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  Foreword



Excitement, Suspense, Action, all rolled into one in this fast-paced, OUTSTANDING Thriller.




Eugene Faber and I used to work together many years ago, and when I got a message from him telling me that he had written a novel and would I be so kind as to read it, I did it with pleasure, not realising that his debut novel, THE GHOST OF RETRIBUTION would grab me by the throat and take me on a wild ride.




This novel is a work of art. Eugene paints a picture with his words; it feels as if you are watching a series on Netflix as the pages turn themselves.




Child abuse at the hands of those who are trusted in childcare is a crime, but the question is. Is retribution and revenge at the hands of the abused a crime?




Read Eugene Faber’s outstanding novel and find the answer for you, the reader, for yourself. I highly recommend THE GHOST OF RETRIBUTION.




Thank you, Eugene, for sharing your work of art with me.




Paul Zunckel, author of The Blood Trilogy.







  Preface



Some stories aren’t meant to comfort. They are meant to haunt, to leave a shadow where light once lived. The Ghost of Retribution is one such story.

It is a tale of pain, of memory, and of the terrible lengths a person will go when the world has wronged them. This book does not flinch from darkness, nor apologise for the violence it contains. It is unrelenting, brutal, and unafraid of the truth: vengeance can consume, corrupt, and define a life.

What you hold in your hands is more than a story of revenge—it is a glimpse into the human soul at its rawest, most honest, and most dangerous. Proceed with caution. The shadows are long, and the ghost waiting in them remembers everything.

—Eugene
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  Chapter One: The Day the Clock Stopped

  
  




Jackie Nkosi didn’t need an alarm. Long before dawn broke, he slipped through the heavy metal gate of his apartment block. The paint was peeling; razor wire looped overhead like a rusted crown of thorns. He moved silently down the passage, lit by the sickly yellow glow of a single, caged bulb. Windows were shuttered with steel bars; every door was bolted. He passed a neighbour’s door, catching the faint click of a deadbolt, a sound that told him someone was awake, someone afraid. Crime didn’t sleep in Berea, and neither did its residents.

Outside, streetlamps cast long shadows on the uneven pavement, pitted and cracked from years of neglect. The air carried the bitter, petrol-like scent of burning rubbish from a dump on the corner. He hailed his first minibus taxi with a raised hand. The driver glanced at him through a crack in the tinted glass and eased to a stop. Inside, the thick fog of diesel fumes and morning breath stung his nostrils. Passengers huddled close, their voices a quiet braid of isiZulu and English, sharing news of a shootout two blocks over.

Twenty minutes later, he hopped out at the M1 off-ramp and flagged down a second taxi, a battered Toyota HiAce with a driver wrapped in a grey scarf against the chill. They wound through Rosebank’s CBD: deserted streets flanked by still-closed shopping malls, security guards pacing in front of high-end boutiques, a lone dog skulking in a manicured park. One street was lined with jacaranda trees; their purple blossoms scattered across the tarmac like a faded carpet from a forgotten celebration. Through the fractured windscreen, Jackie watched the faces of the city: joggers in tracksuits moving with the same caged desperation as inmates pacing a yard. Here, ambition and ruin collided on every corner.

The final taxi, a private metered cab, took him past the city’s northern reaches, onto highways bordered by glimmering office blocks. Streetlights gave way to landscaped verges, neatly trimmed hedges guarding hidden mansions. Jackie’s reflection in the rear-view mirror wavered, his face cut across by the rising sun’s first gold. Three rides. Thirty-odd kilometres. A journey that pulled him backwards through time, thirty-five years to the sweltering Soweto dust where fists, boots, and bruises had first taught him the language of fear.

He paid the driver. The cab’s engine faded to a distant hum as it disappeared up the quiet street. The silence of the wealthy suburb was unnerving, like a church after the congregation had gone. He walked the last few hundred metres to the half-built office block in Bryanston. The site was ringed by an unfinished fence; concrete pillars jutted skyward like silent sentinels. He moved to the rear of the property, to the spot where, two days earlier, he had found a weakness in the chain-link fence. He unhooked the wire he had reattached, pushed through the hole he had cut, and stepped inside.

He unclasped the guitar case in one smooth motion, his fingers brushing the cold steel of the .308 Winchester. For a moment, he closed his eyes, and the memory came: a boy crouched in the dust, ribs sharp beneath thin skin, the sound of Miss Hatcher’s sjambok tearing the air, the hot sting across his back. Then he set to work.

He ascended the fire escape: narrow and rickety, each grated step groaning under his weight. The metal was cold beneath his palms, damp with the night’s dew. He reached the rooftop’s lip just as the first light touched the horizon, painting the sky in soft fire. He laid out the rifle with ritual care, but the crèche three hundred metres to the south remained dark and still. Too early. He unscrewed the suppressor and placed it on the concrete beside him. The air was already warm here, carrying the scent of fresh-cut grass from the park across the road.

He waited.

Through the scope, the playground was a frozen carnival: red tunnels curved over green mats, plastic seesaws suspended in mid-laugh. Even from here, his mind supplied the scent of sunscreen and sticky ice lollies—fragments of a childhood he never had, a childhood stolen before it began. Here, in the brightness, was the innocence he had been denied.

The wait dragged. Every minute was another memory uncoiling in his gut: a boy in tatters hiding behind a fence, the sharp bite of hunger, the humiliation of begging for mercy that never came. The echo of that cruelty pressed against his ribs until breathing felt like swallowing glass. Every tick of the clock wound the coil tighter.

Finally, a car pulled up. Then another. Children’s laughter began to spill into the playground. Still no adults near the swings. Jackie screwed the suppressor on; each turn of the dark metal was another knot tied in the rope of his vengeance.

His eye was fixed on the distant clock tower. At exactly 8 a.m., it tolled once, sharp and final. Across the yard, Mr Mthembu slipped behind a low hedge, lit a cigarette, and disappeared from sight. Jackie inhaled, letting the stillness of the morning and the violence of his past fuse into a single, unbreakable resolve. Somewhere deep inside, the boy in the dust nodded in grim approval.

He exhaled slowly, steadied his finger on the trigger, and squeezed.

Silence swallowed the playground.

For a heartbeat, Jackie believed he’d erased his past. Then the world roared back in screams.

The Day the Clock Stopped had finally arrived.
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  Chapter Two: The Boy Left Behind

  
  




Two days old, Jackie Nkosi lay wailing, a tiny, helpless bundle, abandoned behind a municipal dumpster on a dusty Soweto Street. The morning heat shimmered, already oppressive, as his mother’s terrified, desperate flight left him utterly alone, too young to understand fear. A passer-by, drawn by the raw, piercing cries, scooped him up in a silent act of grace and carried him to the only refuge he’d ever truly know: the orphanage in Bezuidenhout Valley. Here, at the ragged edge of Johannesburg, once-grand homes had long since decayed into hollow, skeletal shells, their former elegance a distant memory.

