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Chapter 1 – The Quiet One
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The village of Veldrift rose slow, like it had nowhere to be. Mornings began with the clink of tin mugs and the sigh of wind through thorn trees. People didn’t say much before sunrise, and what they said never traveled far—except gossip. That, the wind always carried.

Most days, Malan sat on the cracked bench outside Koos’s butchery. Just sat there. Same spot. Same battered coat. Same quiet stare that made even the gossip-hungry aunties on their morning walk slow their tongues and glance sideways.

No one really knew where Malan came from. Some said he’d been here his whole life, that he just blended into the dry stones and red dust until someone noticed. Others claimed he arrived years back, walked straight in from the veld like some ghost out of a Nama tale. The kind where a man speaks with the voice of ancestors.

But in Veldrift, stories were as common as flies. Nobody put much weight on them.

Until Malan spoke.

He never said much. Never tried to. Most people thought he was just strange. Maybe a little touched. But then came the warnings.

“Don’t plant today,” he told old Bakkies in April. “Rain’s coming.”

Bakkies had laughed and patted him on the shoulder. “Rain? You must be drunk or dreaming, boy. There’s cracks in my field wide enough to swallow a goat.”

That night, the clouds rolled in. No thunder. No warning. Just rain—hard, cold, angry. The kind that washed seed and soil alike straight down to the river.

Bakkies didn’t laugh again. But he didn’t thank Malan, either.

Then came the thing with Hester’s boy. “Keep him from the dam,” Malan said, low and steady, eyes fixed on nothing. Hester had scoffed. “You think you see things? You don’t even look at people when they talk.”

Two days later, the boy slipped on a slick rock and fell headfirst into the deep water. If it weren’t for the neighbor’s old dog barking its lungs out, he wouldn’t have come home.

Now people didn’t just avoid Malan. They flinched when they saw him. Some spat behind his back. Some whispered “tokolosh” under their breath like he was cursed.

He just sat. Quiet. Watching.

This morning, mist clung low to the ground like it was afraid to rise. The sun peeked over the low hills, pale and uncertain. Malan sat in his usual place, sipping rooibos from his dented flask. The metal clinked softly as he set it down beside him.

Koos’s butcher shop lights blinked to life behind him. A rooster cried like it had a sore throat. Everything felt... off.

Anton from the mill came striding past, puffed up like a rooster himself. “Anything for me today, seer?” he asked, loud enough for the butcher’s wife to hear from inside.

Malan didn’t look up. “Today, you lose something.”

Anton chuckled. “My patience?”

Malan blinked slow. “Your temper. Your ring. Maybe both.”

Anton waved him off with a grunt and kept walking. “Get some sleep, old man. You’re seeing shadows.”

By lunchtime, the news was everywhere.

Anton’s wife had shown up at the mill with a box of his clothes and a stack of printed texts. Red lipstick on one of them. She screamed. He shouted back. Threw a chair at the wall. The wedding ring? Gone. No one knew where.

No one mocked Malan that afternoon.

Still, he said nothing. Just sipped his tea. Stared at the dust.

And waited.
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Chapter 2 – Something Cracks.
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The next morning, Veldrift felt different. The air was too still. The birds too quiet. Even the dogs barked less, as if they were waiting for something they couldn’t see.

Malan hadn’t moved. Same bench. Same coat. Same flask of tea.

But something in him was different. Not the way he looked. It was the way he sat. Less relaxed. Like he was bracing for something only he could feel coming.

Elsie Botha noticed it first. She wasn’t the type to believe in omens or gut feelings. She believed in clean floors, strong coffee, and raising her boys not to turn into drunks like their pa. But she’d seen the way Malan’s hand gripped the edge of the bench that morning. White knuckles. Jaw tight.

She crossed the street.

“You alright?” she asked, more out of habit than concern.

He didn’t answer.

“Malan.”

Still nothing. Just that blank stare into the middle distance. She followed his gaze. Nothing but dirt and wind.

She sighed. “I don’t have time for riddles today, man. I’ve got a washing line full of socks and two sons who can’t stop hitting each other.”

He finally spoke. “Don’t let them go to school tomorrow.”

That made her blink. “Why?”

He turned to her. First time he’d looked anyone in the eye that week.

