, a shimmer different from the mirage heatwaves.
Sharper.
Structured.
A new Gate.

Third in the sequence.

She set her jaw and moved toward it, each step dragging reluctance behind her like a wounded limb.

The terrain shifted beneath her feet — subtly wrong. The ground no longer crunched dryly but gave a muted thud, as if hollow underneath.

Amahle quickened her pace.

The Third Gate was unlike the others.

A simple wooden door, freestanding, crooked on rusted hinges.

But it was open.

Swaying gently in a wind she couldn’t feel.

Beyond the door was no more desert — it was darkness.
Complete, velvet blackness, swallowing light at the edges like a living thing.
She hesitated.

The Circle never offered easy paths.
If the door stood open, it was because something worse waited inside.
Her receiver buzzed against her wrist — sharp, erratic.

She flipped it open, expecting another set of coordinates, another mechanical whisper.

Instead, the screen displayed only one word:
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"Listen."
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Amahle froze.

The Circle's signals were never this direct—always codes, riddles, layered threats.
Never simple imperatives.
She looked up — and the doorframe twisted slightly, the wood groaning under an unseen pressure.

From within the blackness, a sound leaked out.

A voice.

Soft.

Familiar.

"...Amahle..."

Her throat closed.

She knew that voice.

Zee.

Weak, breaking, wrapped in layers of static — but Zee.

Without thinking, she stepped closer.

The darkness inside the door didn't clarify — it seemed to thicken, pulse with anticipation.

The voice came again, clearer this time, laced with something fragile and broken:

"Amahle... please..."

She stopped at the threshold, every muscle trembling.

Something inside her screamed: This is not real.

Not Zee.
Not truly.
A memory, a mimicry, a weapon shaped from hope and guilt.

But what if it was real?

What if Zee was trapped inside the gate, lost in the dark, needing her?

Amahle's mind spun, battling itself.

And that’s when she heard it.

A second voice.

Not Zee.

Something colder.

Something smiling.

Hidden behind the familiar cry:

"Come closer, little sister. Bring your flame."

Her blood ran cold.

The Circle hadn’t just built traps out of guilt.

They had layered the traps.

Hope is wrapped around despair and needs to be stitched into betrayal.

The darkness wasn’t a doorway.

It was a mouth.

Waiting to swallow.

Amahle staggered back instinctively—but the doorframe twitched, stretching impossibly taller, more expansive, as if reaching for her.

The air around her thickened, vibrating with whispered hymns—fractured pieces of old sermons she barely remembered, voices from a childhood she'd long buried.

The receiver on her wrist buzzed again, frantically now.

She checked the screen.

A new message flashed:
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"It knows your name."

[image: ]


Amahle’s heart jackhammered against her ribs.

The trap wasn’t passive.

The darkness had recognized her.

It wasn’t broadcasting anymore — it was calling.

A low hum built under the earth, rising slowly, sickly.

The Karoo itself seemed to lean toward the open door.

She had seconds—maybe less—to decide.

Step into the false salvation.

Or destroy the threshold before it finishes awakening.

Her fingers brushed the compact signal disruptor clipped to her belt — a prototype she’d designed in case of field broadcasting traps.

It might fry her receiver.
It might short-circuit her only navigation aid across the desert.
But it might also sever the trap's anchor to her mind.

Her pulse roared in her ears.
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Decide.
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Without thinking, she yanked the disruptor free, slammed the activation switch, and hurled it through the open door.

A pulse wave erupted—colourless and soundless—but she felt it ripple across her skin like cold fire.

The doorframe screamed — not audibly, but inside her skull.

The darkness writhed, folding inward, fracturing like a mirror dropped from great height.

Fragments of false Zee faces flickered and vanished.

The doorway twisted on itself, collapsing with a thunderous silence.

And then —

Gone.

Only the wind remained.

Only the endless desert.

Only the aftertaste of betrayal, burning bitter and metallic on her tongue.

Amahle dropped to her knees, retching dryly.

She had almost stepped willingly into oblivion.

Almost believed the voice that spoke her sister's name.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, chest heaving.

Then, slowly, she rose.

The brand on her palm glowed faintly — a new mark etched beneath the spirals.

A tear.

A crack.

She didn’t know what it meant yet.

But she knew this:

The Forty Gates weren't just physical trials.

