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About the Author: ZINHLE DLAMINI

South African novelist and screenwriter Zinhle Dlamini utilizes his position to craft forensic story strategies that incorporate spiritual myths, political corruption, and emotional storytelling, resulting in world-class literary thrillers. Dlamini investigates the boundaries between survival and silence, memory and justice, and demonstrates that trauma is individual and ancestral through his investigative research and narrative development background.

Judas Smile, created by Dlamini as her first novel, is the first 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.

Judas’ Smile

In a nation where confession is currency and memory can be rewritten, forensic investigator Zinhle “Zee” Dlamini is pulled into her most personal case yet—a spiritual insurgency buried beneath layers of prophecy, betrayal, and encrypted obituaries.

When a flash drive encoded with a counterfeit gospel surfaces, linking her to the mysterious death of former comrade and truth-sayer Nokuthula, Zee must confront the voice that was once hers—but now prophesies war. As she races to decode the gospel’s origin, she uncovers EchoDrop, a surveillance system that hijacks spiritual confessions and forges them into divine mandates.

Guided by rogue archivist Amahle and memory-mystic Rosa, Zee navigates a landscape of corrupted miracles, stolen archives, and ancestral echoes, where absolution requires obedience, and refusal makes you guilty.

But not all betrayals are committed for survival. Some are sanctified.

In Judas’ Smile, the fifth instalment of the Echoes of Justice series, justice is no longer blind. It listens. It remembers. And sometimes, it smiles.

Chapter 1: The Mouth Of Silence

The overhead light buzzed like a mosquito too tired to land. It flickered, then steadied—unnaturally quiet for a room full of unspoken things. Zinhle Dlamini sat at the far end of the tribunal table, flanked by mirrored walls that made the chamber feel like a confession booth designed by bureaucrats. Her violin case rested beside her, unopened.

Not a single note had been played since Mandla died.

A disembodied voice—flat, automated, male—filtered through the wall-mounted speaker.

"Proceed, Ms. Dlamini. State your name for the record."

Zee leaned into the microphone, her voice catching in her throat like a trapped wasp.

"Zinhle Dlamini. Former analyst. Founder of EchoDrop. Current independent investigator."

"Subject of inquiry: Red Dust Extraction—Operation Lazarus. Case code: 8d-121. Confirm?"

"Confirmed." Her lips felt dry like they'd been sealed with scripture.

The panel of adjudicators sat behind a pane of fogged glass. She could see their outlines—barely—but not their expressions. It was intentional. Invisibility meant no accountability. Welcome to justice in the new South Africa—technocratic, sanitized, and still cloaked in shadows.

At first, they asked the standard questions: dates, places, witnesses. Each query was clipped, framed, and impersonal. But when the name Mandla Nkosi surfaced, Zee saw the glass sweat.

Her heart didn’t just race. It shifted rhythm, like it had lost its conductor.

“Describe your final communication with the subject,” the voice said.

Zee looked down at the violin case. Her fingers twitched, then curled into fists.

“The night before he disappeared, I sent a coded message through our closed channel. It contained a warning.”

“And what was the nature of that warning?”

“That the Circle was converging. That his gospel had been compromised. That someone close had already sold him out.”

A long silence followed. Then, the question she had rehearsed hearing but still wasn’t ready for:

“Why didn’t you follow up?”

Because I knew who had betrayed him.

Because I thought it was me.

But Zee only said, “He didn’t open the message.”

The tribunal murmured in unison, like a choir trained to harmonize suspicion. One of the panellists adjusted something on their end, and the room filled with a sharp click-click-click, then static.

An old recording began to play. Garbled. Echoing. Then—

“...sacrifice is a currency... but who gets to spend it?”

Zee’s stomach turned. That voice—Mandla’s—was woven into the static like a thread of blood stitched into gauze.

“This audio was retrieved from the court’s internal monitoring system,” the lead adjudicator said. “It appeared during yesterday’s proceedings in the ambient frequency range. No one recorded it. It simply... manifested.”

