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Chapter 1: The Glitch in the Mileage
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The air in the airport’s rental return garage was a stagnant mix of diesel fumes and stale, recirculated oxygen. It was 4:17 PM, and for Tshepo, a man whose professional life was spent chasing microscopic errors in billion-rand transactions, the return lane at O.R. Tambo International was its own kind of audit trail. He wasn’t here for leisure. He was here because two weeks ago, a seemingly innocuous data packet—a flagged inconsistency in a major bank's portfolio—had pointed him toward this exact location.

Tshepo leaned against a structural column, his suit jacket off, revealing the crisp, high-collared shirt and the cool, patient intensity in his eyes. He wasn't a detective; he was a specialist in financial forensics. His job was not to solve who committed the crime, but to prove, with cold, irrefutable data, that a crime had been committed in the first place.

A black Mercedes C-Class, pristine despite having logged exactly 487 kilometers, pulled into Bay 3. A woman in a tailored burgundy suit, her expression cool and hurried, handed the keys and the fuel slip to the attending agent, a young man named Musa.

“Perfect, Ms. Ndlovu. Looks like everything is in order,” Musa chirped, scanning the vehicle’s barcode with his handheld device.

“It better be. I have a flight to catch,” she replied, already checking her watch.

Tshepo watched from the shadow of the column. This was his moment. The car, booked for a three-week corporate lease, was being returned five days early, which was common enough. The mileage, 487 km, was standard. The fuel receipt, for a full tank purchased three kilometers from the airport, was routine.

But Tshepo wasn't watching the woman. He was watching the data as it pinged through the corporate network to the consolidated fleet management system—the very system his digital ghost had been monitoring for ten days.

Musa confirmed the return, printed the final receipt, and Ms. Ndlovu sped off towards the departure gates, clearly relieved to be done with the mundane chore. Tshepo straightened up, walking toward Musa.

"Excuse me," Tshepo said, his voice low and authoritative. "I represent the lease audit division. I just need to verify a cross-reference on this unit, C-Class, Bay 3."

Musa hesitated, glancing at the official-looking badge Tshepo held up—a badge that was 90% real and 100% convincing. "Oh, sure, sir. Everything cleared just now, though."

Tshepo nodded, taking the handheld scanner from Musa's slack grip. He tapped the transaction log for the Mercedes. The key fields displayed: Rental Duration: 16 Days. Odometer: 487 km. Fuel: Full.

"The mileage log. Can you tell me what the departure mileage was?" Tshepo asked.

Musa checked the paper receipt from the woman’s handover. "Zero, sir. Brand new car. Delivery mileage only."

"Exactly," Tshepo murmured, his finger scrolling down the digital transaction history. He wasn't looking at this transaction. He was looking at the seven transactions that preceded it over the last six months—all the same make and model, all returned exactly five days before the lease expiry, all by people who held the title 'Compliance Officer' at various mid-tier financial firms.

And there it was. The glitch.

The average distance logged on these seven previous, similar returns? Exactly 487 kilometers, plus or minus two hundred meters. The number was too precise, too consistent to be random business travel. It was a digital fingerprint.

Tshepo spoke quietly, but the gravity of his words turned the stale air cold. "Musa, the anomaly isn't the 487 kilometers. It's that 487 kilometers is the exact maximum distance the bank's internal fraud protocol allows before it triggers an automatic alert for asset misappropriation in their expense system."

Musa looked confused. "I don't follow, sir. Why would a Compliance Officer try to skirt a fraud alert?"

"Because," Tshepo explained, handing the scanner back, his mind already three steps ahead, calculating the collateral damage, "the car was never used for business travel. It was used as a mobile, untraceable data mule. The lie isn't the rental. The lie is what happened in the 487 kilometers they carefully drove to ensure the digital tether remained unbroken, but the paper trail remained clean. They didn't rent a car; they rented a moving security perimeter."

He pulled out his own phone, the screen already flashing with cryptic code. The rental car lie was the decoy. The real crime, a massive cross-border asset drain, had just been confirmed. And it was about to go live.
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Chapter 2: The Weight of the Blessing
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The air in the homestead was thick with dust and adoration. Mandla’s father, Baba, was the first to speak. His face, usually a map of weathered stoicism, was cracked open by a smile that reached his eyes.

“My son,” Baba said, his voice deep and slightly rough, touching the gleaming black bonnet of the Mercedes as if confirming its reality. “The city has treated you well. This is... this is proper.”

Mandla’s mother, Mama Thandi, didn’t speak; she simply hugged him until his ribs ached, rocking back and forth and muttering silent prayers of thanks. Her relief was potent, filling the space like perfume. For two years, she had defended his absence and his slow progress against the gossips. Now, she had her victory.