They were personalized — tailored to each seeker’s deepest wounds.

She had survived the Third Gate.

Barely.

But the desert had learned her shape now.

It had tasted her doubt.

And it would not be so gentle next time.

––––––––
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Chapter 3: Gospel of Dust

The relic was buried beneath a skin of cracked earth and old lies.

Amahle found it by accident—or so she told herself.
Hours after fleeing the Third Gate, dehydrated, stumbling across the heat-fractured sands, she’d noticed the unnatural mound: a pile of stones shaped like a cairn, standing alone where the desert should have been bare.
Instinct prickled at her neck.

Nothing in the Karoo was random anymore.

She approached cautiously, knife drawn, scanning the surrounding dunes. No footprints. No tracks. Just the ceaseless hiss of hot wind slithering across the sand.

At the base of the cairn, something glinted.

Metal.

Amahle crouched, brushing the stones aside, hands blistering against their baked surfaces.

Beneath them, half-buried, lay an ancient portable drive.

Circle-issue.

She recognized the serial engraving immediately. They had hidden relics like this in black site vaults, back when they thought they could erase sins by locking them in the dark.

Her fingers trembled as she pried it free.

The drive was scorched, casing cracked, but the data core looked intact.

Her receiver buzzed once against her wrist — a weak warning pulse.

Radioactivity?

Residual encryption defense?

Didn’t matter.

This was a clue.
Maybe even a map.
She jammed the drive into the auxiliary port of her scanner.

The screen flickered — and then bloomed to life.

A file tree appeared, jagged and unstable.

She scrolled past corrupted clusters and degraded memory banks until she found the root folder.
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GOSPEL v4.0
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Amahle swallowed hard.

She remembered the rumors—the whispered fragments survivors spoke of when they thought no one official was listening.

Gospel v4.0 wasn't scripture.
It wasn't even propaganda.
It was a virus.
A bio-digital sermon that rewrote emotional pathways.
Those who listened too long reported hallucinations.
False conversions.
Some never came back.
Some had their very memories rewritten to serve the Circle.

Amahle hesitated.

Logic screamed to destroy it.

But logic was a luxury she had abandoned three gates ago.

Gospel v4.0 might contain the coordinates, the structure, and the corrupted theology that built the Forty.

And Zee's path through them.

Her thumb hovered over the “open” command.

A single whisper brushed against her mind:

Faith or fear?

She pressed the key.



At first, there was only static.

A low, thrumming wave, like a heartbeat crushed under mountains of sand.

Then words emerged, ancient and newborn all at once.

"In the beginning was hunger, and hunger spoke the first prayer."

The voice was neither male nor female.
Neither human nor machine.
It resonated through her teeth, her bones.
The screen flickered madly, lines of corrupted scripture bleeding across the display.

Amahle tried to parse it, finding structure, logic, and sense.

But the words dissolved even as she read them.

Sentences built themselves in the corner of her eye — sermons no one had written, parables twisted into living organisms of language.

She felt it slither into her thoughts.

Images:

— A city built from the bones of those who forgot.
— A mother offering her child a mirror.
— A congregation kneeling before a god shaped from their doubt.
Amahle gritted her teeth, forcing her hand to the kill switch on the drive.

Too late.

The Gospel had already seeded itself.

The scanner vibrated violently, smoke leaking from its seams.

Amahle yanked the drive free, hurling it into the sand, where it hissed and steamed like an unclean offering.

The scanner's screen cracked, bleeding pixelated ichor across its surface.

She staggered back, gasping.

The desert around her no longer looked the same.

The dunes were shifting—subtly, impossibly—forming patterns she couldn't fully see.
Circles within circles.
Paths winding inward toward nothing.
And overhead, the sky churned—not clouds, not dust, but words.
Fragments of the Gospel spiraling across the heavens like the handwriting of some blind, furious god.
Amahle squeezed her eyes shut, but the visions pressed against her eyelids, tattooed on the inside of her mind.

The Gospel wasn’t just a file.

It was a seed.

And she had let it root inside her.

Her wrist receiver buzzed sharply — a new alert.

She snapped her eyes open.

Another signal had been triggered—more profound in the desert, somewhere beyond the reach of the trembling dunes.

A new coordinate set.