“Tomorrow, something breaks.”

Her stomach pulled tight. “Breaks? What breaks?”

He didn’t say.

“Malan—what?”

He stood. Just stood. Didn’t say goodbye. Walked off down the road, his boots scuffing in the dust.

Elsie watched him go, unsettled in a way she didn’t like. It wasn’t what he said. It was how he said it. Like it wasn’t a warning. Like it was already done.

By noon, the wind picked up. Windows rattled. Old Fanie’s scarecrow lost its hat and nobody could catch it. Clouds built on the horizon—tall and dark like bruises.

In the schoolhouse, the teacher, Miss van der Merwe, packed up early. Headache. Kids were rowdy. Electricity flickered once. Then again.

Elsie’s boys came home muddy and full of bad jokes. She didn’t tell them what Malan said. Not yet. But she didn’t hang the washing, either.

That night, the wind howled.

The next morning, the siren from the factory wailed just after six. Not the morning call, but the emergency one. That high, broken sound that made people’s chests tighten before they knew why.

The school bus had crashed.

Two tires had blown on the gravel road just past the old reservoir. Skidded into the ditch. No deaths, thank God. But six children taken to hospital. One had a broken leg. Another had a deep cut over his eye. The bus driver’s hands shook so hard he couldn’t light a cigarette.

Elsie didn’t send her boys.

She never said why. Just hugged them tight and made them tea.

And when her neighbor asked her—whispering, of course—if Malan had said anything to her, Elsie shook her head.

But that night, she left a tin of koeksisters on his bench.

He didn’t touch them. But he nodded when he passed her gate the next morning.
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Chapter 3 – The Fire That Wasn't.
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By the third week of June, even the skeptics had started glancing over their shoulders.

People said nothing directly, of course. That’s how Veldrift worked—silent suspicion, polite avoidance. But you could feel it. The shift. Fewer eyes rolled when Malan passed. Fewer jokes. Even Koos, the butcher, stopped charging him for vetkoek.

Malan didn’t seem to notice. Or maybe he did. Hard to say. He still sat in his usual place, sipping from his flask, his face as still as stone.

Until that Tuesday.

It started like any other—dry air, dust on the breeze, the sharp scent of smoke from someone’s early morning fire.

At 9:03, Malan stood.

That alone was enough to draw stares.

He never moved before noon.

He walked to the middle of the road, turned slowly, and spoke loud enough for everyone to hear.

“It burns tonight.”

That was all.

Then he sat back down, calm as ever, as if he hadn’t just lit a fuse under the village.

For a long second, no one moved.

Then came the murmurs.

“Burns?”

“What burns?”

“The veld?”

“Koos’s place?”

“The school again?”

Elsie stepped out from her stoep and looked at him hard. “Where, Malan?”

He didn’t answer.

He just unscrewed the lid of his flask.

That night, people didn’t sleep. You could see candles flickering behind every curtain. Men sat on their porches with buckets of water and fire beaters. Some kept rifles close—because fire brought more than flames. It brought fear. Looters. Chaos.

By midnight, not a spark in sight.

By one a.m., the wind picked up, but it carried no smoke.

By two, Koos’s nephew declared it nonsense. “The man’s finally cracked.”

At three, just as the air began to cool, the siren wailed again.

Everyone ran.

It wasn’t the veld.

It wasn’t the butchery.

It was the church.

Roof gone. Back wall blown out. No one inside, thank God—the pastor was out of town.

Firefighters said it wasn’t electrical. It started in the vestry. No lightning. No candles left burning.

Gas? Maybe. They weren’t sure.

But the whole village stood behind the police tape in the morning, staring at the blackened walls and charred cross.

No one said Malan’s name.

But everyone thought it.

Elsie did more than think it. She brought him tea. Not in a flask, not left quietly. She walked straight to the bench, sat beside him, and handed it to him with both hands.

He nodded. Sipped once.

“Was anyone supposed to die?” she asked quietly.

He didn’t answer.

She turned to him. “Why do you know these things?”

This time he looked at her. Not just a glance—his whole face turned, his eyes locked on hers like he was seeing straight through her bones.

“I see them before they happen,” he said. “And I don’t know if that’s a gift... or a punishment.”

She didn’t know
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