The orphanage itself was a grim, imposing structure, looming like a concrete fortress. Its grey walls, perpetually stained and pockmarked by the relentless march of time, seemed to absorb all light. Inside, the flickering fluorescent tubes overhead cast more shadow than illumination, creating an atmosphere of perpetual gloom. Dormitories, originally designed to comfortably house ten children, were now crammed with twenty, their thin, threadbare blankets offering scant warmth atop brittle, lumpy mattresses. Water, a precious commodity, trickled only at rigidly set hours, and meals were a monotonous daily ration of gritty maize porridge, served without ceremony from dented, scuffed pots. The very air in the building tasted of boiled cabbage and clung with the suffocating scent of stale desperation.

Jackie’s earliest memory, sharp and cold, was the searing sting of Miss Hatcher’s cane, delivered for a mispronounced name during the dreaded roll call. He remembered pressing his small, burning cheek to the cold, unforgiving tile floor, his tears swallowed by the sterile chill of the institutional space. There were no gentle lullabies here to soothe the night; only the echoing cacophony of harsh, barking voices and the chilling, clanking sound of locked doors.

Beyond the watchful eyes of the matron, the corridors belonged to the bullies. They were the true rulers, their cruelty a constant, gnawing presence. They would shove him into dark, forgotten corners, deliberately stomp on his worn-out sandals, and mercilessly ridicule the stark hollowness between his ribs, a testament to his perpetual hunger. Each bruise, each fresh ache, became a brutal lesson in invisibility: disappear, become unseen, and you might just survive. And so, he learned to fade into the shadows, slipping beneath bunk beds, melting behind stacked crates, his senses sharpened to trace staff rotations and listen for the tell-tale click of locked latches.

Knowledge, he quickly realised, was his only currency, his sole means of survival and power. He scavenged old, discarded textbooks and torn newspapers from overflowing bins, their faded pages a treasure trove. By the dim, solitary glow of a single bare bulb, he painstakingly taught himself arithmetic and geography. He memorised the matron and guard schedules from the smallest scraps of paper carelessly left in the office. At night, while the other children slept restlessly, he practised ciphering complex sums onto the dormitory wall with a stub of charcoal, his breath misting in the cold air. His mind, sharpened by necessity, grew keen enough to anticipate every calculated step of his youthful tormentors.

It was in the orphanage’s bleak, unforgiving yard that Jackie discovered Luna, a tawny, wiry-furred stray dog who prowled the perimeter, her lean body slipping under rusted, broken fencing. Each dusk, a silent ritual, he would slip through a broken window, clutching scraps of stale bread, a precious offering. Luna would press her soft muzzle to his hand, her silent, unwavering loyalty a profound balm against the orphanage’s relentless cruelty. In her quiet company, Jackie glimpsed a fleeting, fragile innocence, an existence that had never known the confines of cages.

Years of calculated observation and quiet, relentless study gradually transformed Jackie into two distinct people. By day, he was merely a gaunt child, hunched and seemingly insignificant beneath oversized, ill-fitting hand-me-downs. But by night, he became a strategist, silently mapping the compound’s every weakness and vulnerability. He learned which windows stuck, which doors creaked with a tell-tale groan, and which guards smoked at their predictable moments. Intelligence, he discovered with chilling clarity, was the only weapon the powerless could truly wield.

By the time whispers began to circulate of a mysterious ‘ghost’ disrupting bullies and exposing petty tyrants, Jackie’s lean frame had been sculpted by chronic hunger and hardened by unyielding fear. He’d spilt a bully’s stolen rations onto the yard at dawn, a calculated act, then watched older, stronger boys scramble desperately for the scattered crumbs while he slipped away unseen. Whispers, hushed and reverent, began to circulate through the dormitory, calling him the Ghost of Retribution, an invisible, elusive force armed not with brute fists but with unparalleled cunning.

Beyond the imposing orphanage gates, Bezuidenhout Valley stretched out, a labyrinth of dusty lanes flanked by crumbling façades and forgotten histories. Jackie roamed its alleys with Luna faithfully at his heel, a silent, loyal shadow. He learned the intricate art of bartering stolen car radios for precious morsels of food and how to deftly navigate police checkpoints by memorising officers’ schedules. His heart, a complex tapestry woven from shards of profound pain and sharpened wit, beat in a restless, defiant rhythm, perfectly in time with the suburb’s turbulent pulse.

Yet, even in the darkest, most scarred corners of his past, something tender and resilient endured. After a torrential rainstorm had turned the orphanage yard into a slick, muddy sludge, Jackie had scooped up Luna, shivering violently and caked in mud, and whispered heartfelt promises of a life far beyond chains and cruelty. In Luna’s steady, unwavering gaze, he saw the faintest, most precious spark of hope, irrefutable proof that even within the confines of concrete cages, compassion, pure and untainted, could still take root and flourish.

And so, he grew: a boy forged in the crucible of neglect yet refined and sharpened by extraordinary ingenuity. The world would, in time, come to fear the Ghost of Retribution, but for Jackie, the name would always carry the profound weight of Luna’s silent loyalty, a poignant reminder that beneath every ghost, every shadow, lies a heart that once desperately needed saving.
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  Chapter Three: Where the Laughter Stopped

  
  




Jackie’s eyes, cold and focused, narrowed as the rifle’s crosshairs swept over the worn patch of rubber mat, deliberately distant from the supervising adults yet chillingly close to the pockets of playing children. At exactly 8 AM, the distant clock tower tolled once. The creaking of the crèche gate clicked shut behind the last parent’s car. Just as expected, Mr Mthembu slipped behind the thick hedged perimeter, vanishing from sight to light the morning cigarette he had carefully saved for this moment. The vibrantly coloured playground, momentarily still, belonged entirely to the children. In that bright, deceptive calm, Jackie saw his chance.

He inhaled slowly, tasting the sun-warmed dust drifting on the breeze and detecting the faint scent of freshly cut grass from the far side of the park. A joyous chorus of high-pitched laughter, light and innocent, rippled across the rubber mats as toddlers clambered up brightly coloured slides and clutched the cold chains of swaying swings. The world below shimmered in a dazzling array of primary colours—bold red tunnels, gleaming yellow seesaws, soft green safety mats—a vibrant display of childhood, an innocence he had once briefly shared before it was violently stolen.

His mind flickered, unbidden, to a time when laughter was a weapon wielded against him. Sharp words, cruel hands, Miss Hatcher’s cane biting into his small back. That boy, that frightened child, was gone now. The echo of his screams clung like smoke.

His finger settled lightly on the trigger. His heartbeat synced with the mournful toll of the old clock tower.

The first shot cracked softer than he had imagined, a whisper-thin sound barely disturbing the warm morning air or the birdsong. A little boy, mid-squeal on the curving slide, froze. Arms outstretched, mouth wide in a silent, impossible surprise, he collapsed, a dark bloom of red spreading on the bright green mat beneath him. For a frozen heartbeat, the playground held its breath. Tiny feet paused mid-air, a single swing hung motionless against the blue sky. Then horror broke loose. Eyes widened, terrified shrieks ripped through the morning.