No heading.
No name.
Only a single phrase in the message header:
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"Mother of Lies."
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Amahle’s stomach twisted.

That name.

She remembered the subroutine labeled "Mother of Lies" hidden deep inside the Gospel of Dust.
Mentioned in fragments.
A corrupted theology construct—designed to trap dissenters, lure them into voluntary surrender through love, through guilt, through bloodline.
Her mouth tasted of copper and dust.

Had Zee found this too?
Had Zee listened?
The thought punched through her chest like a nail.

She scrambled to her feet, grabbed the salvaged receiver, and ignored the warped horizon and the strange, bleeding sky.

She had to move.
Fast.
Before the Gospel inside her wove itself too deep.

Before she forgot what she was fighting for.

The dunes howled in chorus behind her as she ran.

The desert was no longer indifferent.

It was hungry.

And now it knew her voice.



The world peeled back like burned paper.

Amahle stumbled forward, her boots sinking deeper into sand that no longer felt like sand.
The dunes shifted beneath her feet in patterns her brain couldn’t process—like cursive script written in the language of things forgotten.
The Gospel was inside her now.

And it was speaking.

She clutched the battered receiver to her chest like a lifeline, but the device could only tell her where to go, not what was real.

Shapes moved at the edge of her vision.

Not people.
Not quite.
More like memories with bodies, stitched together from threads of guilt and longing.

She pressed forward, eyes burning, throat raw from the dry heat and the psychic pressure building around her like a noose.

Ahead, a landmark emerged from the shimmering haze.

A collapsed chapel, half-swallowed by the desert.

Its once-white walls were stained a deep, arterial red, and its bell tower sagged like a drunkard leaning against the sky.

Above the broken doorway, a phrase had been painted in trembling hands:
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"Blessed Are the Forgetful."
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Amahle's pulse spiked.

Not a Circle motto.
This was older.
Darker.
She wiped sweat from her brow and pushed through the splintered doors.

Inside, dust blanketed everything in a shroud of death.

Pews rotted in long, broken rows.
The altar was a collapsed skeleton of stone and bone.
And standing at the center, facing away from her, was a woman.

Amahle froze.

She knew that silhouette.

Knew it in the marrow of her bones.

"Zee," she whispered.

The woman turned.

And Amahle recoiled.

It was Zee—but wrong.

Her eyes were hollow sockets, weeping dust.

Her mouth hung open in a silent, endless scream.

Her arms were outstretched—not in welcome, but in supplication.

As if offering herself to the void.

Amahle staggered back, slamming into the ruined doorframe.

The hallucination advanced, gliding across the dust-caked floor without disturbing a single mote.

"No," Amahle gasped. "You’re not her. You're not."

The false Zee cocked her head, her movements jerky and marionette-like.

When she spoke, it was with the voice of the Gospel:

"Come home, daughter of dust. Come be remade."

The chapel walls trembled.

Fragments of forgotten sermons bled from the cracks, words stitched from memory and decay.

Amahle squeezed her eyes shut.

Focus. Focus.

This was the Gospel’s doing.
It was inside her, mining her fears, puppeteering her grief.
But even knowing that didn’t stop the ache in her chest.
The longing to step forward.
To embrace the lie.
A hand brushed her arm.

She opened her eyes.

A second figure had appeared beside her.

Her mother.

Not as Amahle remembered her—not the strong, iron-willed woman who raised her—but a shrunken, broken version.

Her mother's voice cracked like old paper:

"If you love her, you must forget her."

Tears burned behind Amahle’s eyes.

The Gospel wasn’t trying to kill her.

It was trying to rewrite her.

Turn her grief into obedience.

Erase her resistance by offering what she wanted most.

Peace.
Release.
Forgetfulness.

She backed away, shaking her head violently.

The mother and the false Zee reached for her, their hands brittle and crumbling.

"Only dust remains faithful," they chanted, voices layering, doubling, tripling into a choir of grief.

Amahle’s heel caught on a broken pew.

She fell hard, the air punched from her lungs.

The figures loomed.

Their faces cracked and wept dust.

Their arms stretched longer, boneless and groping.

Amahle fumbled at her belt, fingers closing around a cracked flare tube — her last one.

She jammed the ignition cap down.

A brilliant blue light exploded outward, searing through the dark chapel.