The car was the center of the universe. Neighbors drifted over, first cautiously, then in a flood, touching the tires, running hands over the smooth paint, speaking in hushed, reverent tones. This was not just a car; it was proof that the journey out of the village was possible, and Mandla was the prophet who had returned with the sacred scroll.

Mandla managed the charade with polished ease. He spoke vaguely of “a good investment” and “restructuring the portfolio,” words he’d picked up from a podcast. He kept the keys in his palm, feeling the cold weight of the metal through the thin material of his pocket.

The real challenge, however, was Sifiso.

Sifiso, eighteen and simmering with restless energy, orbited the Mercedes like a moth to a flame. His eyes, usually clouded by the bored ambition of a village teenager, were wide and sharp.

“Bhuti (Brother),” Sifiso started, sidling up to Mandla as the crowd thinned. “You didn’t tell me you drive such a machine. We thought you were just on site security.” He spat the last two words with derision, dismissing Mandla’s actual life.

“The company gives us a rotating fleet, Sifiso,” Mandla lied smoothly, the fiction becoming second nature. “We have to maintain a certain image for clients.”

Sifiso leaned in, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “I need the keys, bhuti. Just for an hour. There’s a party tonight. You know Nomusa? She’s there. Imagine pulling up in this.”

The request was a punch to Mandla's gut. The car was not just rented; the insurance policy was strictly for Mandla only, and only within the city limits specified in the contract.

“No,” Mandla said, perhaps too quickly, forcing a laugh. “It’s a long journey, man. The engine needs resting. Besides, it’s not for playing. It’s a business tool. I have to keep it locked down.”

Sifiso recoiled, hurt flashing across his face before being replaced by a sulky resentment. “Right. Too good for us, then. Too good for the village.”

Mandla knew that look. It was the same shame he had been running from, now reflected in his younger brother's eyes. He had replaced his own inadequacy with a fragile, expensive lie, and Sifiso felt the new inadequacy of not being worthy of the lie.

That evening, the family gathered for the customary meal. Just as Mama Thandi was serving the meat, the sound of traditional chanting and singing drifted into the yard.

Baba frowned slightly. "That sounds like the elders," he murmured, rising immediately.

The local council of respected men and women, led by the village Chief, Mkhulu (Grandfather) Zondo, entered the yard. They wore their finest traditional attire, faces serious but alight with purpose.

Mkhulu Zondo approached Mandla, not meeting his eyes, but looking over his shoulder toward the imposing black car parked under the old mango tree.

“Mandla, son of Thandi,” the Chief’s voice boomed, carrying weight and history. “We hear the wind has changed for you. We see the fruit of your labor. The pastures are indeed green.”

Mandla’s heart hammered a frantic rhythm against his ribs. He opened his mouth to offer a modest disclaimer—to suggest perhaps the celebration was premature—but the Chief did not wait.

“When a son returns with such evidence of prosperity, we do not question the harvest. We give thanks to the ancestors who guided his hand and protected his path in the dangerous city,” Mkhulu Zondo announced. He raised his walking stick and struck the earth sharply, silencing the yard. “Tomorrow morning, before the sun reaches its zenith, we will hold a Tshegofatso (Blessing Ritual). We will thank the spirits for the success they have given Mandla, and we will ask them to consecrate this achievement so that it may be permanent and benefit our entire clan.”

Mandla felt cold sweat break out on his forehead. This wasn’t just a lie to his parents; this was a formal spiritual contract with the ancestors, a ritual based entirely on the physical presence of a car that belonged to a corporation hundreds of kilometers away.

His mother beamed, tears of pride streaming down her cheeks. Baba placed a heavy hand on Mandla’s shoulder, a gesture that spoke of immense, earned respect. Mandla looked at the faces around him—the admiration, the collective relief, the overwhelming sense of shared victory.

The words of truth caught in his throat, suffocated by the immense weight of the blessing. If he confessed now, he would not just shame himself; he would violate a sacred ceremony and insult the ancestors.

Mandla swallowed hard. He nodded once, accepting the honor, accepting the ritual, and thereby accepting the complete, inevitable disaster to come. He was fully locked into the lie.
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Chapter 3: The Paranoia of Possession
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The Tshegofatso ceremony was swift and profound. Early that morning, Mkhulu Zondo stood before the jet-black Mercedes, surrounded by the family and key elders. He sprinkled sacred water over the bonnet and the wheels, invoking the names of Mandla’s paternal great-grandfathers. The Chief spoke of Mandla’s resilience and the car’s metallic strength, seeing both as intertwined blessings. Mandla stood numbly, the holy water feeling like acid on his skin. With every chant, the car—and the lie—became more sanctified, more impossible to undo.