Zee blinked. “Are you suggesting his voice is still in the building?”

“No. We’re suggesting it’s in your backup servers.”

The violin case groaned as she shifted in her seat. Her throat tightened.

“Then check the backups.”

“We already did. Your EchoDrop node, which has been deactivated since Golgotha Heights, shows recent activity. A spike, in fact, during your testimony. Explain that.”

Zee reached into her coat and pulled out a copper-coloured prayer bead, worn to a dull gleam. It belonged to Rosa. Zee clenched it now, thumb rubbing the surface like it could summon clarity.

“I haven’t touched the node in months,” she said.

“Then perhaps someone else has. Or perhaps... someone inside the Circle programmed Mandla to resurrect himself—digitally.”

Zee froze. The idea was no longer science fiction. It was a prophecy. And this tribunal wasn’t just about truth—it was about control. If Mandla’s voice could return on its own, what else might EchoDrop have encoded without their knowing?

"Do you believe Mandla's gospel was his own?" one adjudicator asked suddenly.

Zee’s fingers trembled. Not at the question—but at the implication.

“Define ‘own,’” she said.

“Spiritually. Legally. Digitally. Did he create it—or did you?”

Zee stood, not in defiance but because sitting felt like submission. She placed the violin case gently on the tribunal table and opened it. No violin. A single strip of red cloth coiled like a serpent, tucked beside a flash drive sealed in beeswax.

“I didn’t compose his gospel,” she said. “But I might’ve written the echo.”

A pause. Then the panel dismissed her without fanfare. “We’ll reconvene. Do not leave the premises.”

Zee walked out of the chamber, case in hand, prayer bead clenched. In the hallway, Amahle waited, leaning against the wall, hoodie drawn low, eyes darting like a fox near a snare.

“They heard it too?” she asked.

Zee nodded. “The ghost is encoded. In my backups. Maybe deeper.”

Amahle exhaled sharply. “Then it’s begun.”

“What?”

“The Judas Stream,” she whispered. “And it’s flowing upstream.”



Amahle Dlamini hated stages.

Even the mock ones—like the cold steel box of the tribunal chamber—where a person’s every blink became evidence. Her name was called without warning, and she felt Zee’s sharp intake of breath from across the waiting room—no time for prep. No counsel. No firewall.

“Amahle Dlamini,” came the mechanical intonation. “You are now a material witness.”

She walked in like someone approaching a trapdoor rather than a chair. Her boots clicked against the marbled floor—she could feel the small ridge in her heel where she had once hidden a SIM card. That was her: always one step away from escape.

The chair was still warm. Zee’s warmth. Her fear. Her silence.

“Please confirm your identity,” the voice said.

Amahle sat and folded her arms tighter than she meant to. “Amahle Thandeka Dlamini. Systems architect. Co-developer of the EchoDrop project.”

“Co-developer?” the voice echoed. “That is... a minimization, no?”

Her eyes narrowed. “If you’re trying to goad me, choose sharper bait.”

A second voice, softer but sharper, entered from the side. This one belonged to someone human. A man stepped into view. Lawyer. Clean-cut. Accent dipped in old boarding school shame.

“Ms. Dlamini,” he said, “my name is Adrian Vos. I represent a coalition seeking transparency in memory governance. Your testimony is voluntary, but I’d remind you—tampering with neural data structures during an open trial is not.”

“I haven’t touched EchoDrop since—” she stopped—too many caveats.

Vos smiled, just a twitch of his left lip. “But your code has. That’s the thing about creators. Even when they stop writing, their signatures remain. Like fingerprints. Or DNA.”

From the table, Vos slid forward a holo-slate. With a flick of his ring, it projected a data stream in the air—lines of code cascading like waterfall scripture. She knew that structure. Even in motion, she could read the architecture by rhythm.

A heartbeat pattern.

“EchoDrop v3.2. Patch A. You wrote this patch three years ago. Designed to reroute encrypted frequencies from offline backup nodes to online neural ambient systems.”