A flash tore through Jackie’s chest, a memory of his own silent cries, pressed against cold tile, the sting of punishment without mercy. The innocence lost. The helplessness repeated.

Before the adults could react, Jackie fired again. A toddler standing by the bright blue balance beam jerked sideways, dark curls fanning across the mat, a single crimson pulse blooming where laughter had been moments before. Jackie’s breath caught, sharp and cold. His grip remained steady, focus unyielding. Shot three struck a child crouched behind the sandbox. The small figure tumbled out into the open, limbs folding like a discarded rag doll.

At the fence line, two caregivers burst through, faces twisted in dawning terror, arms flailing as they sprinted toward the injured. Jackie’s fourth round found one, piercing centre mass. Her scream, raw and agonised, split the air as she crumpled into her own shadow on the sun-drenched ground. The other froze, hand to mouth, eyes wide with pure terror. A cold clarity settled over Jackie. Each burst of panic, every new wave of terror, was a crucial step closer to his true target.

He remembered the helplessness of watching others suffer, knowing he could do nothing. Now, he was the storm. The reckoning.

A frantic father scaled the low fence, screaming his child’s name, voice hoarse with anguish. Jackie calmly tracked the movement, exhaled slowly, and the fifth shot dropped the man beside the swaying swings. The father’s body sagged heavily to the mat, a horrifying silhouette of sudden grief. Mr Mthembu’s agonised cry cut through the chaos as he scrambled for his phone. Jackie’s sixth bullet shattered bone and plastic in an explosive spray. The guard’s arm went limp, the phone slipped from his grasp, and his scream joined the rising tide of anguish and despair.

The few remaining children huddled behind the massive slide, a trembling, pale cluster against the untouched playground’s kaleidoscope of colour. Jackie’s heart pounded, a dull thud against his ribs, as he found his true target: a trembling toddler staring out with the same wide-eyed fear he had known in childhood. A fleeting flicker of guilt stirred, a ghost of the vulnerable boy he once was before he buried it beneath icy resolve. The seventh shot rang out, iron-smooth and precise. The child’s chest convulsed once, a final tremor, then settled into profound silence.

His hands trembled slightly. He swallowed the sudden lump of guilt rising in his throat. The weight of all those lost childhoods pressed down on him, but he forced himself to stay unmoving. There was no going back.

For a moment stretched into eternity, only the echo of that last impact filled the air. Then the yard exploded into anguished screams. Caregivers wept over lifeless forms, parents cradled blood-soaked bodies, and radios crackled desperate calls for help. Sirens wailed distantly, a mournful dirge fading beneath the overwhelming symphony of suffering. Jackie watched from his perch, detached, as bright slides and swings turned before his eyes into still, silent monuments of loss.

He stayed a heartbeat longer, drinking in the devastation he had deliberately wrought. In that shattered world below, bitter triumph and gnawing emptiness swirled together. He had sent his first undeniable message. No atrocity, no matter how small, could erase the festering scars of his brutal past. The day the laughter stopped had marked only the terrifying beginning.

Silencing the rifle with a gentle, almost tender click, Jackie eased away from the cold rooftop ledge. Below, the playground lay littered with shattered innocence and spilt blood—a gruesome canvas of despair. In every anguished cry, he heard the haunting echo of his own deep pain. He slipped into the lengthening shadows, leaving behind unspeakable tragedy and carrying the suffocating weight of his vengeance.








  
  4

  
  
  Chapter Four: The Disappearing Act

  
  




Jackie’s hands, surprisingly steady, moved with urgent precision as he stripped the .308 Winchester apart. The smooth bolt, the cold barrel and the silent suppressor all slid with satisfying finality into his worn guitar case, disappearing piece by methodical piece. The taste of victory left a bitter flavour on his tongue, but it only sharpened his icy resolve.

He eased the heavy stairwell door open, barely making a sound, and stepped into the dim concrete corridor. Each of his booted steps on the unyielding stairs felt deafeningly loud in the sudden silence, every heartbeat a drum echoing through the empty building, surely audible to anyone listening. At the ground floor, he paused, pressing himself against the cool wall, listening intently for shouts, the clamour of hurried footsteps or the tell-tale clang of an opening door. All he heard was the distant, growing swell of collective panic from outside, a frantic chorus of voices, the fresh odour of fear carried on the morning breeze.

Outside, a ragged, surging crowd of parents and neighbours pressed anxiously against the crèche gate, their faces etched with horror and disbelief, eyes wide and bloodshot, phones aloft like desperate beacons. Some clutched bewildered toddlers fiercely to their chests, their small bodies trembling, while others called out missing names, their voices raw and broken. The very air around them vibrated with a sense of unanswered questions, thick with despair and punctuated only by the distant, rising wail of approaching sirens, still a mournful, far-off promise of assistance.

Jackie crouched low beside a battered, overflowing municipal bin, its dented sides reflecting the harsh morning light. With swift, practised movements, he dropped the disassembled rifle parts, burying them deep beneath discarded flyers, empty food cartons and shredded packaging. No one, absolutely no one, spared a single thought for the rubbish heap; their collective, agonised attention was locked irrevocably on the crèche’s shattered calm and the unfolding nightmare within its gates.

He emerged into the heart of the frantic throng as if he belonged there, just another distressed bystander caught in the burgeoning chaos. Women in neat school uniforms wept openly, their shoulders shaking with uncontrolled sobs, while men, faces grim, shouted desperately for first-aid kits and stretchers. A child inside the crèche wailed, a high-pitched, piercing sound, through an open window, and a caregiver’s voice cracked with barely suppressed panic, offering strained, meaningless reassurances. The sirens drew nearer now: first a single, mournful call, then another, until their overlapping rhythm became a terrible, unbearable chorus cutting through the morning air.

An onlooker, overwhelmed, spilt her coffee onto the pavement, the dark stain spreading like a grim prophecy. Another collapsed entirely, overcome by an unbearable wave of grief, sinking to her knees. Jackie’s heart pounded with a strange, conflicting beat of both detached sympathy and cold triumph. He drifted seamlessly through the dense crowd, his cap pulled low to shade his eyes, and his old guitar case slung casually over his shoulder like a perfectly normal accessory. No one, in their frantic desperation, even glimpsed him, let alone recognised him. He was a ghost in the making, already disappearing.

He crossed the sun-drenched road into a narrow side street where the city’s indifferent pulse seemed to resume its routine hum, uncaring of the horror he had left behind. Vendors were already lighting small fires to cook sizzling boerewors, its rich, spicy aroma mixing with the smell of diesel fumes. Taxis idled impatiently, waiting to pick up early passengers, and stray dogs, lean and watchful, wove effortlessly between parked cars. Jackie inhaled the comforting scent of sizzling meat and the ever-present dust, letting the familiar smells ground him and steady his still-racing thoughts.

