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PART I — SHADOWS STIR
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Chapter 1: Vanishing
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The Weight of Distance

Modiegi Phiri stood at the window of the newsroom’s fourteenth floor, watching Johannesburg stretch itself awake beneath a sky bruised purple and orange. Six weeks in this city, and she still couldn’t shake the feeling that she was trespassing—a small-town girl playing dress-up in someone else’s life.

Her reflection stared back at her from the glass: twenty-eight, sharp-featured, her mother’s cheekbones but thankfully not her mother’s eyes. Not yet. Those came later, she’d learned, after enough disappointment fermented into bitterness and too much wine.

Behind her, the newsroom of The Johannesburg Observer clattered to life. Keyboards, phone calls, the smell of instant coffee and yesterday’s deadline stress. She’d fought for this—scraped together every credential, every award from The Record in Klerksdorp, called in every favor to land this position. 

Her phone buzzed. Another message in the staff group chat—something about the morning editorial meeting. She ignored it, pulling up her recent calls instead.

Fifteen missed calls to Lerato.

Three weeks of silence.

The last text sat there like an accusation: Stop worrying, I’m fine. Busy with auditions. Love you.

Modiegi closed her eyes, and suddenly she was seventeen again, standing in the doorway of her mother’s bedroom at two in the morning. 

The bed was a tangle of sheets, empty. Nozipho’s heels were missing from the closet—the red ones, the ones she wore when she wanted to be noticed.

Lerato, nine years old, had crawled into Modiegi’s bed that night, her small body trembling. “Where’s Mama?”

“Out,” Modiegi had said, stroking her sister’s braids. Each plait had taken an hour to finish that afternoon, her fingers aching by the end because Mama had been too busy getting ready for wherever she was going to care about Lerato’s school pictures the next day.

“Is she coming back?”

Always that question. Always that fear threading through Lerato’s voice like a wire pulled too tight.

“Yes,” Modiegi had lied. Because what else could she say? That their mother was probably at some shebeen in Extension 2, letting men buy her drinks while she laughed too loud and pretended she wasn’t a deputy principal with two daughters at home?

Lerato had pressed closer, her breath warm against Modiegi’s shoulder. 

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

That night, Nozipho had stumbled home at dawn, reeking of cigarettes and cheap cologne that wasn’t hers. She’d slept through breakfast, then showed up to school three hours later with perfect makeup and a smile that could convince anyone she had her life together.

Lerato had believed the lie because she was nine and still thought mothers were supposed to be reliable.

Modiegi had stopped believing in promises that night.

“Moody, you’re going to be late.”

She opened her eyes. Kgosi Maphosa stood beside her desk, his expression caught between concern and amusement. He was forty-two, married with two kids, stable in a way that made him completely invisible to her in any romantic sense. Good men always were.

“Just thinking,” she said, her voice rough.

“About your sister?”

She looked at him sharply. Kgosi raised his hands in surrender.

“You check your phone every five minutes. You’ve been distracted all week. Doesn’t take an investigative journalist to figure it out.” He pulled out the chair beside her desk, sat down with the ease of someone who’d decided this conversation was happening whether she liked it or not. “When’s the last time you heard from her?”

“Three weeks.”

“And before that?”

“She’d call every few days. Excited about the modeling thing. Said the agency was professional, that they had real connections.” Modiegi pulled up Elite Faces Africa’s Instagram on her phone, showed him. “Look—it’s legitimate. They have actual models on their roster, campaigns with real brands.”

Kgosi scrolled through the feed. Beautiful women in evening gowns, backstage at fashion shows, posing in studios with professional lighting. Nothing suspicious. Nothing that screamed danger.

“She’s probably just busy,” he said gently. “These modeling types, they run around to castings all day. Maybe her phone died, or she lost her charger, or—”

“Lerato doesn’t go three weeks without checking in.” Modiegi took her phone back. “She knows I worry.”

She knows you’re the only one who ever worried, a voice whispered in her head. Mama certainly never did. 

Kgosi studied her face, then sighed. “You want me to ask around? I have a contact at SAPS, owes me a favor. Could see if any reports have been filed.”

“Would you?”