Amahle squinted. “That patch was dormant. Meant for disaster recovery.”

“Yes,” Vos said smoothly. “And it just reactivated itself. Coincidentally, the same week, Mandla Nkosi’s voice was embedded in the court recording.”

Amahle’s lips twitched. Her thoughts raced. The patch wasn’t built to resurrect voices—it was meant to store confessions from whistleblowers too scared to speak. But if Mandla’s last uploads had been folded into the stream...

“This proves nothing,” she said. “Data resurrection can occur from cross-fed frequencies. It could’ve come from dozens of former nodes.”

“Except this particular echo,” Vos said, “was tagged with your dev signature. It began with a phrase: ‘The kiss is code.’”

Watching from behind the glass, Zee pressed a hand to her chest. Amahle didn’t look at her.

Vos continued, eyes gleaming. “You helped write a system that could script betrayal as prophecy. Did you intend that?”

Amahle leaned forward. “I wrote a system to protect the truth. Someone else’s hand is on the tiller if it's being twisted.”

Vos cocked his head. “Is that a confession?”

“It’s a warning.”

The tribunal fell silent again. The code stream still hovered above her, looping now, like an ancient river repeating its bends. At the centre of the scroll was a flickering line. One line she didn’t write.

:JSTREAM.KEY = AUTH_JUDAS.KISS.3V

Amahle’s blood ran cold. That line wasn’t hers. It was nested inside her architecture like a parasite. Someone had hidden it inside the disaster recovery module—a Judas kiss embedded in digital cloth.

Vos seemed to sense her shock. “You recognize it?”

She didn’t answer.

“Let me make it clearer,” he said, gesturing again. The photostream shifted, and it now shows an old audio file—tiny, warped, but unmistakably Mandla.

“The stream begins where trust ends. My gospel was never mine—it was theirs. And I... I was merely the echo.”

Amahle stood suddenly. “Where did you get that clip?”

Vos raised a brow. “From your backup server.”

“I never achieved that voice. Not like that.”

Vos gave a dry smile. “Then perhaps the stream wrote it.”

That’s when it hit her. The truth wasn’t leaking—it was rewriting.

Zee stood too, now shouting from the gallery. “That clip is fabricated. Mandla’s voice is real—but that message is planted!”

A tribunal guard stepped between them. Vos remained calm and stepped back into the shadows. The lights above flickered again.

“Court is adjourned for recalibration,” came the neutral voice. “Witness may exit.”

Amahle grabbed her satchel and stormed out, but not before passing Zee. She paused just long enough to whisper:

“They’ve hijacked the stream. They’ve turned it into scripture.”

Zee clenched her fist around the prayer bead.

Amahle added, lower still: “And they used my voice to baptize it.”



The city of Durban buzzed with late-night sermons and coastal static. But in Zee’s ears, every sound tonight felt like a whisper from something more ancient—something encoded not in fibre optics but in grief.

She walked along the cracked beachfront promenade, the night wind heavy with salt and something... mechanical. She’d left the tribunal hours ago, but its ghosts trailed her. Her boots struck rhythm into the wet pavement—one-two-three, like an old bow stroke across forgotten strings. She hadn't realized until tonight how badly she missed silence. Not the absence of sound, but the kind untouched by manipulation.

Amahle had gone dark. Disconnected. She always did that after a breach. Zee didn’t blame her—Vos’s attack was more than legal. It was spiritual. Her code had been used to forge something unholy. A voice that shouldn’t speak was now calling from the walls.

And it was calling Zee’s name.

She reached the bench where she and Mandla once sat, long before Zareth, Golgotha, and the Circle’s thorns. Back then, he had believed in resonance—that the right sound could awaken the truth in any soul. “Even the dead hum, Zee,” he once told her. “You just have to listen to the right frequency.”

She pulled out her old field recorder—a vintage handheld device with a dial that picked up analogue frequencies. She’d modified it after the Golgotha Heights case to scan layered broadcasts. Rumour had it the Circle used forgotten radio bands to encode sermons—the gospel as surveillance, sacred noise.