Jackie slipped into the labyrinthine side streets he knew by heart, a tangled network of winding lanes, shadowed doorways offering temporary refuge, the familiar back alley behind the bustling spaza shop. Each footfall on the cracked pavement seemed to reverberate in his chest with a heavy beat; every indistinct silhouette in the dim, early morning light set his pulse racing with a jolt of momentary fear. He dared a glance over his shoulder at every grimy corner. No police yet, only the ever-present, distant wail of sirens chasing the lingering phantom of smoke. A minibus taxi roared past, its worn tyres kicking up dust and scattering a flock of startled pigeons. Jackie pressed himself instinctively against a crumbling wall until the loud sound faded, then moved on, the city’s relentless, indifferent rhythm expertly guiding him away from the recent horror.

He flagged down a minibus taxi, its vibrant decals blurred by speed, and slid aboard before the driver fully closed the door. The man peered at him briefly in the rear-view mirror, a flicker of curiosity, and muttered something about unexpected traffic snarls near Witkoppen, a question met only by Jackie’s curt, noncommittal grunt. Behind him, two men in bright high-visibility vests argued good-naturedly over the day’s concrete pour and a broken JCB, their voices low and routine, oblivious. Their utter banality and mundane concerns felt jarringly out of place against the vivid nightmare still burning behind Jackie’s eyes.

Jackie leaned back into the worn seat as the taxi lurched forward, gaining speed. The familiar weight of the guitar case pressed reassuringly against his knee, a potent reminder of both his tool and his perfect disguise. His thumb hovered for a moment over the guitar case’s zipper. Inside, he knew, sat only the familiar, comforting curves of wood and strings; the rifle had already been consigned irrevocably to the oblivion of the rubbish heap.

One name down, a handful more to go. All around him, oblivious, Johannesburg carried on, its vast, bustling heart beating steadily and blissfully unaware of the storm that had just broken, and the far greater one gathering on its horizon.
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Social media, an insatiable beast, exploded. Phones across the city vibrated relentlessly with live updates, each notification a fresh wave of horror. Shaky, pixelated videos showed crimson-streaked mats, the guttural, anguished cries of traumatised children, frantic parents rushing blindly through broken crèche gates. Hashtags blazed across screens, trending with brutal efficiency: #CrècheMassacre, #WhyWhoHow. Strangers, morbidly fascinated, replayed every gut-wrenching second, forcing grieving families to endure the unimaginable horror on an endless, brutal loop. Jackie watched it all unfold across countless digital feeds, his expression flat, indifferent to their collective pain and public agony. To him, this widespread devastation was merely a stone cast into still, unsuspecting water; the ripples would spread, inexorably, until everything, absolutely everything, changed.

The familiar minibus taxi rattled down Joubert Street, its worn suspension protesting every pothole. Inside, passengers huddled together, their voices hushed, filled with the urgent murmur of whispered rumours and sharp gasps of disbelief. Speculations of gang initiation, extremist terror, the desperate act of a lone madman. Jackie sat silently at the very back, his cap pulled low, observing their anxious, distorted reflections in the grimy windowpane. Their fear, so evident, was his potent fuel; already, even as the taxi swayed, his mind raced, sharp and cold, to the next name on his list. The intense buzz of anticipation in his veins felt like a potent, illicit drug, far sharper, far more compelling than any buried memory.

He stepped off the taxi into a riot of sound, colour and scent. A vibrant, chaotic symphony of downtown Johannesburg. Bright awnings flapped above vendors hawking sizzling boerewors rolls, their greasy smoke coiling into the sky. Smoky grills hissed with the promise of freshly cooked roosterkoek, and from various spaza-shop radios, the insistent, throbbing beat of kwaito music blared out into the bustling street. The sheer vivacity of the city mocked the lifeless, silent playground he’d left behind just moments ago. Yet, paradoxically, he felt more alive than ever before, every nerve ignited, every fibre of his being charged with a singular, unyielding purpose.

Slipping into a quiet, shadowed corner internet café, Jackie fed a handful of tarnished coins into a battered, humming PC. The worn keyboard clicked beneath his fingers as he launched the anonymous TOR browser. On the screen, bold headlines scrolled by, each one a grim confirmation of his work:

“SEVEN KILLED IN CRÈCHE ATTACK”

“POLICE HUNT SHOOTER; NO KNOWN MOTIVE”

“COMMUNITY IN MOURNING: NATIONAL OUTPOURING OF GRIEF”

Commenters, frantic and desperate, flailed wildly at various explanations, constructing theories born of shock and fear. Yet none, not even one, connected the dots to the real, unseen victim: the innocent grandchild of a woman who had stolen Jackie’s entire childhood. A woman who had laughed, a cruel, mocking sound, while Jackie was beaten half to death, who had turned a blind, complicit eye to the nightly horrors within the orphanage walls, and who had profited by selling the chilling footage of his torture to twisted spectators. Today’s carnage, the senseless slaughter, carried her indelible signature of cruelty, etched invisibly onto the tragedy. But no one, absolutely no one, suspected a personal, deeply ingrained vendetta.

Jackie allowed himself a faint, almost imperceptible smile, a fleeting twist of his lips, and with a swift, confident motion, opened his encrypted dossier. The next entry, gleaming with an ominous light, glittered on the screen: Brent Alberts. The televangelist, a man of performative piety, had long since immigrated to the sprawling affluence of Australia, setting himself up in Double Bay amidst the deceptive glitter of glossy charity galas and sanctimonious pronouncements from his sanctuary pulpits. Only Jackie, with his buried knowledge, truly knew that beneath Alberts’ tailored suits and perpetually pious grin lay a dark, corrupt sponsor of that orphanage’s deep depravity. He was the one who had paid handsomely for the very footage of Jackie’s relentless torture.

He reviewed every detail with chilling precision: the cream-coloured façade of Alberts’ sprawling mansion, nestled among manicured lawns; the schedule of his televised sermons, religiously adhered to; the convoluted charity boards he used as fronts for his darkest, most avaricious impulses; and most damning of all, the innocent face of his six-year-old son, Jeremiah. Each discovery, each confirming detail, sharpened Jackie’s already formidable resolve, hardening it to a diamond-like edge.

Session over, a ghost in the machine, Jackie logged off, the screen fading to black. He placed his final remaining coin precisely on the counter, its dull clink echoing in the quiet café. He rose, a lean, anonymous silhouette, slung the guitar case over his shoulder with a casual, almost artless movement, and pushed through the café door into the cool, late Johannesburg afternoon. Under the broken, flickering streetlights, hawkers’ cries mingled with the incessant roar of passing minibus taxis. Commuters bargained loudly for airtime, and a scruffy ginger cat, an agile shadow, slipped silently past a row of parked cars. The air, thick with the rich, comforting scent of meat on the grill and the sharp aroma of petrol, seemed to steady his racing pulse, a strange sense of calm settling over him.