“On one condition—you come to the editorial meeting and pretend to care about city council zoning violations for the next hour.”

It was meant to be a joke, but Modiegi couldn’t quite manage a smile. Still, she nodded and followed him toward the conference room, where the rest of the news team was already gathering. As they walked past the crime desk, she heard Thabo arguing with someone on the phone about photo rights for a story. His desk was covered in newspapers—yesterday’s edition sat on top, something about missing persons and city council budgets competing for space on page three.

Modiegi barely glanced at it. The newsroom was always full of tragedy—hijackings, home invasions, corruption scandals. You learned to tune it out or you’d drown in it.

Stop worrying, her sister had written.

But worrying was what Modiegi did best. It was the role she’d been assigned at nine years old, the night her father left and Mama had locked herself in the bedroom with a bottle of wine. Someone had to keep the house running. Someone had to make sure there was food for dinner and that bills got paid and that Lerato got to school on time.

Someone had to be the adult.

She’d spent nineteen years being the adult. And now, in Johannesburg, in this job she’d fought so hard to get, she was supposed to just... stop? Trust that everything would be fine?

Her phone felt heavy in her pocket. Fifteen unanswered calls.

Stop worrying, I’m fine.

Modiegi followed Kgosi into the conference room and took a seat near the back, her mind only half-present as the city editor began outlining tomorrow’s assignments.

Three weeks of silence.

It meant nothing.

It had to mean nothing.

The Editorial Meeting

The conference room smelled like stale coffee and the lingering cologne of too many bodies crammed into too small a space. Ndlovu, the city editor, stood at the head of the table—a woman in her fifties who’d survived three newspaper mergers and two ownership changes by being meaner than anyone else in the room.

“Modiegi,” Ndlovu said, not looking up from her notes. “What have you got for tomorrow?”

Modiegi’s mind went blank for a second. She’d been working on something—what was it? The zoning violations. The city council’s suspicious approval of a development project in Sandton despite community objections.

“Following up on the Sandton development,” she said. “I have a source in the planning department willing to go on record about irregularities in the approval process.”

Ndlovu made a noncommittal sound. “How confident are you in the source?”

“Very. He’s been there twelve years, has documentation.”

“Good. I want fifteen hundred words by six PM.” Ndlovu moved on to the next reporter without waiting for acknowledgment.

The meeting droned on. Traffic accident statistics. A feature on rising food costs. Something about a celebrity chef opening a restaurant in Rosebank. Modiegi took notes mechanically, her pen moving across paper while her thoughts circled back to Lerato.

Busy with auditions.

What did that even mean? How many auditions could one person have? And why wouldn’t she at least send a quick text, just to say she was okay?

Because she’s twenty-two and doesn’t think she needs to check in with her older sister every day, Modiegi told herself. Because she’s living her dream and you’re the one who can’t let go.

“That’s all,” Ndlovu said, snapping her folder shut. “Get out of here and make me something worth printing.”

The reporters dispersed. Modiegi gathered her things slowly, still lost in thought.

“Hey.” Kgosi touched her elbow as they filed out. “I’m serious about making that call. Give me your sister’s details—full name, date of birth, when she arrived in Joburg. I’ll see what I can find out.”

Modiegi hesitated. It felt like crossing a line somehow, admitting that her worry had escalated to the point where she needed police involvement. But what choice did she have?

She pulled out her phone and texted him Lerato’s information. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Probably nothing to find.” But his expression was kind, without the condescension she’d grown used to from men who thought women overreacted to everything.

Back at her desk, Modiegi tried to focus on the Sandton development story. She pulled up her interview notes, started drafting an opening paragraph, deleted it, started again. The words felt slippery, refusing to arrange themselves into anything coherent.

Her phone buzzed. For a desperate second, she thought it might be Lerato. But it was just Nthabiseng, her roommate.

You coming home for lunch? Made extra pap & morogo.

Modiegi checked the time. Already past one. She’d been sitting here for two hours and had written exactly one paragraph.

On my way, she texted back.

The Apartment

The minibus taxi ride from the newsroom to Braamfontein took twenty minutes through traffic that moved like blood through clogged arteries. Modiegi squeezed between a woman with a baby strapped to her back and a man whose cologne was aggressively floral. The taxi swerved and honked, the driver shouting at other cars in a mixture of languages that somehow everyone seemed to understand.