She turned the dial slowly.

Static.

Then a warped hymn—guttural, corrupted, almost animal.

Then—

“Zinhle. Zinhle Dlamini.”

She froze.

Not a hallucination. Not a glitch. A voice, unmistakably Mandla’s, drifted through the channel—low, layered, distant like it was speaking from beneath a river.

“You didn’t betray me. Not yet.”

Her breath caught. The recorder trembled in her hands.

“But you knew. And you stayed silent.”

The wind howled against the promenade, whipping her coat open. She pressed the speaker closer.

“They’re rewriting my gospel. They baptized it in her name. The Judas Stream is live.”

She hit record.

“Find the fig tree again, Zee. The one that grew out of season. That’s where it began. That’s where I buried the kiss.”

The voice cut.

Zee looked up. Streetlights blinked, then steadied—a jogger passed by, oblivious. The world continued as if nothing had changed—but Zee knew the sound of death pretending to be salvation. And this wasn’t just a voice resurrected.

It was a memory scripted by someone who still knew her.

She tapped into the backup EchoDrop interface through her tablet. The mainframe was still locked down, but fragments had begun syncing—automatically generating archive nodes labeled not by date but by biblical reference.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


One caught her eye: ECHO 66:26 – The Smile Before The Kiss.
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She opened the file. It played no audio. Instead, a text string unfurled across her screen like a digital psalm:

“Before betrayal, there is intimacy. Before code, a whisper. She who listens must choose: Reveal the wound, or become it.”

Another message blinked at the bottom. This one was tagged to her exact location.

ENTRY LOGGED: Z.DLAMINI. USER ACCEPTED.

They were watching. Or worse—listening.

Her recorder beeped again. A new line of audio. Not Mandla this time. A child’s voice.

“Mother of Echoes... come back.”

Zee’s stomach twisted.

She didn’t know that voice. But it knew her.



Zee stood at the ocean’s edge, eyes locked on the black horizon. Behind her, the city spoke in whispers.

Ahead of her, the surf curled like a tongue over teeth.

Her recorder blinked red.

The stream had a pulse now.

And it had chosen her.

––––––––

[image: ]


Chapter 2: Zareth’s Last Supper

Despite the renovations, the old safehouse in Zareth still smelled of ash. They had painted the walls a soft clay-brown, reinforced the iron locks, and even patched up the leak in the ceiling, but grief lived in the beams. And tonight, it had pulled up a chair at the table.

Rosa Mahlangu was already there when Zee entered—seated like a sentinel, hands folded, eyes closed. The table had been laid carefully. A candle flickered in a low brass bowl. Plates are arranged in precise symmetry. Five seats for the living. One for the dead.

Zee’s eyes landed on the sixth chair.

Unblemished, a ceramic plate rested before it. Rosa had placed a silver spoon, a single olive, and a pinch of coarse salt at its centre.

“You set a place for him,” Zee said quietly.

Rosa didn’t open her eyes. “It’s not for him. It’s for what he left behind.”

Zee dropped her satchel onto the floor. “You mean guilt?”

“No, child,” Rosa whispered, finally meeting her gaze. “I mean echoes.”

Amahle arrived next, her face still pale from the tribunal, but her posture rigid with decision. She carried a wrapped parcel under her arm—one of her old archive modules. She placed it beside the candle without saying a word. Then, she pulled out a chair across from Rosa and sat, arms crossed.

Solomon Mthethwa was the last to enter, his silhouette hulking in the doorway before he stepped into the glow. He wore no tie tonight—just a dark coat and a shirt open at the throat. His badge was gone. Zee wondered, not for the first time, if he’d finally let it go.

He walked to the table, paused at the sixth seat, and nodded once.

For Mandla.

They began the meal in silence. Rosa said a blessing in Xitsonga—more breath than words. Then passed around maize bread and grilled pilchards, the smell cutting through the tension like a blade. No one touched the olive. It sat in front of the empty chair, watching them.

