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South African novelist and screenwriter Zinhle Dlamini uses his position to formulate forensic story strategies of spiritual myths, political corruption, and emotional storytelling to create world-class literary thrillers. Dlamini investigates the boundaries between survival and silence, memory and justice, and demonstrates that trauma is not only individual but also ancestral through his investigative research and narrative development background.

Golgotha Heights, created by Dlamini as a novel of the Echoes of Justice series. This crime epic, set in Mpumalanga, which combines post-apartheid land disputes with ritual symbolism, psychological tension, and prophetic opposition, established him as an acclaimed author. Because justice encompasses more than legal systems, his characters navigate between reality and perilous situations.

Zinhle’s blend of literary artistry and cinematic timing enables him to tell stories renowned for their detailed worlds, profound emotions, and memorable characters. He draws from African oral traditions, Biblical archetypes, global noir, and historical archives of injustice.

Zinhle spends his time between writing projects by developing film and television concepts for international productions, mentoring new writers in Africa, and curating projects that reclaim hidden historical narratives.

He said stories should not only entertain but also haunt readers, heal them, and elicit a response.
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A novel by Zinhle Dlamini
When a young activist is found crucified atop a Johannesburg hillside, journalist-turned-reluctant-revolutionary Zinhle “Zee” Dlamini is thrust into a conspiracy deeper than politics and darker than prophecy.

What begins as a brutal murder investigation soon spirals into a web of encrypted sermons, ritual killings, and a decades-old covenant disguised as faith. At the heart of it all lies the Crimson Circle, a clandestine network of power brokers who traffic in blood, silence, and resurrection myths.

As whistleblowers burn and allies vanish, Zee must decode a legacy left by her mother—a sacred song buried in a violin—and confront the truth about her bloodline. But the final note may cost more than her life. It may demand her soul.

From the ghost churches of Mpumalanga to the digital catacombs of dark networks, Golgotha Heights is a searing Afro-spiritual thriller that asks:

What if the system doesn’t fear justice—only those who remember?
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Chapter 1: The Crucifixion Site
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The scream came in silence.

Zinhle “Zee” Dlamini had learned to hear what others didn’t—the tremors beneath stillness, the whisper in a withheld breath. She wasn’t supposed to be on duty, wasn’t supposed to be anything anymore—not after the last case tore open old wounds and reburied her trust in systems six feet under.

But here she was, standing at the edge of an abandoned mineshaft in the bone-dry hills east of Sandton, where even the birds didn't dare sing.

“Over there, just beyond the ridge,” murmured the young officer who’d called her in anonymously. “I shouldn’t have told you, but... they’re gonna bury this. You know how it goes.”

She knew exactly how it went.

They had found the body nailed—nailed—to a rusted, large cross of scaffolding iron, half-sunken into the orange earth like a forgotten monument. And that silence—Zee could hear it, screaming like it was scraped raw from a violin string tuned too tight.

Her fingers trembled slightly, remembering the pressure of a bow in hand—years ago, another life, another self. She clenched them into fists.

The corpse was male. Mid-thirties. The black suit turned rust-red. His arms had been outstretched and fixed with railway spikes—crude, symbolic. His head tilted downward as if ashamed of the crime that killed him. As if he were still praying.

“You’re sure this isn’t some... performance?” Sol’s voice cut through the static on the comm line. Detective Solomon Mthethwa, her reluctant partner on this case, sounded groggy—unready for this hour, this horror, or this woman’s way of dragging him into it.

“This wasn’t for art,” Zee replied. “It was for the audience.” She crouched beside the figure, eyes narrowing at the symbol scorched into the rusted cross behind his head: a thin vertical line with three horizontal ones—two complete, one broken. Almost like—

“A timeline,” she muttered. “A countdown.”

The officer cleared his throat. “They didn’t tell you the rest?”

“There’s a rest?” Zee didn’t look up.

“Yeah... uh... his name. The guy’s name is Thabiso Moleko. People called him Tips. Used to work with one of those accounting firms. Big ones. Steinhoff-linked, I think.”

Zee straightened instantly, the hairs on her neck standing to attention. That name had haunted audits, whispered in safehouse corridors, and screamed across encrypted files Amahle had shown her months ago. Tibs had vanished two years ago—just as an inquiry into forged land restitution payments disappeared under ‘national security’ stamps.

Now he was here. Crucified.

“You’re telling me this is that Tibs?” she asked.

The officer nodded.

“Shit.”

She was about to stand when she noticed something strange about the man’s mouth. Dried blood had trickled from the corner of his lips, but they were parted slightly, almost delicately, like someone had adjusted them. And inside—wedged between his teeth—was a sliver of parchment.

“Help me get this out,” she said.

The officer recoiled. “Isn’t that... uh, contaminating evidence?”

Zee shot him a look that could scrape paint. “The evidence has already been crucified. The system is the contamination.”

He didn’t argue after that.

She slid tweezers from her inside coat pocket—she kept her kit, no matter what they said about her—and slowly eased the parchment free. It was smeared in red but still legible. Handwriting: frantic, slanted, as if written in a rush.

There were three thieves. One died clean. Follow the silence. Start with the woman who weeps at the gate.
—T.
Zee closed her eyes. She could already feel the threads starting to tug at her. The noise builds beneath the silence. Somewhere behind her ribcage, an old ache returned—the echo of a responsibility she never asked for.

She turned toward the officer. “Get forensics here. Quietly. No press. No leaks.”

“Too late,” he said, nodding toward the skyline.

And there it was—the unmistakable whir of a drone, red blinking light sweeping over them like a cold digital eye. Someone else already knew.