The hallucinations recoiled, shrieking without sound, their bodies fracturing like pottery dropped from a great height.

Amahle rolled to her feet, eyes watering from the intensity of the flare.

Through the blinding blue, she saw it—

Another door.

Behind the altar.

Real.

Not a hallucination.

It pulsed faintly with the same signal as her wrist receiver — barely there, but alive.

Gate IV.

The way forward.

She sprinted for it, ignoring the fractured, melting forms reaching for her from the periphery of the dying vision.

Her shoulder hit the door hard, and the world snapped again—



She stumbled into blinding sunlight.

Real sunlight.

The desert was back — cruel, searing, indifferent.

The chapel was gone.

Only the faint brand on her wrist — a new symbol now, an incomplete spiral — remained to prove she hadn’t dreamed it all.

Amahle dropped to her knees, breathing in great, ragged gulps.

Every part of her ached.

The Gospel still whispered at the edges of her mind, but weaker now, disrupted by the flare’s electromagnetic burst.

It wasn’t gone.

Just wounded.

Waiting.

She wiped her face, realizing only then that she was crying.

Not from fear.

From mourning.

The Gospel had weaponized her love.
It had shown her exactly what forgetting would feel like—soft, sweet, painless.
And she had refused.

For now.

Amahle rose unsteadily, shading her eyes against the sun.

Ahead, in the rippling distance, the land rose into a series of jagged rock formations — unnatural and crude, like broken teeth jutting from a giant's jaw.

There would be another Gate there.

Another test.

Another temptation.

Her hand closed into a fist over the faint spiral brand.

"I will remember," she whispered.

No matter the cost.

The desert did not answer.

But the sand shifted subtly at her feet, as if acknowledging the promise.



The third relic looked like a bone, half-buried in the sand.

Amahle almost missed it.
The rock formations ahead had fractured the land into a maze of broken gullies and knife-edged ridges, each casting long, trembling shadows in the late afternoon heat.
By now, her water ration was dangerously low.
Her throat felt scraped raw from hours of breathing dust, and the sun had seared her skin into a brittle, aching shell.
But the receiver on her wrist buzzed urgently, dragging her attention sideways—toward a small hollow tucked between two collapsed boulders.

There, poking from the sand, was something pale and weathered.

Not bone.

Plastic composite.

Amahle knelt, fingers scraping carefully against the hot earth, and uncovered the relic fully.

It was an old Circle memory capsule.

Oblong.
Fist-sized.
Unmistakable.
A pre-collapse design: before the Circle learned to hide sins inside living minds, they had archived them physically—in protected, encrypted capsules like this one.

Amahle's stomach twisted.

Finding a capsule out here meant only one thing.

Someone had tried to erase it — but the desert refused to forget.

She brushed the last of the dust away and turned it over.

A series of burned-in letters glared up at her.

Not a serial number.
Not a code.
A name.
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Dlamini.
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Her blood iced.

Not a random match.

Not a coincidence.

Her name.

Her family name.

This capsule had been hidden for her—or from her.

Hands trembling slightly, she slotted the capsule into the emergency decryptor wired to her receiver.

The screen flickered.

Then:
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Archive 7: Forty Initiates: Trial Designations.
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Amahle’s breath caught.

Trial designations?

Was this the blueprint for the Forty?

The people trapped behind the Gates?

She scrolled quickly, heart hammering.

Dozens of names flickered across the screen—half-familiar, half-forgotten.

Some with birth dates.
Some with Circle baptismal titles.
All linked to Gate progression routes.
Each name bracketed by an annotation:
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UNMADE.

UNMADE.

PENDING.

UNMADE.
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She scrolled faster, panic clawing now.

Finally, she found it.

Near the bottom.
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Dlamini, Amahle — Candidate Status: Unawakened.
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Not Unmade.

Not Pending.
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Unawakened.
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Amahle rocked back on her heels.

She had been marked from the beginning.

Even before the Circle fell.
Before Zee vanished.
Before she hacked the Gospel of Dust.
They had been preparing her.

Testing her.

Without her consent.
Without her knowledge.
This entire pilgrimage through the Gates—it wasn’t just a rescue mission.

It was a trial.

She was a candidate for the new gospel.

The Gospel v5.0 they had whispered about in broken sermons and abandoned transmissions.

The survivor Gospel.