Midway through the meal, Rosa set down her fork and opened her palm. Inside it lay a tarnished and old coin with a cross etched crudely across one side.

“I found this near the fig tree,” she said. “Last week.”

Amahle leaned in. “The one from your garden?”

“Yes. But something’s changed. The soil has a pulse now. Like it’s been... recharged.”

Zee’s throat tightened. “Mandla said to find the fig tree. Said he buried something there. Called it ‘the kiss.’”

Rosa’s brow furrowed, then smoothed. “Then this is his reply.”

Sol grunted. “Cryptic messages from dead men. This is what we’re dealing with now?”

Zee shot him a glare. “Don’t mock it. You saw what happened in that tribunal. His voice isn’t just resurfacing. It’s evolving.”

“Voices can be faked,” he muttered.

Amahle pushed the parcel forward. “Not this one.”

She unwrapped the module and activated the projection slate. A faint blue shimmer lit the space above the table. Data lines cascaded like smoke until they resolved into a rotating symbol—an ouroboros wrapped around a cross.

“I pulled this from the recovery node last night,” she said. “It activated on its own. And this—” she pointed to the symbol “—was tagged with Rosa’s ID.”

Rosa’s lips barely moved. “I haven’t accessed the stream in years.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Amahle said. “The system doesn’t care about action anymore. It’s responding to memory. To residuals.”

Sol stood suddenly. “Are you all hearing yourselves? Ghost servers, digital prophecy, voice resurrection? This isn’t a case anymore—it’s a séance.”

Zee stood too. “Then maybe that’s what we need.”

The room crackled with tension.

Rosa slid the coin across the table. “He wasn’t asking us to remember him. He was asking us to confront what we forgot.”

Sol exhaled, long and slow. He looked at the coin, then at the sixth chair.

“You think Mandla knew he was going to die,” he said.

Zee nodded. “Not just knew. Scripted it.”

“Then who wrote the ending?”

That’s when the knock came.

Four sharp raps against the back door.

Everyone froze.

Zee moved first, sliding her hand to the knife hidden under the table. She approached the door cautiously, eyes flicking to the old keypad above the frame. No alerts. No motion sensors tripped.

The knock came again. Slower. Measured.

She opened the door.

Joe Mokoena stood there, rain slicking his shoulders, eyes too calm for someone with history in their bones.

He held an envelope in his hand. Wax-sealed. Red.

Zee didn’t move. “You weren’t invited.”

“I know,” he said.

He extended the envelope. “But Judas never waits for permission.”

Then he turned and walked into the rain, vanishing like smoke.

Zee closed the door and walked back to the table. The envelope pulsed in her grip as if it had a heartbeat. She sat, broke the seal, and unfolded the single sheet inside.

It contained one phrase.
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“Shepherd’s Judas. One of you.”
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The envelope lay open on the table like a wound.

“Shepherd’s Judas. One of you.”

The words curled across the page in tight, mechanical print, typed rather than handwritten—cold, deliberate, and untraceable. Still, they landed with the weight of a stone dropped into sacred water.

No one spoke.

The silence was no longer reverent—it was accusatory.

Amahle was the first to break it. “It’s a tactic,” she said, voice sharp. “Classic psyop. The Circle wants us to be suspicious. Divide the herd so they can pick us off.”

Rosa traced the rim of her spoon in slow circles. “Or... perhaps this is the final supper. And Judas already kissed the prophet.”

Sol, still standing, pushed back from the table with a sharp scrape of the chair against the tile. “I’m not doing this.”

Zee studied him. “Not doing what?”

“This little theatre,” he snapped. “I’ve buried too many friends to play whodunnit in a ghost story.”

Amahle stood, too, now. “Then explain why they used that exact term—Shepherd’s Judas.”

Zee’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Because the shepherd... led us here.”

Everyone turned to Sol.

He scoffed, but something flickered behind his eyes—something old and brittle. “You think I leaked Mandla’s gospel?”

