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The security guard’s body hit the marble floor with a sound that echoed through the Sandton towers like a mining blast. No actual blast, though, just a needle to the neck and ten seconds of violent convulsing before Marcus Steyn went still forever.

“Corporate security companies always hire desperate men,” said Kwame, rolling the guard onto his back with practiced efficiency. His Accra accent had been softened by fifteen years in Johannesburg, but the edge remained. “Look at this man: forty-two years old, three kids, works two jobs just to afford a flat in Rosettenville. They pay him nothing to guard millions.”

I checked my watch: 2:17 AM. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the Standard Bank tower, Johannesburg spread below us like the Reef itself—all bright veins of light threading through dark rock. The vault’s biometric scanner threw red light across the lobby, patient as a predator.

“You’re certain the hand will work?” asked Kobus, our safecracker. Born in Kempton Park, raised in the shadow of the mine dumps before his family moved to Australia when he was twelve. Now he was back, testing rigor mortis like he was checking the firmness of a rugby ball. Twenty years cracking safes across three continents had burned sentiment right out of him.

“Dead certain,” said Nigel, adjusting his latex gloves. Pure Sandton private school accent, but his background was pure Hillbrow hustle. “Marcus logged in at midnight. System won’t flag another entry for hours, standard protocol to prevent false alarms.”

Lies. I’d penetrated their security protocols weeks ago. The system would absolutely flag a second entry. But this was Johannesburg, the city where mining magnates had built palaces while their workers died in dark tunnels three kilometres underground. Here, deception was just another tool of the trade.

“Besides,” Nigel continued, “skeleton crew tonight. Just Marcus and some old-timer dozing in the basement monitoring room.”

More lies. Minimum three guards, plus armed response. But we all traded in comfortable fictions.

The scanner chirped green as Marcus’s thumb met the glass. The vault door, German engineering, South African paranoia, began its slow, silent swing inward.

“Right,” said Jake, our electronics specialist from Auckland, shouldering his kit. “Time to strike gold.”

Inside, the vault stretched like a mining tunnel lined with steel. Safety deposit boxes from floor to ceiling, each holding someone’s buried treasure. Krugerrands from the now deep and treacherous mines, rough diamonds from Kimberley, cash from taxi associations, documents that could topple municipal councils - all locked behind brushed steel facades no bigger than lunch boxes.

Box 7426 waited at eye level in the seventh row, exactly where promised.

“Nine digits,” Jake murmured, approaching the digital lock. “Probably some mining date. These old-money families love their historical references.”

I already knew the combination: 04-07-1961. The date of the Great Cullinan Diamond heist attempt, a job so legendary it spawned a dozen copycat crews. Someone’s private joke, or maybe a challenge.

The box slid open.

Empty.

Completely, utterly empty.

“Agh, what the hell—” Kobus reached inside, thick fingers exploring every corner. Then he froze. Something tiny glittered in his palm like a fragment of reef gold. “RFID chip.”

Nigel’s phone buzzed. The screen lit his face blue as he read aloud:

“Well played, boys. But the real treasure was always the friends you made along the way. —Your old mate from Melville.”

The words hit us like a mine collapse, when the rock above finally gives way and crushes everything below.

Melville. Six months ago. The Bamboo Lounge on 9th Street, where we’d first come together over drinks and shared grievances against the system that had chewed us up. Five men with nothing left to lose, brought together by circumstance and mutual need.

Kobus, back from Perth with nothing but skills and bitterness after his mining engineer father died broke despite a lifetime in the industry. Kwame, electronics genius whose IT startup had been crushed by corruption and non-payment from government contracts. Jake, former Johannesburg city council IT specialist who’d been scapegoated for exposing municipal fraud. Nigel, private school boy whose family lost everything when their construction company couldn’t compete with BEE tenders he felt they’d been systematically excluded from.

And me, former mining software developer whose entire career had evaporated when the commodity boom ended and the mines started closing.

We’d found each other through a mutual friend, a former police detective named Tommy who’d been drummed out of SAPS for refusing to take bribes. Tommy who’d introduced us, suggested we pool our talents, helped us plan our first few jobs.

Tommy, who’d known exactly what we were planning tonight.

“He’s been feeding us to someone,” I said, the realisation crystallising like gold separating from ore. “Every job, every detail – he’s been reporting back.”

“But why?” Jake asked. “We split everything fairly. Tommy’s taken his cut from every score.”

“Maybe someone made him a better offer,” Kwame said grimly.

The vault door swung shut behind us with hydraulic finality. Electronic locks engaged one by one, sealing our fate with mechanical precision.

“No, no, no!” Jake lunged for the control panel, but the buttons had gone dead. “Internal release isn’t responding!”

Deep in the building’s bowels, an alarm began its slow, deliberate wail. Not the sharp panic of a break-in alarm, but the steady, methodical call of a system designed to summon specific people for specific purposes.

“Motion sensors,” I said in sudden realisation. “The box was rigged. Opening it triggered everything.”

Kwame tried his radio, calling for Themba, our lookout positioned at Mandela Square. Nothing but static.

“How long before company arrives?” Kobus asked with the calm of a man who’d faced mine collapses.

“SAPS response time to Sandton is fifteen minutes if we’re lucky,” I said after a quick mental calculation. “Private security, maybe eight. If it’s whoever Tommy’s working for...”

I didn’t finish. We
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