This was Johannesburg—chaotic, loud, indifferent to individual suffering. Back in Klerksdorp, you knew everyone on your street. Here, you could disappear and no one would notice for weeks.

She pushed the thought away.

The apartment building was a six-story walk-up with paint peeling off the walls and a security gate that hadn’t worked since before she moved in. Modiegi climbed the stairs to the third floor, her legs burning by the time she reached their door.

Nthabiseng had left it unlocked, as usual. Modiegi entered to find her roommate in the tiny kitchen, stirring a pot of morogo on the single working stove burner. The apartment was cramped—one bedroom they shared with a curtain down the middle for privacy, a living room barely big enough for a couch and coffee table, a bathroom with water pressure that could charitably be described as ambitious.

But it was hers. Theirs. The first place Modiegi had ever lived that wasn’t haunted by her mother’s presence.

“You look terrible,” Nthabiseng said cheerfully. She was twenty-six, originally from Bloemfontein, with the kind of effortless beauty that made men stupid and the kind of sharp tongue that put them back in their place. “Still no word from Lerato?”

“No.”

“She’s probably just caught up in the whole modeling world thing. You know how it is—they work crazy hours, lots of networking events.” Nthabiseng spooned morogo onto two plates, added pap from another pot. “My cousin tried to be a model for like six months. Said she was so exhausted she barely had time to eat, let alone call home.”

“Your cousin also called you to complain about being exhausted,” Modiegi pointed out.

“Fair point.” Nthabiseng handed her a plate and they sat on the couch, balancing food on their laps because the apartment was too small for a proper dining table. “But seriously, she’s probably fine. Elite Faces is legit—I looked them up after you showed me. They’ve got actual clients, actual models working real jobs.”

Modiegi picked at her food. The morogo was good—Nthabiseng had added enough salt this time—but everything tasted like cardboard in her mouth.

“Kgosi’s going to make some calls,” she said. “See if there are any reports filed or anything.”

“That’s good. Then you’ll know for sure there’s nothing to worry about, and you can stop looking like someone died.”

The words hung in the air, unfortunate in their phrasing. Nthabiseng winced. “Sorry. Bad choice of words.”

“It’s fine.” Modiegi forced herself to take another bite. “How was your morning?”

Nthabiseng worked as a receptionist at a law firm in Sandton—decent pay, boring work, lots of opportunities to observe rich people behaving badly. She launched into a story about one of the senior partners having a screaming match with his wife in the lobby, and Modiegi let the words wash over her, grateful for the distraction.

When lunch was over, Modiegi helped wash dishes in the sink that was too small for the plates they owned. Her phone sat on the counter, silent.

“You know what you need?” Nthabiseng said, drying her hands on a towel that had seen better days. “A night out. There’s this new club in Newtown—supposed to be amazing. We could go Friday, get dressed up, remind ourselves we’re young and hot and living in the best city in South Africa.”

Modiegi tried to imagine it—music, crowds, men with wandering hands and empty promises. The kind of night that would end with her doing something stupid with someone inappropriate, then feeling guilty about it for days afterward.

“Maybe,” she said, which they both knew meant no.

“You can’t put your life on hold because your sister isn’t answering her phone,” Nthabiseng said gently. “I know you feel responsible for her, but she’s an adult. She gets to make her own choices.”

“I know that.”

“Do you? Because from where I’m standing, you’ve been miserable since you got here. You barely eat, you don’t sleep, you won’t go out with me or meet any of my friends. You’re just... waiting. For what? For Lerato to call and tell you she’s okay so you can finally give yourself permission to have a life?”

The words stung because they were true. Modiegi had spent her entire life waiting—waiting for her mother to get sober, waiting for her father to come back, waiting for something to change that never would. And now she was here, in Johannesburg, supposedly starting fresh, and she was still waiting.

“I’ll think about Friday,” she said, which was as close to a commitment as she could manage.

Nthabiseng smiled, satisfied with the small victory. “Good. Now go back to work before your editor has a fit. And Moody? Try to eat something other than anxiety for dinner tonight, okay?”