Amahle stepped forward, the module’s light still glowing beside her. “No. I think you knew someone who did. Maybe you protected them. Maybe you didn’t know it at the time. But this—” she pointed to the envelope, “—this has your signature all over it. Strategic. Scripted. Biblical.”

Rosa’s voice slid in like smoke. “Who was it, Sol?”

He didn’t answer.

Zee rose slowly, methodically. “Sol. The fig tree. The coin. The ritual kiss. Everything points backwards—before EchoDrop, Golgotha, and the gospel leaked. You were part of the old Red Dust clearance unit. You served under my father.”

The room thickened with breath held too long.

Zee stepped closer. “My father trained the first Echo agents. And Rosa confirmed he used indoctrination tech before we ever thought it was possible. Were you one of his recruits?”

Sol’s jaw flexed. His silence was no more extended denial—it was a confession in stillness.

“You were his Judas,” Rosa whispered.

Sol closed his eyes.

“When your father began losing control of the narrative,” he said finally, “I was asked to protect it. Not the truth. The narrative. The idea that justice still meant something.”

“And Mandla?” Zee asked, voice cracking.

Sol nodded slowly. “I warned him. But he didn’t run. He wrote.”

Amahle stepped back, fists clenched. “And you let him die.”

“No,” Sol snapped. “I let him speak. It was the last real thing I could give him.”

“But you didn’t stop the kiss,” Rosa said, eyes glinting. “You watched it happen.”

“I didn’t know what the kiss meant,” Sol replied. “I thought it was mercy. A farewell.”

Zee shook her head. “No one in this room is clean. Not anymore.”

Outside, thunder cracked against the Zareth sky. Rain hit the roof like scattered bones.

Inside, silence swelled again. But this time, it wasn’t empty. It was haunted.

Rosa crossed the table and turned over the silver spoon on Mandla’s plate. On the underside was a thin etching:
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XIII: The One Who Dips With Me
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“A scripture,” she murmured. “From the Gospel of Mark. Chapter Thirteen. The betrayal was marked before the bread even broke.”

Amahle slowly powered down the projection module. “We’re being tested. Not by Vos. Not by the Circle. By Mandla himself.”

Sol rubbed a hand over his face, weariness settling like ash across his features. “Then he knew we’d be here. Sitting like disciples. Wondering who among us was the reason he bled.”

Zee reached for the violin case at her feet. She hadn’t touched it since the tribunal. She opened it now, not for music, but for memory.

Inside, the red cloth remained. So did the beeswax-sealed drive.

She took it out.

“This is what Mandla left behind,” she said. “This drive has no voice. No sermon. Just a series of locked nodes titled after biblical betrayals.”

Amahle stepped closer. “We need to crack it.”

“No,” Zee said. “We need to listen first.”

She walked to the console against the far wall, plugged the drive in, and dimmed the lights.

The screen came to life.
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Node 1: The Garden That Lied
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Rosa inhaled sharply.

“That’s the name of Mandla’s first vision,” she said. “Before he became the prophet. Before Zareth. He said the garden spoke to him... but only in riddles.”

Zee opened the node.

A single video played.

Rosa, standing in the fig garden. Younger. Holding a bowl of water. She leans down. Bury something in the soil. A string. A coin.

Then a voice—Mandla’s—off-screen.

“When I return, let her kiss me. That’s how they’ll know.”

The video ends.

Zee turned to the others. “This wasn’t betrayal.”

She looked directly at Sol.

“This was execution.”



The room held its breath.

Zee stared at the blank screen, the last frame of Mandla’s buried message still pulsing in the corner like a fading heartbeat. The others stood behind her—Rosa silent as stone, Amahle pacing in tight circuits, and Sol rubbing the bridge of his nose like a man who just remembered where he left his guilt.

“I’m playing it again,” Zee said.

Amahle hesitated. “What if it activates something? A security trigger? The Circle could’ve laced these nodes with trace scripts.”

“Or,” Zee said, “it was meant to find someone. One of us.”

She pressed play.