The Jeep’s wheels hissed on the tarmac as she left the crime scene, trading dirt roads for city arteries. Johannesburg rose like a polished lie—glass towers catching the sun, reflecting gold and forgetting blood. To outsiders, it was progress. To Zee, it was camouflage.

Amahle’s voice rang in her mind. “Jozi’s not a city—it’s a confession booth where no one ever repents.”

Her niece had a way with metaphors and a darker side to her facts. She had warned Zee a month ago: “If you don’t listen to the noise in the wires, Auntie Z, they’ll rewrite the whole story and burn the archives.”

Zee had dismissed it then. She couldn’t anymore.

Her phone buzzed.

AMA: encrypted voicemail – 00:12sec

She hit play on the speaker, eyes still fixed on the road.

“You’re going to see something out there. It’s not random. The guy—Tibs—tried to reach me, too. Please send me the files. But the last one... it sang, Zee like static on a hymn. It’s encrypted deeply. Buried under Psalm numbers. I’ll send you the decoder tonight. Be careful—someone’s cleaning house.”

A jolt of adrenaline crawled up her spine—the static on a hymn. Amahle wasn’t just speaking in poetry—she was hearing something. Like Zee used to.

Zee glanced at the crucifix chain hanging from her rearview mirror. It wasn’t religious, not really. Just a relic. A reminder. But tonight, it swung slowly—as if moved by breath.



Zee arrived at Rosa Mahlangu’s rooftop dwelling in Yeoville just as the sun dipped behind the city skyline. The old herbalist was already waiting—barefoot, wrapped in a loose robe that smelled of soil and smoke. Her eyes were closed, but she spoke as Zee approached.

“You brought back the sound of iron and sacrifice,” Rosa said without opening her eyes. “The air hums differently when blood dries on stolen earth.”

“You knew?” Zee asked, not bothering to hide the frustration in her voice.

“I heard. Tibs was not your first echo. He won’t be your last.”

Zee stepped closer, lowering the flash drive she’d removed from Tibs’ jacket earlier. “He left this. Along with a note... ‘Three thieves. One died clean.’ What does that mean to you?”

Rosa opened her eyes then—sharp, ancient, clouded by more than time.

“It means the hill is not just history. It is prophecy. You are standing at Golgotha, my child.”

Zee felt the weight of it then—not metaphor, not exaggeration.

A reckoning had begun.



It started with an address in red ink on the back of a faded funeral pamphlet.

Rosa gave it to Zee without explanation, with a solemn look and a whispered phrase: “The gate weeps where the widow sits.”

Zee didn’t need mystical translations—she had the coordinates from the pamphlet’s tiny print: a township edge just past Diepsloot. She knew the place: tin roofs, chickens in the road, too many secrets rotting beneath painted murals of peace and struggle.

She also knew who lived there.

Sindiswa Mkhize.

Human rights lawyer. Once, she was a public darling. Now, she is off the grid, off the books, and possibly on the run for her life.

Zee parked far from the main road and walked the last few meters, eyes sharp beneath her hoodie. A child watched her from a concrete stoop, blowing bubbles through a cracked straw. The soap film glinted briefly, then vanished. Like memory. Like truth, if you didn’t catch it quickly enough.

The house at the edge of the block was quiet. The gate hung askew, squeaking faintly in the wind. It looked abandoned—but Zee could hear things others couldn’t. The scrape of movement was too light to be a rat—the flutter of paper. Breath caught in fear.

She didn’t knock.

She simply said, “Sindi. If you’re in there, I’m not the one you should fear.”

No response.

“Sindi, listen to me. Tibs is dead.”

A pause.

Then a shiver.

The door opened exactly seven centimetres—just enough to show half a face. Sindi looked thinner than Zee remembered, her cheekbones like blades, eyes sharp and rimmed in insomnia.

“You shouldn’t have come,” Sindi said, barely above a whisper. “They’re watching.”

Zee stepped inside before Sindi could change her mind.



The room smelled like burnt candle wax and old tears. Legal files were shoved in plastic tubs, half-charred at the edges. A laptop sat on a crate near a flickering router light. There were no framed photos. There were just two pairs of shoes by the door and a mattress on the floor.

“You’re hiding,” Zee said.

“I’m surviving,” Sindi snapped back. “There’s a difference.”

Zee nodded, not unkindly. “Tibs left a message. Said there were three of you. Three thieves, he called it. But one died clean. That you were next.”

Sindi froze. Her hands clutched the edge of a tea-stained blanket on her lap.

“He... he said that?” she asked. “He used that phrase?”

Zee nodded. “What does it mean?”

Sindi looked away, then reached beneath a floorboard Zee hadn’t noticed. From the hole, she pulled a wax-sealed envelope and handed it over.

“I swore I’d destroy it if he ever got caught. But the way he died... the way they displayed him... no. This isn’t about fear anymore. It’s about fire.”

Zee opened the envelope carefully. Inside: three items. A torn photo of the three of them—Tibs, Sindi, and a balding man in priest robes. Scribbled across the bottom in red ink: “One of us repents with bullets.”

The second item is a memory card.

Third: a black sliver of cloth embroidered with a red circle and a single gold thread stitched through its centre. Zee recognized the design.

Crimson Circle.

The name no one dared speak above a whisper. The invisible syndicate stretches across politics, the church, and industry. Ghosts in parliament, shadows in NGOs.

Zee looked up sharply. “Is this real?”

Sindi’s eyes brimmed with old regret. “Tibs thought we could blow it all open. Someone would listen if we presented proof—bribes, accounts, and false restitution payouts. But Father Radebe... he had other plans.”

“Laundering,” Zee guessed. “Through the churches.”