The Photograph

Back at the newsroom, Modiegi finally managed to focus on the development story. She called her source, confirmed a few details, then spent the next three hours writing and rewriting until she had something Ndlovu might not completely eviscerate.

She filed the story at 5:47 PM, thirteen minutes before deadline.

Her phone rang as she was packing up her things. Kgosi’s name flashed on the screen.

“Hey,” she answered. “That was fast.”

“Yeah, well.” He sounded uncomfortable. “I called my contact at SAPS. He checked the system for any reports involving your sister’s name.”

Modiegi’s heart stuttered. “And?”

“Nothing. No missing person reports, no incidents, no arrests. As far as the police are concerned, Lerato Phiri doesn’t exist in their system.”

She should have felt relieved. No news was good news, right? But instead, the knot in her stomach tightened.

“What about Elite Faces Africa? Did he say anything about them?”

“He’s not familiar with them, but that doesn’t mean anything. There are hundreds of agencies in Joburg. Unless there’s been a complaint or an investigation, they wouldn’t be on his radar.”

“Right. Okay. Thank you for checking.”

“Modiegi,” Kgosi said carefully, “I know you’re worried. But sometimes silence just means silence. Maybe she lost her phone, or maybe she’s upset about something and needs space. Sisters fight. It happens.”

They hadn’t fought, though. Their last conversation had been good—Lerato excited about her first callback, Modiegi genuinely happy for her despite her own concerns. There had been no anger, no reason for Lerato to cut her off.

“Yeah,” Modiegi said. “You’re probably right.”

She ended the call and sat at her desk as the newsroom emptied around her. The night shift was coming in—a skeleton crew that would monitor breaking news and police scanners until morning.

Modiegi pulled up Elite Faces Africa’s Instagram again. She’d looked at it so many times she had it memorized, but she scrolled through anyway, searching for something she might have missed.

There—three weeks ago. The group photo of new recruits. Lerato in the back row, her smile bright enough to hurt. Five other girls flanked her, all beautiful, all young, all radiating the kind of hope that came from believing the world was about to open itself up to you.

Modiegi zoomed in on her sister’s face. She was wearing the gold necklace their grandmother had given her for her eighteenth birthday—the one piece of jewelry Lerato never took off. Her hair was styled differently, straightened and sleek instead of her usual braids. She looked sophisticated. Grown up.

She looked happy.

Modiegi saved the photo to her phone, then texted it to Lerato’s number with a message: Saw this on the agency’s page. You look beautiful. Please call me.

The message delivered. No response.

Outside the newsroom windows, Johannesburg’s lights began to flicker on—millions of them, a galaxy of illumination that promised everything and delivered mostly heartbreak. The city of gold, they called it. The city of dreams.

The city where people came to reinvent themselves, and sometimes disappeared in the process.

Modiegi gathered her things and headed for the elevator. She had a story about city council corruption to worry about, a roommate trying to drag her to clubs, a job that demanded her full attention.

She had a life to live.

But as the elevator descended toward the street, carrying her back toward the minibus taxis and the cramped apartment and the carefully constructed lie that everything was fine, Modiegi couldn’t shake the feeling that somewhere in this sprawling city, her sister was trying to send her a message.

And she was too far away to hear it.
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Chapter 2: The Stranger
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The Morning After

Modiegi woke to the sound of rain hammering against the window—one of those sudden Highveld storms that appeared out of nowhere and turned Johannesburg’s streets into rivers. The curtain dividing the bedroom hung limp in the humid air. On the other side, Nthabiseng’s alarm blared before being slapped into silence.

“Jesus,” Nthabiseng groaned. “It’s too early for this much rain.”

Modiegi checked her phone. 6:17 AM. No new messages. She’d checked at 3 AM when she couldn’t sleep, and at 5 AM when she gave up trying. Still nothing from Lerato.

She dragged herself out of bed and into the shower, where the water pressure was even worse than usual—a trickle that barely qualified as a stream. By the time she emerged, Nthabiseng was already dressed for work in a navy skirt suit that made her look like she belonged in a much nicer apartment.

“Coffee?” Nthabiseng offered, holding up the instant jar.

“Please.”