The same frame reloaded: Rosa in the fig garden, the younger version of her kneeling beneath that winter-blooming tree. The same motion—bowl of water, coin, string. Burial. But this time, the sound wasn’t the same.

Zee’s skin went cold.

A second voice layered underneath Mandla’s—synthetic, older, male. Echoed like a modulated machine filtered through cathedral acoustics.

“Judas. If you are watching... the protocol has begun.”

Amahle froze mid-step.

“You were not chosen to betray. You were chosen to confirm.”

Static hissed across the frame. The fig tree shimmered for half a second, then glitched—its leaves flashing symbols instead of shapes: digital glyphs wrapped in Hebrew numerals.

Sol leaned closer. “This isn’t a video. It’s an interface.”

Zee stared at the code behind the image, streaming like DNA, wrapping itself in spirals. “It’s listening.”

Rosa stepped forward, her breath shallow. “To whom?”

The video skipped frames. The image of the garden vanished. Replaced by a flickering screen:

“IDENTITY CONFIRMATION PENDING...”

“INPUT VOICEPRINT: J. MOKOENA”

Everyone turned at once.

Amahle blinked. “Joe?”

Zee’s voice was low. “Joe Mokoena.”

Sol’s hand went instinctively to his sidearm, though he wasn’t carrying. It was reflex. Ritual.

“Input voiceprint,” the screen repeated.

Then, to their horror, the system complied.

Not because Joe was present, but because his voice had already been archived in the drive.

“This is Shepherd’s Judas,” Joe whispered through the speakers. “And I walk willingly to the table.”

The screen flashed green.

CONFIRMED: PRIMARY JUDAS NODE. Welcome.”

A new file tree bloomed open, shaped like a cross with broken branches. Each branch is labeled in chilling familiarity:
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The Garden of Protocol

The Gospel of Fabrication

The Thirty Coins Archive

The Smile Before The Kiss

Rehearsals of Resurrection
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Amahle’s knees buckled slightly. “This... this is a confessional. An entire architecture built around betrayal. But not to hide it—to orchestrate it.”

Sol looked pale. “He wasn’t a pawn.”

Zee’s voice was sandpaper. “He was the author.”

Rosa stepped closer. “So then what was Mandla?”

Amahle looked up, eyes glassy. “The test subject.”

They scrolled further. One line stood alone at the base of the interface.
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Final Directive: WHEN THE VIOLIN BREAKS, BEGIN THE FIRE.
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The violin case. Zee’s chest tightened.

She looked at Rosa, whose face had gone gray with realization. “You knew this was coming.”

“I didn’t know it would start with us.”

Amahle hovered her fingers over the first archive branch. “Should I open it?”

Zee hesitated. “No.”

Everyone looked at her.

“We need to be smarter. Mandla planted this for someone. And if Joe was meant to access it, then opening it here... in Zareth... could trigger whatever resurrection protocol they’ve designed.”

Rosa nodded grimly. “Then we take it underground.”

Sol’s voice cracked through the haze. “No more secrets. No more gardens. We confront Joe. Tonight.”

Amahle shook her head. “He’ll vanish the second we get close. You think he doesn’t know the system is active?”

Zee stood, her decision already made. “Then we don’t chase him.”

She pointed to the screen.

“We summon him.”
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FINAL MOMENTS:
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Zee walks to the old shortwave transceiver, still mounted in the safehouse from the early EchoDrop days. She turns the dial to a frequency just above the local church band. She speaks into the mic:

“Joe Mokoena. This is Zinhle Dlamini. Your voiceprint has activated the Shepherd’s Judas node. We know what you wrote. We know who you chose. And now... we’re rewriting the gospel.”

She lets go of the mic. Static answers her.

Then—faintly—his voice comes back, smug and soft.

“Then meet me where the river forgets its name.”

The line cuts.

Amahle looks at Zee. “What river is that?”

Rosa answers for her.

“The Lethe.”

Sol frowns. “That’s not in Zareth.”