“And rituals,” Sindi whispered. “Dark ones. He believed the sins of the powerful needed... blood to balance.”

Zee flinched. “Ritual confessions.”

“Not confessions. Absolutions. In his words, they weren’t criminals. They were vessels of divine imbalance.”

Zee rose, chest tight with nausea. “You said they’re watching. Who’s watching?”

Sindi hesitated. “The Judge.”

Zee blinked. “You mean... the sitting judge Tibs mentioned in the files?”

Sindi nodded. “Still on the bench. Still clean in the press. But he signs off on everything—from early parole to land claim denials. He’s the one who cleans the fingerprints.”

“And your role?”

“I was the idealist—the idiot. I filed the papers. I documented everything, thinking one day the courts would work.”

Sindi stood now too, moving to the covered window and peering through a sliver.

“You’re not safe here,” she said.

“I never was.”

Sindi handed her the memory card. “Take this to your niece. She’ll know how to crack it. It’s heavily encoded—Psalm numbers, biblical code, the kind of stuff Rosa would probably interpret as sacred texts. But it’s just—”

“A map,” Zee finished for her. “Of guilt.”

Sindi half-smiled. “No. A map of purchased forgiveness. We all paid, Zee. Tibs with his life. Me with my silence. And you... You’ll pay, too. That’s how this story ends.”

Zee turned to leave but paused at the threshold.

“Sindi. If I fall—if they get to me—tell Amahle. Don’t bury it. Bury them.”



Later that night, back in Rosa’s place under the flickering orange light of a township blackout, Zee laid the memory card beside Amahle’s humming terminal. Her niece didn’t even look up—just flicked her braids behind one shoulder and began typing.

“It’s encrypted in hex layers,” Amahle muttered. “And layered over audio files. Psalms 22, 69, and 88.”

“Why those?” Zee asked.

Amahle glanced up. “Because they’re all psalms of abandonment. Of pain.”

Zee didn’t reply. She knew the feeling.

Lines of code scrolled faster now, and suddenly, Amahle froze. One audio file had auto-triggered—a distorted whisper in Zee’s voice.

Except she had never recorded it.

“...Zinhle, beware the silence that moves. Not all quiet is peace. Sometimes, it’s the last breath before the storm. Three thieves. One died clean. You will choose which one dies next.”

Amahle slowly looked up. Her voice was barely audible.

“That’s... not just surveillance. That’s prophetic mimicry. Deepfake voice tech. Predictive algorithms. Someone fed your profile into a system. They’re trying to shape your path.”

Zee’s skin crawled.

Amahle’s fingers hovered above the keyboard. “Do we go deeper?”

Zee nodded. “Dig until the ground bleeds.”



Zee had seen her share of monsters, masks, and martyrs. But nothing prepared her to realise that even the dead could wear disguises.

It was nearly midnight when the decrypted folder opened.

Amahle, hunched over the glow of three linked monitors, looked like a surgeon cracking open a heart. Her fingers tapped methodically, pulling apart audio, code, and ledger data layers.

Zee stood behind her, arms crossed, a knot hardening in her chest with every line that appeared.

“This was Tibs’ final file drop,” Amahle said. “He embedded it in a soundscape—Psalm 69, slowed down and reversed. Sick bastard. It’s like he wanted you to listen to his guilt.”

Zee didn’t respond. Her attention was fixed on the spreadsheet unspooling across the screen: land restitution files, names, parcel codes, and payments. Many of them are stamped as "CLEANSED" in the audit logs. But beneath the gloss, in a hidden column, were ghost entries—duplicate beneficiaries, fake trusts, rerouted transfers.

At least R93 million siphoned off.

Amahle paused the scroll.

“There. Look at that string.”

Zee leaned closer.

Row 88:
Recipient: Thabiso Moleko (alias used)
Payment: R1.5 million
Note: ‘Consulting fee. Silent compliance.’
Zee’s mouth went dry.

“He took a payout?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

Amahle nodded, bitter. “Looks like he was part of it—at least in the early stages. But wait... there’s more.”

She opened a second file. A journal. Handwritten scans, hastily digitized.

“They said it was clean, that no one was getting hurt, and just rerouting to secure futures. But I saw the graves. Real people. Real claims. Burned shacks and bulldozed land... And I signed the approvals. Every one of them. For the Judge. For the Circle. For myself.”

“Now they want me silent. But blood buys silence, and I still hear the screams.”

“If I die, let it not be pretty. Let them nail me to what I signed.”

Zee sat down, stunned.

So Tibs wasn’t just a whistleblower. He was a penitent, a man who cashed in and then cracked open. He tried to reverse the system by dragging it into light, knowing it would cost him everything.

Amahle exhaled slowly. “That explains the note. ‘One died clean.’ He wasn’t innocent. Just... willing to pay.”

Zee’s mind spun.

They had all rushed to call him a martyr. But Tibs had been something more disturbing—someone who helped dig the grave, then decided to lie down in it and call out the killers.

She stood again, pacing the room. “This Judge—do we have a name yet?”

Amahle shook her head. “The files are redacted, but I can cross-reference with judicial boards and match payout dates with known sentencing logs.”

“Do it. Quietly. Use ghost servers only. And Amahle...”

Zee’s niece turned toward her, guarded.

“If you feel the walls getting close—disappear. You don’t get to be a name on their next cross.”

Amahle’s jaw tensed. “I didn’t come this far to run.”

Zee walked over and placed a hand on her shoulder. “We fight smart. Not loud.”

Amahle said nothing. But her silence buzzed like tension in a violin string—tuned tight, one note away from snapping.



Elsewhere in Johannesburg, in a room dimmed by guilt, Solomon Mthethwa couldn’t sleep.