With each measured, deliberate step he took into the swelling crowd, Jackie felt the chilling echoes of seven lost lives and the profound satisfaction of one name definitively crossed from his grim list. His next target, a phantom yet solid presence, loomed far beyond these familiar streets, far beyond this continent: Brent Alberts in Double Bay. The first stone had fallen, its devastating ripples already reaching across vast oceans. The deeper, more dangerous game was only just beginning.
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Once home, the small flat felt suffocating, weighed down by unspoken memories. Jackie moved with deliberate slowness, pulling out a well-worn photo album from a dusty, almost forgotten shelf. Its pages, brittle with age, were filled with faded, sepia-toned images of him and Luna, the tawny, wiry stray dog who had been his only true friend, his solitary anchor in the darkest, most desolate days of his childhood. Her intelligent, loyal eyes stared back at him from the photographs, mirroring a devotion, a fierce affection, that no human being had ever offered him. A hot, sharp tear slipped down his cheek, tracing a path through the grime that no amount of scrubbing could entirely remove. He closed the album with a soft, final thud. This mission, this relentless pursuit of justice, was no longer just for him; it was for her too, a silent promise to the only soul who had ever truly seen him.

With a renewed, steely determination, he turned his full attention to the next thoroughly planned phase of his operation. His research on Brent Alberts, the self-proclaimed televangelist, had been utterly exhaustive, a deep dive into a life woven with deceit. Publicly, the man’s life was an open book, a dazzling, carefully curated façade of polished charity galas, sanctimonious televised sermons, and glossy magazine spreads that painted him as a benevolent saint. But Jackie knew the chilling, unvarnished truth that festered beneath the practised smiles and the expensive suits. He’d spent years, countless lonely hours, sifting through arcane court filings, intricate offshore ledgers, and the murky, coded chatter of private online forums, tirelessly uncovering every dirty secret and every skeletal truth hidden in Brent’s concealed closet. His heart pounded as he thought of Jeremiah Alberts, the precious apple of Brent’s eye: a six-year-old boy born with an unearned silver spoon in his mouth, blissfully, utterly unaware of the profound darkness that swirled, unseen, around his doting father.

The apartment, despite its ordinary dimensions, felt like a stifling prison of painful memories and endless, relentless preparation. At his makeshift workbench, the same scarred surface where he had painstakingly assembled and disassembled his rifle countless times, Jackie spread out the intricately detailed floor plan of Brent’s sprawling Double Bay mansion. His eyes, sharp and calculating, traced the precise locations of the perimeter cameras, the predictable guard shifts, the concealed service entrance, and, most crucially, the specific window Jeremiah used for his afternoon reading, a small, innocent detail ripe for exploitation. Jeremiah, he knew with a chilling certainty, was the key, the absolute leverage that would force Brent to finally feel the same crushing powerlessness that had consumed Jackie’s young soul for so many years. The sickening, gut-wrenching thought of the boy’s innocent life in his crosshairs churned his stomach, a wave of nausea, but he buried it, cold and deep. It was necessary. For every single tear Brent Alberts shed, Jackie would be one agonising step closer to the elusive peace he’d been so cruelly denied.

On the wall, precisely pinned above his workbench, a detailed, street-level map of Double Bay was accurately displayed beneath a smaller schematic, tersely labelled “Equipment Pickup.” Jackie had arranged for the clandestine transfer of micro-camera modules and specialised deep-web streaming hardware, all waiting patiently in a secure, anonymous locker just two blocks from the tranquil harbour. His rifle parts, the instruments of his recent, devastating vengeance, had been unceremoniously buried beneath layers of foul refuse in a Bryanston dumpster. Gone forever, beyond any trace, utterly untraceable. He now possessed a new passport, crisp and authentic, a new identity carefully forged and polished; John Mabuza—and the world, so engrossed in its public outrage, would never, could never, connect this new ghost to weapon or gear.

A reporter’s urgent voice suddenly blared from the old, crackling television set in the corner, its words slicing through the heavy silence of the apartment: “A horrific tragedy has struck Bryanston. Four toddlers, one dedicated caregiver, one desperate parent, and a security guard were brutally killed in a seemingly random shooting at a local crèche earlier today, leaving the community and indeed the entire nation in heartfelt shock and unimaginable grief. The Premier of Gauteng has vowed swift justice and has promised enhanced safety measures for our city’s most vulnerable citizens.”

The camera, sickeningly intrusive, panned slowly over weeping parents, their faces contorted with disbelief and unfiltered pain, and horrified onlookers, their expressions etched with a collective trauma. The words of the news report echoed hollowly through Jackie’s apartment, a grim, stark reminder of the devastating act he had committed, and the even darker, far more dangerous path that lay ahead. He allowed himself a small, almost imperceptible, satisfied smirk. No one, absolutely no one, knew the half of it. Not yet.

Jackie took a deep, steadying breath and turned away from the intrusive glare of the TV, forcing his focus onto the passport lying open on his kitchen counter. The name ‘John Mabuza’ stared up at him, bold and resolute, the alias he’d carefully crafted, painstakingly designed to ensure his passage to Sydney would be utterly unimpeded. The subtle irony of using his favourite childhood soccer player’s name was not lost on him: a small, dark, almost private victory in a world that had never, not once, allowed him true triumph. With his new identity now securely established, a new skin for his vengeful soul, he turned to the final, intricate details of his mission. The flight bookings, the exact luggage weights, the nuanced customs declarations. Leaving no single stone unturned, no vulnerability unexamined.

The days that followed blurred into a relentless whirlwind of final preparation, each hour packed with grim purpose. Jackie’s apartment transformed, bit by bit, into a tightly organised war room: walls were lined with intricate maps of Sydney, grim newspaper clippings detailing the crèche attack, thorough printouts of financial records, and countless photographs of the unsuspecting Alberts family. He drilled Jeremiah’s exact school drop-off and pick-up times into his memory, noted the precise, predictable routes of the family drivers, and memorised the names of each household staff member, their routines logged and cross-referenced. His mind, once consumed by the suffocating shadows of childhood nightmares, now teemed exclusively with the chilling, omnipresent image of Jeremiah Alberts, the unwitting poster child for Phase Two of his grand, terrifying design.

At last, the momentous day arrived, shimmering with an almost surreal intensity. Jackie knew, with a certainty that settled deep in his bones, that once he stepped onto that plane, there would be no turning back, no possibility of retreat. He methodically removed every trace of his extensive research from the walls, stacking his folders neatly into a secure, unassuming box. Then, with a chilling efficiency, he packed his single, ordinary-looking guitar case with only the barest essentials: a fresh change of clothes, a charger for his electronics, the burner phone already loaded with untraceable contacts, a small, compact first-aid kit—and, taped carefully inside its lining, the precious, faded photograph of Luna. Only the innocuous guitar case and his new passport were visible, his new identity complete.

He took one last, lingering look around the room, a place of ghosts, truly haunted by the spectres of his past, by the pain and the silent promises. He whispered a quiet farewell to Luna’s picture, a private moment of emotion, then slipped the familiar guitar case over his shoulder, its weight comforting, a promise. He shut the door softly behind him, the final click a punctuation mark on his old life. Outside, a taxi, its engine idling softly in the deepening dusk, waited patiently. Jackie eased himself in, guitar case held carefully in hand, his heart steady, resolute, and utterly devoid of doubt. Taking out the burner phone from his jacket pocket, Jackie texted “South Africa concluded.”