They stood in the kitchen, sipping bitter coffee and watching rain sheet down the window. The building across the street was barely visible through the downpour.

“Your article made the front page,” Nthabiseng said, scrolling through her phone. “Below the fold, but still. ‘City Council Approves Controversial Development Despite Community Objections.’ Very official sounding.”

Modiegi felt a small flicker of satisfaction. Front page, even below the fold, was more than she’d expected for her second week on the job.

“Ndlovu didn’t eviscerate it, so I guess that’s a win.”

“You should celebrate. Friday night, remember? We’re going out whether you like it or not.”

Before Modiegi could formulate an excuse, her phone rang. Unknown number. She answered anyway, hope flickering stupidly in her chest.

“Miss Phiri?” A man’s voice, professional, unfamiliar.

“Yes?”

“This is Detective Loyiso Gobile with the South African Police Service. I understand you’ve been trying to reach your sister, Lerato Phiri?”

Modiegi’s coffee cup froze halfway to her lips. “How did you—”

“Your colleague, Kgosi Maphosa, contacted one of our officers yesterday. The inquiry was flagged to my desk this morning.” A pause. “I’d like to speak with you about your sister, if you have time today.”

“Is she—” Modiegi couldn’t finish the sentence. Is she dead? Is she hurt? Is she in trouble?

“I don’t have any information about her current whereabouts,” Detective Gobile said carefully. “But I would like to ask you some questions. Can you meet me at the Johannesburg Central Police Station this morning? Say, nine o’clock?”

Modiegi looked at the clock. It was barely past six-thirty. “I’ll be there.”

The Police Station

The Johannesburg Central Police Station was a fortress of concrete and wire fencing, squatting in the city center like something designed to intimidate rather than reassure. Modiegi arrived at 8:47 AM, soaked from the dash between the taxi drop-off and the entrance despite her umbrella.

Inside, the station smelled of disinfectant and desperation. People crowded the waiting area—a woman with a black eye, an elderly man clutching paperwork, a teenager who looked like he’d rather be anywhere else. Modiegi approached the front desk, gave her name, and was told to wait.

She sat on a plastic chair that was bolted to the floor and tried not to imagine all the worst-case scenarios that had brought her here.

“Miss Phiri?”

She looked up to find a man in his early thirties, wearing dark jeans and a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows. He was tall, with the kind of presence that suggested he could handle himself in a fight but preferred not to. His face was angular, handsome in an understated way, with intelligent eyes that assessed her quickly before softening into something approaching sympathy.

“Detective Gobile?”

“Loyiso,” he said, extending his hand. His grip was firm but brief. “Thank you for coming. Let’s talk somewhere quieter.”

He led her through a maze of corridors to a small interview room—gray walls, metal table, two chairs. It looked like every interrogation room she’d seen in movies, which did nothing to settle her nerves.

“You’re not in any trouble,” Loyiso said, reading her expression. “This is just the only private space available. Coffee? It’s terrible, but it’s hot.”

“I’m fine.”

He sat across from her, pulling out a notebook and pen—the old-fashioned kind, not a tablet or phone. Something about that felt reassuring, like he was the kind of detective who still believed in doing things properly.

“Tell me about your sister,” he said. “When did she come to Johannesburg?”

“About six weeks ago. Mid-September. She’d been contacted by a modeling agency—Elite Faces Africa. They said they wanted to represent her.”

“And you haven’t heard from her in how long?”

“Three weeks. She sent a text saying she was busy with auditions and that I should stop worrying. That was the last contact.”

Loyiso wrote something down. “Before that text, how often did you communicate?”

“Every few days. Phone calls mostly. She’d tell me about the agency, the other models, the castings she was going to. She sounded excited.”

“Did she mention any names? People she was working with, friends she’d made?”

Modiegi tried to remember. “She mentioned someone named Chinedu—I think he was her agent or handler, something like that. And there were other models, but she didn’t give me specific names. Just ‘the girls.’”

“Chinedu,” Loyiso repeated, writing. “First or last name?”

“I don’t know. She only mentioned him once.”

“What about Elite Faces Africa? Did she give you an address, a phone number?”