Once the official ceremony was done, the real festive season began.

Mandla spent the rest of the day in a state of hyper-vigilance. The keys were no longer just a piece of metal; they were the volatile core of his entire reputation. They stayed buried deep in the pocket of his trousers, constantly checked, constantly worried over.

He watched the car like a security guard. He felt the cold fear every time a child’s grubby hand touched the fender, every time his uncle leaned too heavily on the passenger door while telling a story. He was supposed to be relaxing, enjoying the admiration, but he was tethered to the rental agreement, to the odometer, and the return date.

The tension only intensified with Sifiso.

Sifiso was no longer just admiring the car; he was laying claim to it. He cleaned the wheels without being asked, wiped the dust from the windscreen with his t-shirt, and positioned himself near the driver’s side, launching into detailed, public lectures on its “features.”

“This C-Class has the AMG styling package,” Sifiso would declare to a passing cousin, running his hand along the side mirror. “It’s a twin-turbo diesel, but it’ll still hit a hundred in under seven seconds. Mandla’s company got him the best one.”

Mandla had to bite back the truth that he didn’t even know what a “twin-turbo diesel” was. The car wasn't his, but Sifiso’s fervent knowledge and possessive pride made him the only person in the village who acted like it was.

That afternoon, Sifiso’s requests became bolder.

“I need to move it, bhuti,” Sifiso said, finding Mandla beneath the shade of the mango tree.

“Move it? Why?” Mandla asked, gripping the keys tighter.

“The sun is hitting the leather on the driver’s side too hard. It will crack the upholstery. I’m just going to drive it ten metres to that deep shade by the fence.”

Mandla felt a tremor of panic. A ten-metre drive was a gateway. A ten-metre drive could turn into a party across the valley.

“Don’t worry about the upholstery, Sifiso,” Mandla said, keeping his voice light, trying to sound like a man who owned five luxury cars. “It’s climate-controlled, even when it's off. I’ll move it later.”

Sifiso stared at him, his brow furrowed. “But you haven’t driven it all day. Why bring such a beast home if you’re just going to park it?”

It was a valid question, slicing right through the performance. Why indeed? Mandla had no excuse prepared for inactivity.

“I’m tired, man. The city drive drains you. I just want to relax and spend time with Mama.”

Sifiso’s eyes narrowed, filled with a sharp, calculating anger. “It’s a waste, Mandla. A waste of its power. We could be showing it off. There are girls in the next village. The ones who laugh at us. Now they will look.”

He didn’t say, Give me the chance to look like a winner, too. But Mandla heard it clearly. The lie was not just Mandla’s problem anymore; it was Sifiso’s ambition.

Mandla felt a terrifying shift in dynamic: he was no longer the owner; he was the gatekeeper. Sifiso now viewed the car, blessed by the ancestors and displayed for the community, as a communal prize Mandla was selfishly hoarding.

That night, unable to sleep, Mandla crept out of the house. The village was silent, bathed in moonlight. The black Mercedes sat, gleaming like a polished obsidian tomb, a monument to his folly.

He walked over to the driver’s door, unlocked it with the fob, and slipped inside. The familiar leather scent was no longer luxurious; it was suffocating. He just wanted to sit in the quiet darkness, alone with his secret.

As he closed the door, a movement in the shadows caught his eye. Sifiso.

His younger brother was standing by the corner of the rondavel, leaning against the mud wall, watching him. Mandla’s blood ran cold.

“Can’t sleep, bhuti?” Sifiso asked, his voice flat, devoid of its usual playful warmth.

“Just checking the lock,” Mandla mumbled, fumbling for an excuse.

“It’s safe,” Sifiso replied, walking slowly toward the car. “I checked it an hour ago. And the fuel cap. I just wanted to make sure everything was perfect for the morning.”

Sifiso stopped at the passenger window. He didn’t ask for the keys this time. He just rested his hand on the glass, his eyes holding Mandla's in the darkness.

“You earned this, Mandla,” Sifiso said, the statement sounding less like praise and more like a threat. “Don’t let it just sit here. Everyone is watching. And everyone knows you can’t take it back to the city without driving it first.”

Mandla felt the full weight of the community's expectation—and Sifiso’s envy—pressing down on him. The three-day countdown was ticking, and Mandla now understood he wasn’t just hiding the car, he was defending it from his own brother. He wouldn't make it to the return date without giving in.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
e =

SIBONGISENI MASENGEMU





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