He sat in his old study, lined with old case files and forgotten commendations. But it wasn’t nostalgia keeping him awake. It was a name.

Judge M. Luthando.

He hadn’t heard it in years, but it slid under his eyelids like a knife tonight.

He remembered 2003. The boy. The complaint. The warning.

A teenage whistleblower named Thabiso came to them with a file containing missing land titles. His hands had trembled, but his voice was unmistakable.

Sol remembered showing the file to his supervisor. He remembered the shrug.

“He’s just a kid. Let the courts handle it.”

And then it vanished. The file. The kid. Everything.

Until tonight.

Sol opened his drawer and pulled out a folder labelled “M.L.”—a film he wasn’t supposed to keep. Inside were three things:

A 1999 land redistribution approval letter.

A confidential memo from the Steinhoff legal team, marked “sensitive religious partner.”

And a Polaroid.

In the photo: the Judge. The priest. And a young, beaming accountant.

Tibs.

Sol exhaled sharply. The photo was dated six months before the first payout.

“They were in it from the start.”

He picked up his phone. Zee needed to know.



As the first hints of dawn stretched across the township sky, Zee stood on Rosa’s rooftop with the file in her hands, the city below flickering between light and shadow.

She wasn’t sure what disturbed her more—that Tibs had been part of the corruption or that he chose death as the only way to confess.

Rosa emerged behind the rooftop curtain, carrying a clay pot of smouldering herbs. The older woman’s voice was soft.

“The man who builds the altar must never forget whose blood stains it.”

Zee nodded, her eyes fixed on the red-smeared edge of Tibs’ journal.

“He built it. And then he climbed up.”

Rosa hummed a low note, almost a lament.

“And you?”

Zee turned to her, the wind catching the edge of her coat like wings.

“I’m not building an altar,” she said.

“I’m tearing it down.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Code of the Damned
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Amahle Dlamini didn’t believe in heroes. She believed in code, encryption, and the mathematical certainty that systems—even ones built on lies—could be undone with enough data and nerve.

But tonight, her fingers trembled.

She sat in the back room of an abandoned community centre in Brixton, a place once used for distributing anti-apartheid newsletters. Now wired with old routers, illegal boosters, and two half-dead UPS batteries, the hum of electricity mixed with the smell of dust and soldering flux. This was her sanctuary.

Or it had been—until the files came.

She stared at the memory card Tibs had left behind. The decrypted contents now lived in a secure vault, Amahle coded herself—“The Tomb,” she called it. Accessed only through a violin string audio cue embedded in Psalm 69, with an extra gate: a heartbeat monitor to verify she was alive.

But tonight, she wasn’t just decrypting. She was deciding.

Zee had told her to lie low. “Wait until we know who’s watching.” But Amahle knew. They were all watching. The government. The Circle. Maybe even the media, waiting for crumbs to sanitize. She didn’t trust any of them.

That’s why she created a trigger drop: an untraceable portal disguised as a mislabelled NGO transparency archive. Hidden behind layers of cross-border data mirrors, it would dump the files into select inboxes—two journalists, one global activist site, and an underground digital leak network called The Horn of Truth.

Her hand hovered over the trackpad.

Do it, Amahle. Show them what real exposure means.
Or don’t—and let Tibs die in silence twice.
She tapped the key.

Nothing flashy. No sounds. Just a single line of text on her monitor:

[REVELATION INITIATED]

And just like that, Tibs' shame—and his truth—was no longer hers to hold.



Zee felt it before she saw it.

The pressure. That invisible swell in the air that said everything just shifted. She woke with a jolt, her dreams filled with the sound of violin strings cutting through the courtroom silence.

Her phone buzzed nonstop.

First, a message from Sol:
“What the hell did you do? The leak’s everywhere. I’ve got brass breathing down my spine. Call me.”
Then Amahle:
“Sorry. Couldn’t wait. The world needed to know.”
Zee clicked the link.

Leaked: Secret Files Tie Land Restitution Fraud to Judicial Syndicate
–by Zanele Mothibe, Independent Desk
She scrolled through the story, seeing screen captures of the ledger and the names—redacted only for minors—and a photo of Tibs, taken years ago, smiling, unsuspecting. The article hinted at “Ritualized absolution,” suggesting religious laundering through church fronts. The name Crimson Circle appeared once—cautiously, without context.

She called Amahle immediately.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Zee said, pacing the rooftop.

“You’re welcome,” Amahle replied, voice calm but tight. “We said we wanted justice. This is how it starts.”

“You painted a target on your back.”

Amahle didn’t miss a beat. “It was already there the moment I decrypted that file.”

Zee paused. “Is the source still secure?”

Amahle clicked something in the background. “Yes. No one can trace it back to the terminal or to me. The leak went out through six VPN chains across three continents.”

“Then why does this feel like a trap?”

Amahle’s voice wavered. “Because maybe it is. Maybe Tibs didn’t just leave us the truth. Maybe he left us bait.”



By 11:00 AM, the Johannesburg Civic Centre was surrounded by reporters.

Cameras blinked like nervous eyes. Journalists jostled to catch quotes from grim-faced officials, who pretended surprise. Behind closed doors, the corridors trembled.

Inside a marbled conference room, Judge M. Luthando sat alone, reading the leak on a cracked tablet.

His fingers curled around the armrest.

He’d known Tibs was getting reckless. But this—this was a disaster. Still, there was a calmness in him. A precision honed over decades of navigating power. He didn’t panic. He redirected.

He tapped out a message on his burner phone:

Clean the girl. Clean the backups. Leave no echoes.

Then he poured himself tea as if nothing had changed.