“Just their Instagram. I looked them up—they seem legitimate. Professional photos, real campaigns.” Even as she said it, Modiegi heard the defensive note in her voice. She’d checked. She’d done her due diligence. This wasn’t her fault.

Loyiso looked up from his notes. “Miss Phiri, I’m not here to judge your sister’s choices or your concerns. I’m here because I need to understand the full picture.”

“Why?” The question came out sharper than she intended. “Why does a detective care about my sister not answering her phone? Kgosi’s contact said there were no reports filed, no incidents. So why are you asking questions?”

Loyiso set down his pen, leaned back in his chair. For a long moment, he studied her face as if trying to decide how much to say.

"Missing Persons," he said finally. "Your sister's case got flagged to my desk."

"Why? What's special about it?"

He pulled out a folder, tapped it. "We've seen this before. Young women, modeling agencies, sudden silence."

"How many times?"

"Enough that it's a pattern." He met her eyes. "Enough that I'm worried."

"Worried how?"

"Worried that your sister isn't just ghosting you. Worried that someone made her go quiet."

The room felt suddenly colder. “You think something happened to her.”

“I think it’s worth looking into.” He picked up his pen again. “I’m going to need everything you have—phone numbers, social media accounts, the last known address where she was staying. Any communication you’ve had with Elite Faces Africa. Can you provide that?”

Modiegi pulled out her phone with shaking hands and started forwarding information to the email address he gave her. Lerato’s number. Her Instagram. The agency’s contact details. Screenshots of their last text exchange.

“Is there anyone else who might have heard from her?” Loyiso asked. “Friends from home? Your mother?”

The mention of Nozipho made Modiegi’s stomach clench. “My mother and Lerato... they’re not close. Lerato wouldn’t call her.”

“But you’ll ask?”

“Yes.”

Loyiso closed his notebook, but he didn’t stand up to leave. Instead, he looked at her with an expression that managed to be both professional and genuinely concerned.

“I need you to understand something, Miss Phiri. What I’m doing right now—talking to you, looking into your sister’s situation—this is preliminary. I can’t officially open a missing persons case until she’s been out of contact for longer, and even then, adults have the right to disappear if they choose to.”

“She didn’t choose to disappear.”

“You don’t know that. Maybe she met someone. Maybe she’s angry about something and needs space. Maybe—”

“She wouldn’t do that to me.” Modiegi heard her voice crack. “We’re not like that. She knows I worry. She wouldn’t just... vanish.”

Loyiso was quiet for a moment. “I believe you,” he said finally. “Which is why I’m looking into it. But I need you to be prepared for the possibility that when we find her, there might be a perfectly reasonable explanation. And you might not like it.”

The Call Home

Modiegi left the police station feeling like she’d been hollowed out. The rain had stopped, leaving the city steaming under sudden sunshine that turned everything into a sauna. She stood on the sidewalk, phone in hand, staring at her mother’s contact information.

She hadn’t spoken to Nozipho since she left Klerksdorp. There had been no tearful goodbye, no promises to stay in touch. Just a brief text—I’m leaving tomorrow—and Nozipho’s equally brief response: Okay.

Now, standing in the aftermath of her conversation with Detective Gobile, Modiegi had no choice.

She pressed call.

The phone rang six times before Nozipho answered, her voice thick with sleep or hangover or both. “Modiegi?”

“Mama. I need to ask you something.”

“Do you know what time it is?”

Modiegi checked. 10:23 AM. For most people, late morning. For Nozipho, apparently still sleeping hours.

“Have you heard from Lerato?”

A pause. The sound of sheets rustling. “Not recently. Why?”

“When was the last time you talked to her?”

“I don’t know. A few weeks ago? She called to tell me about some modeling thing. Very excited.” Nozipho’s tone suggested she found Lerato’s excitement tedious. “Why? What’s wrong?”

“She’s not answering my calls. She hasn’t responded in three weeks.”

“So? She’s busy. She’s twenty-two, Modiegi. She doesn’t need to report to you every day.”

“This is different—”

“You always do this,” Nozipho interrupted, her voice sharpening into familiar irritation. “You smother her. You worry about everything. Maybe she’s not calling because she’s tired of you treating her like a child.”

The words hit like a slap. Modiegi closed her eyes, counted to three, reminded herself why she was calling.

