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Smoke Over the Vaal

The river looked calm from Kabelo Maseko’s office window, but he knew better.

From the fifth floor of the municipal building in Sasolburg, the Vaal curved lazily through the late afternoon, its surface catching the light like polished steel. On days like this, officials spoke easily about stability and growth, about continuity and progress. Kabelo had helped write those speeches himself.

Behind him, the boardroom door closed with a soft, deliberate click.

“Let’s be clear,” Councillor Petrus Venter said, folding his hands on the table. “This tender is done. All that remains is the narrative.”

Kabelo nodded, pen poised, face composed. He was thirty-two, well dressed, careful with his words — the kind of man people trusted without understanding why. Politics had taught him that survival depended less on truth than on timing.

The fuel-supply tender lay between them, bound neatly, stamped, approved. Six hundred million rand, justified in language about energy security and job creation. Kabelo had reviewed the figures himself. They only made sense if you understood where the excess would flow.

“You’ll frame it around transformation,” Venter continued. “Local empowerment. Environmental responsibility. Keep it clean.”

Clean.

Kabelo wrote the words anyway.

His phone vibrated in his pocket. He ignored it. In this room, distractions were noticed.

Outside, sirens wailed briefly, then faded.



The protest in Jouberton began just after sunset.

Kabelo saw it first on his phone — shaky videos, burning tyres, voices rising in anger and fatigue. Electricity cuts. Broken promises. Councillors who appeared only during elections. The streets of his childhood, restless and loud.

His phone rang again.

“Where are you?” Thabiso Mokwena’s voice broke through the noise. “They’re firing rubber bullets now.”

Kabelo stood beside his car, the air heavy with fuel and dust. “You knew this would happen.”

“I knew people would get tired,” Thabiso said sharply. “This isn’t about tyres. This is about hunger.”

The line went dead.

Kabelo drove — not toward Jouberton, but away from it. Toward the quiet suburbs where streetlights worked and alarms hummed through manicured streets. Guilt settled in his chest, familiar and unwelcome.



Naledi Phiri knelt beside a woman clutching her bleeding arm.

“Say it again,” Naledi said softly, holding her recorder steady. “Who promised you water?”

The woman laughed, bitter and raw. “All of them,” she said. “They promise and disappear.”

Naledi rose slowly, her heart pounding. She had come from Mankweng, from lecture halls and theory, but Jouberton had taught her more in one night than any textbook. This was not abstract politics. This was consequence.

She sensed him before she saw him — the pause in her breath, the tightening in her chest.

Kabelo stood at the edge of the crowd, jacket unbuttoned, eyes dark with restraint. Older than she remembered from their online debates. Sharper. More guarded.

Their eyes met.

Recognition passed between them — quick, dangerous.

“You,” she said, stepping closer. “You work for them.”

He did not deny it. “And you write about us.”

Smoke drifted between them.

“You still believe truth changes things?” he asked quietly.

Naledi lifted her chin. “Only if people are brave enough to let it.”

Something unreadable crossed his face.

In the distance, a rubber bullet struck metal with a sharp crack.



Later that night, alone in his apartment, Kabelo stared at the tender documents glowing on his laptop screen. He reread a section he had skimmed before — an annexure now missing.

He searched again.

Nothing.

His phone buzzed. Unknown number.

Be careful what you don’t see.

Across the province, Naledi lay awake in her residence room, replaying the way Kabelo had looked at her — like a man standing between the life he wanted and the one he had chosen.

Neither of them slept.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lines That Should Not Cross

Naledi Phiri read the message three times before locking her phone.

It had arrived just after midnight, from an unfamiliar number.

You were asking the wrong questions tonight.

She lay back on her narrow residence bed in Mankweng, staring at the ceiling where faint cracks formed maps she had never bothered to trace. Outside, laughter drifted from another room, young and careless. Her own body felt tense, alert, as if the night itself were listening.

She was not new to intimidation. Student politics had sharpened her early. Still, the message unsettled her — not because of its threat, but because of its timing. Jouberton was hundreds of kilometres away. Someone had been watching closely.

She thought of Kabelo Maseko.

The way he had stood apart from the crowd. The discipline in his posture. The conflict he had tried — and failed — to hide.

Naledi unlocked her laptop and opened her notes. Sasolburg. Fuel procurement. Free State municipalities quietly aligned with national energy interests. Names repeated. Figures reappeared. Somewhere inside the pattern was the story she had come to Limpopo to tell.

And somewhere inside it was Kabelo.



In Sasolburg, sleep refused to come.

Kabelo sat on his couch, jacket discarded, tie loosened, a glass of untouched whisky sweating onto the coffee table. The missing annexure refused to leave his mind. He knew exactly what it contained — secondary pricing agreements, offshore-linked intermediaries, signatures that were never meant to surface.

His phone buzzed.

Unknown number.

We need to talk.

He stared at the screen longer than necessary. He knew who it was before the second message arrived.

Tomorrow. Midday. Riverside Café.

He typed back a single word.

Fine.

The moment he pressed send, he knew he had crossed an invisible line.



The Riverside Café overlooked the Vaal, all glass and brushed steel, designed to suggest transparency while hiding reflections. Kabelo arrived early, choosing a table with his back to the window. Old habits.

Naledi arrived precisely on time.

She wore a simple black dress, hair pulled back, expression composed. Up close, Kabelo noticed the tiredness around her eyes — the cost of conviction.

“You shouldn’t have contacted me,” he said once they had ordered.

She smiled faintly. “And yet you came.”

Silence stretched between them, thick with things unsaid.

“I’m not your enemy,” Naledi continued. “But I’m not blind either. People are hurting. And someone is profiting.”

Kabelo’s jaw tightened. “This isn’t a story you can control.”

“Neither is corruption,” she replied.

Their eyes held. The attraction between them was inconvenient, undeniable — the kind that complicated every decision.

“You still believe systems can be changed from the inside,” she said softly.

“And you still believe exposure fixes everything,” he replied.

She leaned closer. “It fixes silence.”

A man at the counter glanced their way. Kabelo felt it immediately — the prickle at the back of his neck.

“You’re being watched,” he said under his breath.

Naledi’s pulse quickened. “By whom?”

He didn’t answer.
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