Sol slammed the door behind him, dropping a printout of the leak onto his desk like it was a dead bird.

“Dlamini,” he muttered, half in awe, half in exasperation. “You really don’t sleep.”

He was halfway through an internal memo when his lieutenant burst in.

“You’re being reassigned,” the man barked. “Temporarily. The leak has Cabinet connections. Your old case with the Land Commission is now under review by Hawk. Effective immediately.”

Sol raised a brow. “What about Zee?”

“She’s not under our jurisdiction. But I’d advise you to stay away. For your own longevity.”

Sol leaned back in his chair. “If this is them clamping down, it means we’re close.”

The lieutenant’s stare turned cold. “It means they’ll bury you next.”



That night, the wind howled differently.

Rosa stood in a circle of red sand, burning herbs that stung Zee’s eyes. “The blood has spoken,” she said, “and it’s echoing too loud for the dead to sleep.”

Zee had no answers—just more questions.

Amahle was quiet now, watching from the shadows, realizing that unleashing the truth came with a cost they hadn’t counted on yet.

“We can’t stop now,” Zee said.

“No,” Rosa replied. “But you can choose where the next nail falls.”

Zee looked toward the city lights, already seeing smoke on the horizon.



The morning air in Constitution Hill carried an odd stillness. Not peace—anticipation. Like something sacred had just been defiled.

Zee was already on-site when the call came in: the body was found in a legal outreach office two blocks from the Civic Centre—Sindi Mkhize’s old colleague. Zee didn’t need the name. She’d already guessed it.

She arrived before the press did, flashing an old badge she wasn’t technically allowed to carry anymore. The building was a low-slung repurposed warehouse painted with slogans from a different war: “Justice Is A Living Thing”, “Siyakwazi—We Can.”

Today, they were just ironic graffiti on cracked concrete.

Inside, the smell hit first—bleach and iron, layered thick over the scent of death. A forensics tech looked up from behind a mask and blinked when he saw her.

“Dlamini? I thought you—”

“You thought wrong,” she said, brushing past him.

The body was suspended from a ceiling beam with red cloth—a courtroom sash, of all things. The victim’s arms were bound behind their back, feet dangling a few inches off the tiled floor. Mouth gagged. Eyes open.

It was Nomvula Nkosi. Paralegal. Former land claim archivist. And Sindi’s closest ally.

But what struck Zee hardest wasn’t the staging. It was the fact that the tongue was missing.

A clean slice. Surgical.

“Message,” Sol muttered from behind her. He had shown up unannounced, wearing that same tired jacket, his eyes dark from lack of sleep and too much truth.

Zee nodded grimly. “They’re not just retaliating. They’re narrating.”

Sol circled the room slowly, taking in the details—the burn marks on the wrists, the circle drawn in ash beneath the body, the crimson cloth tied in three knots.

“Ritualistic.”

“No,” Zee said. “Theatrical. This isn’t faith. Its performance. They want us to feel the fear. Nomvula’s death is a press release.”

She turned to the desk where Nomvula must’ve been working—papers scattered, a laptop missing, drawers emptied violently, except for one.

Zee opened it. Inside, tucked beneath old case notes, was a torn index card. Two words scrawled in thick black ink:

“He judges from shadows.”

Sol leaned over her shoulder. “The Judge?”

Zee didn’t answer. She was too focused on something else.

She could hear it.

A faint hum deep in the walls. Almost musical—like feedback through a broken speaker. But it wasn’t tech. It was spiritual.

“It’s echoing,” she whispered.

Sol stepped back. “You’re slipping again, Zinhle.”

But she wasn’t. She was listening. Not with ears. With instinct. Her gift. The auditory synesthesia turned silence into language.

The red cloth snapped slightly in the draft. Three knots. A symbol. She’d seen it in an old photo tied to the Crimson Circle.

“It’s a liturgy,” she said suddenly. “The knots. The missing tongue. The ash circle. It’s a mock ritual of judgment.”

Sol raised a brow. “You’re saying this isn’t just murder—it’s... a trial?”

“A sentence,” Zee corrected. “And Nomvula was judged in absentia. Her only crime? Not staying silent.”



In a cramped Johannesburg café two years ago, Nomvula had leaned in across the table, whispering to Sindi:

“If we don’t speak, they win. If we do... we burn.”

Sindi had replied, “Then let’s carry matches.”



Zee stepped out into the light, blinking against the sun as if it were something foreign. The press had started to arrive—like vultures who sensed not just death but story.

One journalist, a woman Zee recognized from court days, pushed forward.

“Is it true the victim was connected to the leak?”

Zee ignored her.

“Do you believe the Crimson Circle is behind this?”

Still silent.

But the crowd grew.

Zee turned back toward Sol, who looked like he wanted to vanish into his coat. “We can’t keep dodging this. If we let them control the narrative, they win the second trial before the first begins.”

Sol shook his head. “If we go public—if we name what this is—we’re inviting war. These people don’t play politics. They erase problems.”

Zee’s gaze sharpened. “Then let them try.”



Back at Rosa’s rooftop, Amahle was pacing.

“They killed her,” she said without preamble. “Nomvula. You saw it, right?”

Zee nodded.

Amahle slammed a hand against the wall. “I leaked the truth. Not people’s lives.”

“You leaked both,” Zee said gently. “And now we all bleed for it.”

Amahle’s face was pale. “Should I vanish?”

Zee considered. Then: “No. You lead. You started this storm. Now help me steer it.”

Amahle inhaled shakily. “I’ll need resources. Ghost servers. More aliases.”

“I’ll call someone,” Zee said.

“Joe?” Amahle asked.

Zee hesitated. “No. Not yet.”



That night, Zee dreamed of Nomvula.