The Ghost of Retribution was on the move again, a silent, deadly force crossing continents, and the world, blissfully unaware, had no idea of the tempest that was about to be unleashed.
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Armed with a fake passport and a newly minted identity, Jackie boarded the direct flight to Sydney, his first time leaving the familiar soil of South Africa. Traversing vast, indifferent oceans to reach his distant target was a potent cocktail of both sheer terror and exhilarating purpose. As the massive aircraft climbed with a powerful roar into the inky blackness of the night sky, he felt the immense, oppressive weight of his vendetta press down on him, as tangible and unrelenting as gravity itself. His gaze remained fixed, unblinking, on the distant, ethereal horizon, while his mind, a relentless engine, raced through every conceivable outcome of the critical mission ahead.

He’d deliberately claimed the window seat, a small, insulated cocoon, beside an elderly woman whose face was a roadmap of kind wrinkles. She chattered warmly, her voice a gentle murmur, about her grandchildren awaiting her arrival in Australia. Her genuine warmth and simple kindness only served to sharpen the dense, coiling darkness lurking within him. Jackie offered polite nods and fleeting, forced smiles, a practised facade, as his thoughts relentlessly replayed the grim, unfolding script he would soon be compelled to enact. Eventually, perhaps sensing his distance, she drifted off to sleep, her soft, rhythmic snores a lullaby utterly at odds with the violent, internal storm raging inside his head.

A stewardess’s gentle voice, calm and professional, broke through his dark reverie. “Can I get you anything, sir?” she asked, her tone solicitous.

“Jack Daniel’s, neat,” he replied, his voice a low, even murmur, without so much as glancing up from the dark reflection in the window.

Moments later, the amber liquid swirled invitingly in the small glass. The whiskey burned a fierce path down his throat, a welcome reminder of the unyielding rage that had propelled him this far, through so many years of suffering. As the plane, a metallic bird of prey, cut through cloud after cloud, fragmented memories of the orphanage, sharp flashes of pain and stifling fear, flared, unsolicited, behind his tightly closed eyes. He clenched his jaw, the muscle ticking. One slip now, one solitary misstep, and his entire, painstakingly constructed plan would shatter, collapsing forever. He could not, would not, return to Johannesburg empty-handed.

Jackie closed his eyes tightly, trying to conjure a more pleasant image, and thought of his mother: her imagined smile, her ghost-like laughter, the warmth he’d only ever dared to dream of. She had abandoned him behind a municipal dumpster when he was too young to even register her face, a blank slate of memory. The orphanage that followed, a brutal, concrete edifice, was a cold and unforgiving purgatory, its grim corridors echoing perpetually with the hollow sobs of forgotten children and the pervasive, cloying stench of despair. Miss Hatcher, its stern, unyielding matron, with her hawk-like gaze, had preached that love was a luxury the orphans simply could not afford, a weakness they had to shed.

Whenever the constant beatings left him broken, a bruised and aching mess, Jackie would instinctively seek solace at a high, dusty attic window, his only sanctuary. With the rough concrete floor beneath his small feet, he would stare fixedly into the vast, indifferent night sky and pretend that somewhere, far beyond his reach, a mother’s protective love still shielded him. One particularly stormy evening, as thunder cracked overhead, mirroring the deep turmoil in his young heart, he crept stealthily into that attic refuge. A forgotten world surrounded by dusty, cobweb-laden trunks and long-forgotten, broken toys. He opened a tattered, well-loved fairy-tale book he’d secretly hoarded. Queen Elara’s story leapt off the yellowed, brittle pages: a valiant warrior queen who had courageously sacrificed her entire kingdom to protect her beloved child.

His heart swelled with a bittersweet, almost unbearable hope; a fragile, flickering flame. Perhaps his mother had been like Elara, a desperate queen, sacrificing everything, even him, so that he might somehow live, might somehow survive.

A sudden, sharp creak of the orphanage’s heavy front door jolted him violently back to the brutal reality of his grim existence. Jackie quickly tucked the precious book away, burying it deep, and edged cautiously toward the top of the stairs, peering through a narrow, almost invisible crack in the doorframe.

His small heart hammered wildly in his chest, every beat a deafening drum that threatened to betray his hiding place. The stale, musty air felt thick and suffocating, as if the shadows themselves were pressing in on him. A cold sweat slicked his palms, and his breath came in short, uneven gasps, barely held back from rising in a terrified whimper.

Miss Hatcher stood silhouetted against the dim, sickly yellow hallway light, her posture rigid, speaking urgently in low tones to two ominous strangers. One was a tall man, his face partly obscured by a scruffy beard, his eyes, even from a distance, piercing and startling storm blue, eyes that seemed to scan and calculate with ruthless intent. The other, a woman in a dark cloak and a modest headscarf, moved with a quiet, unsettling purpose, her every gesture sharp and deliberate.

Between them, in a swift, silent exchange, cold cash passed hands, its rustle sounding like the death knell in Jackie’s ears. The metallic scrape and whispered murmurs seemed to fill the entire attic, amplifying his helplessness.

Jackie’s stomach clenched, twisting painfully as nausea rose like bile in his throat. His limbs felt frozen, yet his mind raced wildly, desperate for a way to warn the others, to stop this horror, but terrified of being caught and punished again. His eyes darted around the dim attic, seeking escape, any possible hiding place, but found only the cold, rough floor beneath him and dusty boxes that offered no comfort.

The man’s rumbling, gravelly voice floated up to him, “Children, boys, girls, numbers.” Each word struck Jackie like a cruel blow, jagged and sharp, carving into his young soul. Panic clawed at his throat, tightening like an iron fist, stealing his voice and freezing his limbs. He bit down hard on his trembling lip to stop a cry from escaping.

These were not rescuers, he realised with dawning, horrifying clarity. They were traffickers, vultures descending on the helpless, sealing the fate of those he called family.

The woman’s gaze, surprisingly acute, flicked toward the attic door, and for a fleeting heartbeat, her gentle, compassionate brown eyes met his across the dim, dusty space. In that impossible moment, Jackie felt a shuddering surge of connection and desperate hope, a fragile thread of light in the engulfing darkness.

Then, just as quickly, her gaze shifted away, her footsteps fading softly down the hall. The only sounds left were the relentless hush of the storm outside, the faint creaks of the old building settling, and the hollow echo of impending doom.

A sharp, piercing shriek, cutting through the droning engines, tore Jackie violently from the depths of his memory. He sat bolt upright, his body rigid, as the stewardess knelt concernedly beside him, her face creased with worry. “Sir, are you all right?” she whispered, her voice hushed.

He blinked rapidly, his breath ragged, catching in his chest. “Yes… Yes, quite all right,” he lied, his voice raspy. “Just… another Jack Daniel’s, please.”