The virus dressed as salvation.

A gust of wind screamed through the gullies, whipping sand into a vicious spiral around her.

Amahle hunched over the capsule, shielding the receiver, heart pounding against her ribs like a warning drum.

The archive window blinked—flashed.

A second file appeared:
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Final Induction Sermon: Prepared Host Initiation.
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She hesitated.

Opening it would mean knowing.

Knowing might mean falling into the trap.

But ignorance had never saved anyone.

Teeth gritted, she tapped the file.

A distorted video feed bloomed across the cracked screen.

Darkness.

Then a pulpit, surrounded by figures in tattered white robes.

Their faces blurred, melted by corruption or deliberate obfuscation.

At the center of the gathering stood a woman.

Or what had once been a woman.

Her features flickered, refusing to stay consistent.

Sometimes she wore Zee’s face.

Sometimes Amahle’s own.

Sometimes the face of her dead mother.

When she spoke, it was with all their voices at once:

"Daughter of Dust, Daughter of Flame, Daughter of the Unmade..."

Amahle’s mouth went dry.

The woman continued, the words low, reverent, filled with hunger:

"Forty doors shall test you. Forty echoes shall mirror you. Forty lies shall offer you rest. If you reach the final gate unbroken, you shall write the new Gospel. If you falter, you shall be dust among dust."

The congregation bowed in unison.

The pulpit wept black fluid, pooling at its base.

The feed ended.

Amahle stared at the blank screen, her pulse roaring in her ears.

They hadn’t just chosen her family by accident.
The Dlaminis weren’t bystanders in the Circle’s collapse.
They were meant to be architects of its rebirth.

She was meant to be the seed.

The Gospel was not trying to destroy her.

It was trying to crown her.

If she survived the Forty Days, she wouldn’t just walk away.

She would become the voice of the Gospel.

It's a vessel.

It's a new memory.

Amahle rose slowly, every joint aching.

The capsule hissed softly in her hand.

A timed degradation.

It was set to dissolve within minutes.

No evidence left for anyone else.

No chance to reconsider.

She hurled it deep into a crevice between the rocks just as it disintegrated into vapor.

The desert swallowed the lie whole.

But Amahle knew now.

She couldn’t ignore it.

The Circle had written her path long before she chose to walk it.

Every step she took now was on a road that might lead not to rescue but to transformation.

She pressed her palm against the faint spiral brand still ghosting on her skin.

It burned hotter.

A reminder.

A warning.

A prophecy.

The Forty Gates weren’t gates at all.

They were mirrors.

And if she survived them all, the question would no longer be whether she could save Zee.

It would be whether she could save herself.

––––––––
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Chapter 4: The Last Broadcast

The sun had no right to be so quiet.

Sol had walked five kilometres off-grid, beyond what the tribunal logs called Ngobese’s Last Perimeter, and still the Karoo refused to speak. Not in the wind. Not in birds. Not even in that low hum the earth sometimes made when memory rose from underneath.

Nothing.

Just heat.

And dust that didn’t move unless forced.

He checked his coordinates against the analog quadrant Rosa had mapped for him before she died. He was three degrees north of the ridge and two degrees west of the well. The cross was gone, and the stones were disarranged.

A grave had been here once.

He crouched slowly, his knees reminding him of every step since the Circle’s fall. The soil was redder here. Tighter. He tapped it with the flat edge of his blade and listened.

It made the wrong sound.

Dead Earth didn’t echo.

He dropped to his knees and began to dig.

At first, the sand parted quickly, as if eager to speak. But halfway down, the resistance started—clay, compacted by ritual and sun. Every handful felt like it had teeth. The ground wasn’t just burying something.

It was defending it.

It took Sol forty-five minutes to reach the box.

By then, his breath came ragged. His fingers were raw, cracked, and layered with blood. The sweat soaking his back smelled of rusted hope.

The edge of the container was bronze, not a Circle Issue, handmade, and old. He pulled gently. The seal was fused by salt and heat, but he worked the lip free with a bone chisel wrapped in gauze, which he had brought for this purpose.

The lid opened with a breath.

And then silence—thick and sacred.

Inside: cloth. Red. Folded with priestly precision.

He unwrapped it.

A broken staff. Snapped at the neck. Ash wood and bone grafted together.

And the words were etched
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