In the dream, the woman stood in a white courtroom with no ceiling. The sky was blood-red. Her mouth was sealed, but she sang anyway—silent, beautiful, terrifying.

Zee woke to find a line of scripture in her notebook. She didn’t remember writing it.

“Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit.” —Psalm 5:9



Amahle didn’t breathe as she broke the final wall.

The firewall guarding the campaign server for Councillor Bhengu’s re-election bid was primitive by her standards—government-grade but lazy and overconfident. As its architects believed, their secrets were too dull to be hacked.

They were wrong.

She was in.

Not through brute force, but through a side door—an old NGO login repurposed for election donation tracking. The server’s real guts lived in an encrypted folder buried under donor lists and staff payroll: a file labelled “Sanctum.”

Amahle hesitated for precisely four seconds before dragging it out.

Inside: a trove of damning material. Emails between Bhengu’s office and an anonymous religious donor. Budget reallocations are labelled as “ritual logistics.” Names of churches used as laundering nodes. References to “spiritual justice units.”

And then, chillingly:

“Confirm RSVP: Judge Luthando. Arrival by the ritual gate. Ensure sacrament protocol—silence enforced.”

Amahle’s eyes widened.

Silence enforced.

They had known about Tibs. About Nomvula. And more.

She copied the contents, encrypted them, and closed the server.

But as she backed out, she noticed something she hadn’t done before.

A ghost process running beneath the logs—monitoring every keystroke and watching the watcher.

And then, the cursor froze.

A message blinked onto her screen.

YOU’VE BEEN HEARD.

Before she could shut down, the door burst open.



Zee was pacing when her burner phone rang. It was not her regular line—the emergency one—the one she gave to no one but Amahle and Sol.

She picked up instantly.

“Dlamini,” said a cold voice on the line. “We have your niece.”

Everything in Zee stopped.

“Who is this?”

“Hawks division. Digital Forensics. We traced a breach into the Bhengu municipal server. She’s in custody now. Thought you’d want to know before the media does.”

Zee swallowed. “Where are you holding her?”

“Braamfontein station. For now.”

“For now?” Zee’s voice sharpened.

The line went dead.



Amahle sat in a concrete room that smelled like old smoke and political rot. Her wrists were zip-tied. No charges yet. No lawyer. Just silence.

She stared at the one-way mirror, trying to slow her breathing. She’d been trained for this. By Zee. By the system that failed them both. But none of it felt real now.

She kept thinking of Tibs. Of Nomvula. And of the last line she decoded before they came through the door:

“If the cross does not silence them, the courts will.”

That was the game now. Not justice. Erasure.

She knew Zee would come. But time was blood in this city.

And Amahle could feel herself bleeding.



Zee didn’t scream. She never did.

But the rage behind her eyes made the air itself recoil. Rosa watched from her chair, stirring a bowl of crushed charcoal and herbs.

“They’ve taken her,” Zee said flatly.

Rosa nodded once. “Then the second sacrifice has been claimed.”

“She’s not a sacrifice,” Zee snapped. “She’s a child who cracked a code no one wanted exposed.”

“And the gods of corruption always punish prophets,” Rosa murmured. “You should know. You are one.”

Zee’s hand hovered over her phone, but she didn’t dial.

Sol would come on his own.

She knew it.



Sol didn’t knock. He walked into the station like he still belonged there—wearing his old badge, the kind that bought you fifteen minutes of authority before red tape strangled you.

He found Amahle in the holding room.

Her face lit up—not with relief, but with the cold calculation of someone who knew she wasn’t safe yet.

“You came,” she said quietly.

“You shouldn’t have poked the bear.”

Amahle leaned forward. “I didn’t poke it. I set its fur on fire.”

Sol cracked a grin, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Your aunt’s going to rip the roof off this place.”

“Good.”

He slid a flash drive across the table. “This unlocks a dead man’s switch. If anything happens to you, the rest of the files leak. Globally.”

Amahle blinked. “You had that?”

“I built it for Zee. Never thought I’d use it on you.”

Footsteps echoed outside. Time was running out.

Sol leaned in. “You’re not a hacker anymore, Amahle. You’re the fuse. Burn smart.”

Then he was gone.



That night, the sky above Johannesburg turned a deep, dirty red. There was light pollution, chemical clouds, and maybe something worse.

Zee stood alone, the wind tearing through her coat. The Psalm line she'd found the day before repeated in her mind like a haunting.

“Their throats are open graves.”

She whispered it again, under her breath.

Rosa joined her in the silence. No words. Just presence.

Then, the rooftop radio crackled.

Amahle’s voice, faint, routed through encrypted frequencies:

“They’re watching me. But they’re afraid now. I saw it in their eyes. They know the storm is coming.”

Zee closed her eyes.

And listened to the thunder roll in.
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Chapter 3: Haunted by the Uniform
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Sol hadn’t opened the drawer in almost fifteen years.

It sat in the far corner of his home office beneath boxes of old case files, a defunct printer, and a blanket that still faintly smelled of ash and stale coffee. The key was taped behind a faded photograph of his graduation day. The man in the frame looked lighter in body and soul.

Now, he was heavier. Burdened.

The news of Amahle’s arrest had shaken him more than he let on, not just because she was Zee’s niece. But because it meant the ghosts were stirring again.

He unlocked the drawer and retrieved the old case folder. Inside was a manila envelope, brittle at the edges, stamped “CLASSIFIED: 1999.” Inside, a name: Thabiso Moleko, age 13.

Sol sat down, exhaling like the wind had knocked him out.