His hands, despite his efforts, trembled noticeably as he took the small bottle. Outside, the steady drone of the engines filled the cabin, and the pale moonlight danced eerily across the shifting expanse of clouds. He downed the whiskey in one burning swallow, bracing himself, feeling the liquid’s fire spread through his veins. Each mile the aircraft covered carried him further, irrevocably, from his harrowing past—and closer, inexorably, to the next brutal stage of his vengeance. The Ghost of Retribution was closing in on foreign shores, its shadows lengthening with every passing moment.
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A tight, cold knot twisted in Jackie’s stomach as the enormous plane touched down with a soft jolt at Kingsford Smith International Airport. He had finally arrived in Brent Alberts’ world, a place where the sun seemed to shine brighter and the grass looked impossibly greener, an almost offensive contrast to the crime-ridden, dust-choked suburb of Berea he’d left behind. Stepping out into the sprawling terminal, the cool, invigorating ocean-kissed breeze carried the distinct scent of wealth from Brighton-Le-Sands, mingled with the faint, rhythmic crash of distant waves. This was a world of privilege and effortless ease, one that had been utterly denied to him; now, he intended to bring his own brutal, exacting brand of justice crashing down onto its pristine doorstep.

He melted seamlessly into the bustling throng of tourists and hurried locals, his new identity a perfect cloak as he moved through the gleaming, polished corridors. The Ghost of Retribution had crossed oceans, its shadow stretching far, driven by a simmering vendetta that grew stronger, more potent with every passing mile. At the chilling thought of laying hands on Jeremiah Alberts, his pulse quickened, a low, powerful thrumming, a mix of anger and dark anticipation coiling in his chest like a predator ready to strike.

Sydney sprawled before him, an overwhelming, dazzling maze of steel and glass, its towering structures brilliantly reflecting the harsh glare of the midday sun. In a taxi bound for Claymore, a less affluent district, he watched the pristine, manicured lawns of the wealthy neighbourhoods gradually give way to more modest, lived-in streets, their buildings showing the wear of time and everyday life. Cracked footpaths lined with gum trees replaced sweeping driveways bordered by perfectly clipped hedges. He’d chosen a small, somewhat shabby motel here precisely for its anonymity—a place where no one would question his comings or goings, where he could simply vanish. The city’s vibrant, ceaseless pulse raced past his window, a blur of life both exhilarating and deeply disorienting in equal measure.

The sun-kissed beaches, stretching seemingly endlessly along the coastline, held no allure for him, offering no peace. Their undeniable beauty only served to highlight the profound darkness he planned to unleash upon this oblivious city. Yet, paradoxically, Jackie felt a strange sense of ease amid the organised chaos, among millions of lives utterly oblivious to the monster quietly walking in their midst. Inside his motel room, the stale air, thick with the scent of recycled breaths and old dust, smelled paradoxically of a perverse freedom.

Bone-tired, every muscle in his body aching, yet unwilling to succumb to sleep, he marked the passage of time by the insistent ticking of the wall clock until evening finally descended. From his worn guitar case, he withdrew a fresh, pristine notebook and a smooth, dark pen, immediately jotting down the final, crucial details of his scheme. Each carefully inscribed line, each precise word, propelled him closer to the inevitable climax of years of painstaking preparation.

The room was small and cramped, the bed unyielding beneath him, but it served its grim purpose as his temporary war room. Jackie opened his laptop; its pale, blue-white glow cast sharp, angular shadows across his gaunt face. He’d committed every angle of Brent Alberts’ sprawling mansion to memory: the precise locations of the perimeter cameras, the sunlit playground where Jeremiah played, the detailed routes of the security detail to the boy’s prestigious school. The vast, anonymous expanse of the internet had yielded every secret he needed to breach Brent’s carefully constructed empire.

His eyes grew heavy, the lids drooping, yet sleep remained a luxury he simply could not afford. Again, he closely studied the digital blueprint of the mansion; its cold, precise lines and sharp angles felt as familiar to him as the angry scars on his skin, each one a throbbing reminder of the brutal beatings he’d endured. His plan, he reaffirmed, was solid; there could be no margin for error.

Exhaustion, a relentless, heavy cloak, finally claimed him, dragging him down into a fitful slumber. His dreams were a tempest of swirling fear and unbridled fury, morphing repeatedly into Brent Alberts’ smug, smiling face. Hours later, he awoke abruptly to the deep-blue, ethereal twilight that precedes dawn. He showered; hot water pummelled his weary body, washing away the residue of his nightmares, and shaved every trace of the old Jackie down the drain. In the streaky motel mirror, a new, harder man stared back: a man sharpened by a singular, unyielding purpose.

Dressed in practical black cargo pants and a nondescript grey hoodie, Jackie left the motel. Hunger, an insistent pang, drove him three blocks to Pacific Way Supermarket. The night air was cool, almost crisp, a silent prelude to the terrifying actions that lay ahead. Inside the store’s brightly lit aisles, he chose a simple pack of chips and a chilled soda, pausing only to scan the shelves for anything, any small item, that felt familiar, that could offer a fleeting connection to the stolen life he’d lost.

He paid in cash, avoiding any digital trail, then retraced his steps, a ghost moving through the early morning, back to the motel. A distant siren, its mournful wail cutting through the night’s calm, shattered the silence. A familiar sound from home, yet impossibly foreign and unsettling here. Back in his room, Jackie sat heavily on the edge of the stiff bed, the chips untouched on the nightstand. He flicked on the small TV, its screen sputtering to life, and channel-hopped idly before settling on the local news.

An anchor, her face grave, reported on the South African tragedy: four toddlers, one caregiver, one parent, and a security guard, killed in a random crèche shooting. The report highlighted the spiralling crime rates in Johannesburg, the nation’s collective thirst for swift justice. Jackie’s eyes never strayed from the screen as he drank in every soundbite, every fleeting clip of his calculated handiwork. It felt utterly surreal, like watching a chilling film instead of the terrifying opening act of his vengeance. Fear, he noted with grim satisfaction, had spread like wildfire across Johannesburg, and now headlines proudly bore his sinister signature on a global stage.

A flicker of doubt, brief and unsettling, brushed his mind: Was he truly the Ghost of Retribution, or merely another monster in a world already rife with them? He shook off the thought, dismissing it with a grim set to his jaw, and immediately refocused. He needed proximity to Jeremiah, he concluded, to watch the boy in the flesh before he delivered the final, crushing blow. Scenarios played out in his head; each darker, each more effective than the last, until only one chilling truth remained: Knowing the boy on paper, through cold research, was nothing, absolutely nothing, compared to facing him in person, a living, breathing testament to Brent Alberts’ egregious sins.
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For the next few days, Jackie commuted the 60 kilometres to Double Bay, each journey a calculated exercise in evasion—a relentless rotation of SIM cards swapped and Uber drivers changed. His sole purpose: to stake out the playground where Jeremiah Alberts spent his after-school hours. From a carefully chosen vantage, cloaked by foliage and shadow, he watched through the high-powered lens of his camera. Image after image captured the boy’s innocent joy, flashes of pure, unburdened happiness, completely unaware of the sinister shadow tightening around him. The sight stirred in Jackie a troubling mix of pity and rekindled rage. He noted every movement of Jeremiah’s ever-present nanny, her routines, and the surprisingly lax security measures. It would be simple. Too simple, almost unsettling.