“No,” Rosa says. “It’s in Mandla’s sermons. The Lethe is a metaphor. The place where memory dies. Where betrayal begins.”

Zee nods. “Then that’s where we’re going.”

––––––––
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Chapter 3: Salted Codes

Amahle had always loved clean code.

Lines that read like poetry. Elegant. Contained. Logical.

But nothing about the path to the Lethe felt that way.

She stood outside the ruined mission compound, deep in the sugarcane hinterlands of KwaZulu-Natal, where the tall stalks shivered like sentries. The compound had once been a training centre for field medics during the Truth and Reconciliation era, but now it was nothing but red earth and rusted beds.

The Lethe wasn’t marked on any map. It didn’t need to be.

It was a whispered coordinate, a fable encoded in sermons and digital fragments—a place where prophets were erased, and Judas learned to smile.

Amahle had traced it through the metadata embedded in Joe Mokoena’s voiceprint. Not GPS. Something older. Patterned like a psalm.

She checked her tablet. No signal. The frequency was dead here.

Zee stepped beside her, her coat flapping in the warm wind. Her eyes swept the compound like they were scanning a battlefield.

Rosa followed behind them slowly, her breath audible. An earlier ritual stained her hands with chalk dust and river clay. She said nothing, but Amahle had noticed the subtle way she touched her chest as they walked, like shielding a wound.

Sol remained near the truck, scanning the tree line with restless eyes. He hadn’t said a word since they left Zareth. Since Joe’s voice bled through the radio like oil in holy water.

“This is it,” Amahle said, voice low. “The metadata matches. This is where the Circle hosted its original cloud stack. The first sermons. The origin of the Judas stream.”

Zee tilted her head, listening.

“There’s no sound,” she said.

Amahle frowned. “There’s wind. Birds.”

“No.” Zee stepped forward. “There’s no echo.”

Rosa’s voice came softly. “The Lethe is where memory drowns, child. You can’t echo what doesn’t want to be remembered.”

They passed beneath a rusted archway that once read Mthombeni Training Mission. Half the letters had fallen away, and the remaining ones are spelled Me, Trust, Sin.

Inside, the air changed. It was thinner and electrically charged—the atmosphere Amahle associated with server rooms and confessionals.

Zee stepped toward a concrete platform in the courtyard's centre. In the middle, a drain sat, surrounded by burnt candles and blackened salt.

“It’s a baptismal site,” she said. “But not for healing.”

Amahle crouched by the drain. Her fingers traced the salt crust along the rim. Embedded in it were tiny metallic grains—magnesium, copper, and... something else.

“Circuit dust,” she muttered. “Mixed into the salt.”

Sol approached. “That's supposed to mean something?”

“It means this wasn’t just symbolic,” she said. “It was technological. They laced the ritual with code.”

Rosa placed her hand flat on the concrete. She whispered a prayer—half Zulu, half Hebrew—and stood.

“Mandla stood here once,” she said. “The first time he renounced the gospel. He called it a false inheritance. Said it was written not for freedom, but for obedience.”

Zee nodded slowly. “Then this is where he buried the seed.”

Amahle opened her satchel and pulled out a small, black, iridescent drone beetle. She activated it and let it scurry into the drain. Her screen blinked to life as its lens captured the tunnel beneath.

“There's a room,” she said. Sealed off. Stone floor. Patterned tiles... wait—”

She froze.

“What is it?” Sol asked.

“The tiles. They're... keys.”

She rotated the image. The tiles were arranged in concentric circles—each one carved with symbols. But not just biblical. There were code libraries. C++ syntax. Old decryption frameworks. A fusion of ancient languages and digital protocol.

Rosa’s lips parted. “A mosaic of betrayal.”

Zee stared at the screen. “No. It’s a cipher.”

Amahle stood up fast. “We need to go down.”

The descent was through a narrow stairwell behind the chapel, where light had long abandoned its post. Their boots crunched over salt and rat bones. A steel door stood at the base of the stairs, covered in graffiti that included scripture.
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