“If she contacts you, I need you to tell her to call me. It’s important.”

“Is she in trouble?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I hope not.”

“Well, if she is, I’m sure it’s because you put all that pressure on her. You and your responsibilities and your worrying. You made her want to run away.”

Modiegi felt something break inside her—a thin thread that had been holding together what remained of her relationship with her mother.

“You know what, Mama? You’re right. I worried too much. I took care of her when you were too drunk to remember you had children. I made sure she ate dinner and got to school and had someone to talk to when you brought strange men home. I smothered her with all that terrible attention and care. How awful of me.”

“Don’t you dare—”

“Just tell her to call me if you hear from her.” Modiegi ended the call before Nozipho could respond.

Her hands were shaking. Her eyes burned. She stood on the sidewalk in Johannesburg’s city center, surrounded by thousands of people, and felt utterly alone.

Her phone buzzed. For one desperate second, she thought it might be Lerato. But it was just Nthabiseng: You okay? You never came to work.

Modiegi had forgotten about work entirely. She checked the time again—she was supposed to be at the newsroom for the morning editorial meeting.

Something came up. On my way now.

She flagged down a taxi and climbed in, squeezing between other passengers. As the taxi lurched into traffic, her phone buzzed again. This time it was an email from Detective Loyiso Gobile.

Miss Phiri—Thank you for the information. I’m looking into Elite Faces Africa’s registration details. In the meantime, if you remember anything else about your sister’s communications or the people she mentioned, please let me know. And Miss Phiri—try not to worry too much. Most of these situations resolve themselves. —LG

Try not to worry. As if worry was something she could simply turn off, like a light switch.

Modiegi stared out the taxi window at Johannesburg sliding past—streets crowded with vendors and businesspeople, buildings that reached toward a sky that had cleared to brilliant blue, as if the morning’s storm had never happened.

Somewhere in this city, Lerato was either living her dream or caught in a nightmare.

And Modiegi had no way of knowing which.

Old Wounds

By the time Modiegi reached the newsroom, it was nearly eleven. She’d missed the editorial meeting entirely. Ndlovu was going to kill her.

But when she slipped through the door, Kgosi intercepted her before she could reach her desk.

“Conference room,” he said quietly. “Now.”

Her stomach dropped. Getting called to the conference room was never good. She followed him, preparing herself for a lecture about professionalism and attendance.

But when they entered, Ndlovu wasn’t there. Just Kgosi, closing the door behind them and gesturing for her to sit.

“I got a call from my contact at SAPS,” he said, sitting across from her. “They’re looking into your sister’s situation.”

“I know. I met with Detective Gobile this morning.”

Kgosi’s eyebrows rose. “He moves fast. That’s good—he’s one of the better ones. Smart, persistent. If anyone can find Lerato, it’s him.” He paused. “But Modiegi, you need to prepare yourself. The detective who called me... he mentioned that young women going missing in connection with modeling agencies isn’t uncommon. Sometimes they resurface fine. Sometimes they don’t.”

“I know.”

“Do you? Because you look like you’re barely holding it together, and I need to know if you can still do your job. Ndlovu’s already asking questions about your focus.”

Modiegi felt something flare in her chest—anger, or maybe just exhaustion. “My sister is missing, Kgosi. I’m sorry if that affects my ability to care about city council corruption.”

“I’m not trying to be an asshole,” he said gently. “I’m trying to help you. You’re good at this job, better than half the people here. But if you’re going to fall apart every time your phone rings, Ndlovu will notice. And she doesn’t forgive weakness.”

He was right. Modiegi knew he was right. But knowing it didn’t make it easier.

“What do you want me to do?”

“Take a few days. Personal leave. Go home to Klerksdorp if you need to. Talk to people who knew Lerato before she came here. Let the detective do his job while you take care of yourself.”

“I can’t afford to take days off. I just started—”

“I’ll talk to Ndlovu. I’ll tell her it’s a family emergency, which it is. She’s not a monster, Modiegi. She’ll understand.”

Modiegi looked down at her hands, at the chipped nail polish she’d been meaning to fix for a week, at the faint scar on her thumb from when she’d cut herself opening a can in their too-small kitchen.