He remembered the boy. Skinny, wide-eyed, fast-talking. He’d come to the precinct alone, clutching a plastic bag filled with paperwork his mother had collected before she died—land claim affidavits, community title deeds, and a single letter accusing a local councillor and priest of rerouting deeds in exchange for bribes.

Sol had believed him.

But no one else had.

His superior at the time, Inspector Kotane, had patted Sol on the shoulder and said, “Don’t chase ghosts, Mthethwa. This country’s got enough real devils.”

Within weeks, the file vanished. Tibs stopped showing up to school. The last time anyone saw him, he was entering a gated church compound in Diepkloof. After that—nothing. Just a whisper of a boy swallowed by grown men’s lies.

Sol stared at the faded Polaroid paper clipped to the file. The boy had scrawled something on the back.

“They won’t crucify me. I’ll nail myself before they do.”



Zee sat on the edge of her bed, arms folded, head bowed as she listened to Sol’s voice on the burner.

He was reading the file aloud, his tone low, haunted.

“...There’s more,” he said. “The priest mentioned in Tibs’ statement—he was already under investigation in ‘98. Accused of running ‘ritualized absolution ceremonies’ at midnight.”

Zee gripped the phone tighter. “Father Radebe.”

“Yes,” Sol replied. “And get this—he was exonerated. Guess who signed off?”

Zee already knew. “Judge Luthando.”

There was a pause. Then: “Zinhle... we buried this kid. We all did.”

Zee didn’t respond.

She reached under her bed and pulled out her archive box—the one labelled “Unsolved: Land Commission Cluster.” She opened it beside her like a wound.

Inside were old transcripts from community hearings. One stood out—a line from a 2003 testimony by a witness named “T.M.”

“I saw them. The priest wore red. The judge didn’t speak. The blood didn’t come from animals.”

Zee’s voice broke through the static. “He was warning us back then. And we buried it under policy and politics.”

Sol’s reply was a whisper.

“We buried him.”



Thabiso stands at the end of a hallway, his file in hand—a child among titans. No one listens. He walks into the filing room himself and leaves the file in a drawer labeled “Pending.”

Behind him, two men in coats exchange a glance.

One nods.

The lights flicker.



Later that evening, Zee climbed the stairs to Rosa’s rooftop with the old file tucked under her arm. She found Rosa surrounded by seven candles, her eyes closed, humming something ancient and aching.

“You come bearing echoes,” Rosa murmured.

Zee handed her the file. “This is how far back it goes. 1999. The first ritual. The first silence.”

Rosa flipped through the contents slowly. “The boy was a key. But he wasn’t allowed to unlock the door.”

Zee sank to her knees beside the ritual circle. “Sol thinks he failed him. I think we all did.”

Rosa looked up, eyes sharper than ever. “And what if the boy was never meant to be saved?”

Zee blinked. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying Tibs didn’t vanish because he was silenced. He chose silence. He studied them from the inside. Played the Judas role—but for us. What you call betrayal was his disguise.”

Zee sat back, stunned. “He infiltrated the Circle?”

Rosa nodded. “And when the time came, he offered his body as the final message.”



Sol sat at his kitchen table, drink untouched. His phone was still on speaker, Zee’s voice in his ears. But it was her silence that hit hardest.

“I thought I was doing my job,” he said quietly. “But I was just... waiting it out. Hoping justice would eventually land on the right desk. But desks don’t convict people. People do.”

Zee’s voice returned, soft. “Then let’s stop waiting.”



They arrived separately. No uniforms. No sirens.

Zee came in through the back alley, slipping through shadows with her coat drawn tight and her hood pulled low. Sol entered through the front—business casual, pretending to be part of the wood-panelled hush that wrapped Johannesburg’s judicial district after dark.

They had one lead: a private chapel on the sixth floor of a high-security judicial complex, which had been technically unused since 2016. Except that every Friday night at midnight, it would briefly light up. Only one keycard, registered to Judge M. Luthando, was used to access it.

Zee’s fingers trembled as she activated the encrypted radio on her belt. “Sixth floor east. I see movement through the frosted glass. You in?”

“Second landing,” Sol whispered. “No guards. No cameras either. That’s not policy. That’s... design.”

Zee slid her phone into recording mode and stepped into the hallway. The carpet muted her steps, but the walls—those old wood-panelled corridors—creaked like they had secrets sewn into them.

At the far end, a door with no label.

Faint light beneath it.

She knocked once.

Nothing.

Twice.

Still nothing.

She pressed her ear against the door and froze.

Inside, someone was whispering—not speaking, but whispering—a rhythmic murmur like a sermon passed through stone.

Then, a voice she recognized. Calm. Smooth. Judicial.

“...For we have sinned in silence. But silence itself is the offering...”

Zee’s breath caught.

“Sol,” she whispered. “It’s him. The judge. He’s holding something—a ceremony.”

Sol’s voice came through, static-laced. “I’m at the breaker box. If I cut power, you’ll have thirty seconds before backup circuits kick in.”

Zee nodded. “Do it.”



The hallway went dark.

Zee slipped inside with the precision of a violinist hitting a note she hadn’t practised but somehow knew by heart.

The room was small and lined with pews. Candles burned along the wall despite the modern electric fittings. A single stone altar stood at the front, draped in red cloth stitched with gold thread—a crimson circle.

Behind it, Judge Luthando knelt, head bowed. Alone.

He didn’t look startled when the lights went out.

He didn’t even flinch when Zee stepped closer.

“Your Honour,” she said, voice low, recorder still running, “we need to talk about the crucifixions.”

The judge opened his eyes.

They were wet.

“I was expecting you,” he said.



Zee didn’t sit. She remained standing, hands ready, every muscle on edge.