Each night, Jackie returned to the anonymity of his motel, the day’s photographs replaying endlessly in his mind like a macabre silent ballet. Jeremiah’s carefree laughter, so sweet and pure, twisted into a discordant symphony of vengeance that echoed in the quiet room. He logged into the TOR browser—his digital refuge—and scoured the dark web for news from South Africa. Headlines now speculated wildly that privileged children were targeted, hinting at a deeper, more sinister motive behind the crèche tragedy. Jackie’s lips curled into a hollow, humourless laugh in the stillness. The authorities were so far off the mark, so utterly blind to the truth, it was almost poetic irony.

A cold thrill of the hunt stirred within him. The intricate cat-and-mouse game he played with an unsuspecting world. Each day brought him closer to Brent Alberts and, crucially, his son. The anticipation was a potent, addictive drug; the raw mix of fear and excitement coursing through his veins like liquid fire, electrifying every nerve. Yet he knew the real battle, the true test, lay ahead: destroying an innocent child’s life up close—a terrifying crossing of a line that could never be uncrossed.

When the moment felt right, after days of observation, Jackie made his initial approach. Dressed as a weary maintenance worker—wire-rimmed glasses, a cleverly applied fake beard and moustache, a ragged dreadlock weave—he carried a battered metal toolbox. Inside were not only tools but a concealed stash of sweets.

The sun shone brightly, almost cruelly, as children’s laughter pierced Jackie’s guarded thoughts. Jeremiah’s large, trusting eyes, wide with wonder at the simplest joys, lit up like a candle when ‘John’ offered a brightly wrapped lollipop. The nanny, momentarily distracted, cast a suspicious glance, but a flash of expertly forged ID and a disarming, practised smile melted her doubt. “John” handed treats to other children, mingling effortlessly while nannies and parents chatted, oblivious to the monster among them.

Leaning over a swing set, feigning concentration, Jackie’s hands busied themselves ‘tightening’ bolts as his eyes stole glances at Jeremiah. The boy’s unblemished smile, innocent and untouched by the world’s cruelty, pulled at something deep inside, a fragile orchid protected from stormy winds by his father’s watchful gaze, but the searing rage that had driven Jackie across oceans burned far brighter, blotting out any flicker of empathy. Nearby laughter rang out, and Jackie seized the moment to strike a casual conversation, candy as bait.

“Hey, little champ,” he said, voice low and friendly, “what’s your name?”

“I’m Jeremiah,” the boy replied shyly, voice soft but clear, his tone gentle, like a whisper learned from his father’s calm commands rather than the roughness of children his age.

“That’s a cool name. Do you come here often?” Jackie asked lightly.

“Every day after school,” Jeremiah beamed, his innocence glowing like sunlight through glass, eyes sparkling with a child’s simple delight in routine and safety.

“Want another lollipop?” Jackie’s hand reached smoothly into the toolbox. Despite the heat, his fingers brushed the cold steel of handcuffs hidden beneath candy wrappers—a grim reminder of his true, horrifying purpose.

“What’s in there?” Jeremiah, curious and unafraid, peered into the box.

“Just spanners and screwdrivers,” Jackie chuckled hollowly, the laugh practised. “Nothing for a little guy like you to worry about.” He ruffled the boy’s hair—a seemingly paternal gesture. “These are for fixing things, not playing.”

Jeremiah eagerly accepted a small spanner, immediately pretending to tighten a bolt on the swing set. Jackie’s mind raced, calculations spinning. Seconds ticked away like a doomsday clock. The nanny, absorbed in a phone call, presented the perfect opening, but he held back. Not today. Patience was paramount.

“Better get back to your game, buddy,” Jackie said easily, taking back the spanner. Jeremiah nodded, unreserved trust shining in his eyes as he handed it over. Jackie packed away his tools, imprinting every detail into memory—the way sunlight caught the boy’s hair, freckles dusting his nose, the profound innocence reflected in his gaze. With a final nod to the nanny, now finishing her call, he slipped away feeling inexplicably heavier than when he’d arrived.

The Uber ride back to Claymore blurred past, scenery flashing by like fractured thoughts. Inside, wild dogs of anxiety clawed at his mind, chaos pressing in from all sides. He could not let emotions cloud his judgment—not when phase two, the core of his retribution, loomed so near. Yet Jeremiah’s innocent smile haunted the dark motel room, a relentless spectre.

For five days, Jackie maintained his charade, becoming a familiar, harmless fixture at the playground. The nanny’s initial suspicion vanished, replaced by a surprising camaraderie; she even bought him a coffee on the third afternoon. Children flocked to him, drawn by candy’s promise; Jeremiah ran to greet ‘John’ with unreserved joy, his small body radiating uncomplicated happiness. Each visit, each innocent interaction, sharpened the plan. Every routine etched in stone, every variable accounted for.

“John’s here!” Jeremiah’s excited squeal cut through playground chatter one afternoon. Jackie looked up, his movement calculated, to see the boy barrelling toward him, face alight. The nanny cast a quick, wary glance but smiled warmly—fully deceived. She had swallowed the lie hook, line and sinker.

Jackie had mapped every detail with unerring precision: the exact moment the chauffeured limousine would arrive, the nanny’s predictable half-hourly phone checks, the playground’s blind spots. Tomorrow would be the day he made his decisive move: During the nanny’s next, most complete distraction. Perfect timing, perfect opportunity.








  
  10

  
  
  Chapter Ten: The Bitter Candy-Coated Betrayal

  
  




It was D-Day afternoon, and Jackie was already inside the bustling playground, feigning engagement with a task, his eyes discreetly scanning the montage of carefree children and the familiar line of chauffeur-driven limousines idling at the perimeter. His nondescript rental car, a dark hatchback, sat poised less than a block away, ready for an immediate, unannounced departure. The Australian sun blazed overhead, its intense heat a stark, almost ironic contrast to the chilling cold that had settled deep within his heart. He watched, every muscle tense, as the familiar black sedan, sleek and imposing, rolled up to the kerb, its tinted windows concealing the occupants within. Vicki, Jeremiah’s nanny, stepped out, her eyes making a quick, habitual sweep of the playground before she opened the rear door. Jeremiah, a bundle of unrestrained energy, bounded out and immediately darted towards the swings, his laughter echoing in the vibrant air.

Jackie inhaled deeply, his palms slick with a nervous sweat that belied his outward calm. This was it—the precise moment of truth, the culmination of years of relentless planning. He knew Vicki’s routine intimately and could set his watch by her predictable habits. At exactly 3:30 PM, her phone would buzz with an incoming call from her boyfriend, and she would, without fail, drift away from the children, seeking a moment of private conversation. That, he knew, was when he, the Ghost of Retribution, would strike.

Jeremiah, completely oblivious to the dark undercurrents, barrelled joyfully towards ‘John.’ Jackie forced a
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