The judge rose slowly. His robes were unzipped, revealing a casual shirt beneath. But the air around him felt ritualistic, like he wore authority as a second skin.

“This isn’t what you think,” he said, gesturing to the altar.

“No?” Zee asked. “Because what I think is that a whistleblower died crucified, a lawyer was hanged and mutilated, and now your name is popping up in coded files next to religious laundering.”

The judge strolled toward a shelf and pulled down a book—an old Bible with frayed corners. He placed it on the altar and opened the book of Psalms to Psalm 88.

“They confess,” he said. “And I receive their pain. It’s cleansing.”

Zee’s eyes narrowed. “You think you’re a priest?”

“No,” he replied. “I’m the wall they bleed against—the absolver. I never ask for details. Just the truth. And when they speak it here, it becomes... manageable.”

“You’re running unlicensed confessions.”

He shrugged. “Sanctuary law. Outdated, yes. But not illegal.”

Zee stepped closer. “And what happens to the ones who confess something inconvenient? Like government corruption? Or land fraud?”

The judge’s jaw tensed.

“I don’t kill them, Ms. Dlamini. But there are others who... protect the sanctity of silence.”

Zee’s voice was ice. “The Crimson Circle.”

The judge looked genuinely shaken.

“I never named them,” he said. “I never met them. I only know their instructions come through tithes, not threats. Through... penitent messengers.”

“Tibs?” Zee asked.

The judge nodded once.

“He confessed here. Twice. First, for his role in the land theft. Second, for trying to reverse it. He said he wanted to burn. And then... he vanished.”

Zee clenched her fists.

“You didn’t report it.”

“I was told not to.”

Zee stepped forward, inches from him now. “By who?”

The judge’s voice dropped to a whisper.

“The man who sits in the red house beneath the Hill of Skulls.”

Zee’s heart stuttered.

Sol’s voice crackled in her earpiece. “Power coming back. You’ve got ten seconds.”

Zee snapped a photo of the altar. Of the robe. The Bible page.

The judge didn’t stop her.

“You’ll expose me?” he asked, sounding almost relieved.

“No,” Zee said. “They will. You just lit your match.”

Then she was gone.



Back at Rosa’s rooftop, Zee laid out the photos before Amahle and Sol: the judge, the altar, and the crimson insignia.

“Is this enough?” Amahle asked.

Sol looked haunted. “It’s too much. And still not enough.”

Zee remained quiet.

Until Rosa spoke.

“He spoke of the Red House,” she said, stirring ashes in her copper bowl.

Zee looked up sharply. “You know it?”

Rosa nodded. “It’s not a place. It’s a lineage. A location and a bloodline. Hidden beneath Johannesburg. In old mining tunnels. The original echo.”

Amahle blinked. “So it’s real?”

Rosa placed a hand over the photo.

“Everything you fear, my child, was real before you were born. Now it’s just... waking up.”



They met him in New Doornfontein, where old train lines crisscrossed above scrapyard mazes and the air smelled like rusted memory. His name was Eliah Ncube, a retired court translator turned underground informant—known in whispers as The Ledger Keeper.

He lived on the top floor of a crumbling tenement block, where pigeons nested in broken TV aerials, and the elevators had stopped believing in electricity years ago. Zee and Sol climbed six flights on aching knees, their breath matching the pulse of danger building all day.

Eliah answered the door without looking through the peephole.

“Dlamini,” he said in his scratchy, tea-drenched voice. “I was wondering when the ghosts would knock.”

Zee stepped in, eyes scanning every corner. The room was wall-to-wall with documents—filing cabinets, cardboard boxes, stacks tied with old court ribbons, names, numbers, and handwriting from another era.

Sol closed the door behind them. “You kept records?”

Eliah’s smile was slow and sad. “When you’ve been the voice for people the system refused to hear, you start writing things down. For the day, someone finally listens.”

He shuffled toward a long table near the window and opened a brown binder. “What are you looking for?”

Zee spoke. “The original ledger. The one tied to the restitution fraud. The one Tibs risked everything to smuggle.”

Eliah nodded. “I have it. Or at least the part that wasn’t burned.”

He opened the binder to a brittle page filled with names—typed but annotated by hand.

Zee scanned the list.

Sol pointed to one. “That’s the old Deputy Minister of Rural Affairs. She disappeared in 2005.”

“Not disappeared,” Eliah corrected. “Relocated to Switzerland. Under a different name.”

He turned another page.

More names.

Redacted lines.

Blank spaces where the paper had been torn or deliberately stained.

Then Zee saw it.

Dlamini, Themba M. — 2001

Her knees nearly gave.

Sol looked at her. “What is it?”

She didn’t answer.

She couldn’t.

Her father’s name was on the ledger.



Zee remembered the way her father used to count coins on the veranda, humming church songs under his breath.

The day he was arrested, she was ten years old. They said it was fraud—misuse of public funds. But he had always insisted he was innocent—that someone higher up had used his signature.

She believed him.

Until now.

“Was he involved?” she whispered.

Eliah looked at her, sorrow in his eyes. “He was the one who found the file Tibs stole. He handed it to the priest, thinking he was protecting the church. But it got buried. And so did he.”

Zee’s breath caught.

“You mean... my father wasn’t guilty?”

“He was made to be,” Eliah said. “He was the sacrificial stone they needed at the time. A low-level official with just enough access. Just enough trust. And just enough silence.”

Sol stepped forward, placing a steady hand on Zee’s shoulder. “This is why you’re in this. Why were you always?”

Zee’s eyes burned. “They didn’t just kill Tibs. They killed everyone who tried to tell the truth.”

She closed the binder and looked at Eliah.

“Where did this copy come from?”

“From a man named
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