“I don’t want to go back to Klerksdorp,” she said quietly. “There’s nothing for me there.”

Kgosi reached across the table, touched her hand briefly. “Then don’t. Stay here. But take the time anyway. Rest. Let yourself breathe.”

When was the last time she’d breathed? Really breathed, without the weight of responsibility pressing down on her lungs?

She couldn’t remember.

“Okay,” she said finally. “A few days.”

Kgosi stood, satisfied. “Good. Now go home. I’ll handle Ndlovu.”

Modiegi gathered her things and left the newsroom, feeling like a ghost drifting through space. The city seemed louder today, more aggressive. Car horns and construction noise and people shouting into phones.

She took a taxi back to the apartment and found it empty—Nthabiseng still at work, the curtain hanging limp in the afternoon heat. Modiegi lay down on her bed and closed her eyes.

And there it was again, rising unbidden: another memory from Klerksdorp, sharp and vivid as broken glass.

She was fourteen, coming home from school to find Lerato, six years old, sitting on the front step crying. Their mother’s car was in the driveway, but the door was locked.

“She won’t let me in,” Lerato sobbed. “I knocked and knocked but she won’t answer.”

Modiegi had found the spare key under the plant pot and unlocked the door. Inside, Nozipho was passed out on the couch, an empty wine bottle on the floor beside her. The house smelled sour.

“Mama,” Modiegi had said, shaking her shoulder. “Mama, wake up. Lerato needs to use the bathroom.”

Nozipho had opened one eye, looked at her daughters with something like contempt. “Stop yelling. I’m tired.”

“You locked the door. Lerato couldn’t get in.”

“She should have a key.”

“She’s six.”

Nozipho had rolled over, turning her back to them. “Then you should have been home earlier.”

That was the day Modiegi had made her first promise to Lerato: I’ll always make sure you can get inside. I’ll always let you in.

Modiegi opened her eyes to find tears running down her temples into her hair. The memory tasted like ash in her mouth. She’d always made sure Lerato could get inside. She’d always been there to unlock the door, to let her little sister in from the cold.

But now Lerato was somewhere Modiegi couldn’t reach, behind a door she didn’t know how to open.

Modiegi sat in her apartment, phone in hand, staring at Lerato's last text message until the screen went dark.

Three weeks of silence.

She'd given the official investigation a chance. Now it was time to investigate herself—

the way she'd been trained, the way Johannes had taught her back in Klerksdorp.

Trust nothing until you can prove it.

Tomorrow, she'd start proving things.
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Chapter 3: Patience
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Return to Normal

The newsroom felt different after three days away. Or maybe Modiegi felt different, and the newsroom was exactly the same—phones ringing, keyboards clacking, Ndlovu’s voice cutting through the chaos with surgical precision.

“Modiegi.” Kgosi appeared at her desk before she’d even logged into her computer. “You’re back. Good. How are you holding up?”

“I’m fine.” The lie came easily now, smooth as glass.

“Ndlovu wants the follow-up on the Sandton development. Residents are organizing a protest march. She needs eight hundred words by four.”

Work. Normal, mundane work. Modiegi felt grateful for it—something concrete to focus on that wasn’t the silence from Lerato’s phone.

“I’ll get it done.”

Kgosi lingered, his expression uncertain. “Did the detective find anything?”

“Not yet. But he’s looking.”

“That’s good. That’s something.” He touched her shoulder briefly, then moved on to his own desk, leaving her alone with her blank document and the cursor blinking expectantly.

The morning passed in a blur of phone calls and interviews. She spoke to three residents who lived near the proposed development site, transcribed their complaints about traffic and noise and the general sense that wealthy developers could do whatever they wanted while ordinary people suffered the consequences. 

Around eleven, someone in the newsroom opened a packet of cheese and onion chips. The smell hit her immediately—sharp, artificial, nostalgic.

She was sixteen, sitting on the floor of her bedroom in Klerksdorp with Lerato sprawled beside her, both of them eating chips and laughing at something stupid on TV. It was one of those rare Saturday afternoons when Mama was actually at a school function instead of a shebeen, when the house felt safe and theirs.

Lerato had cheese powder on her fingers, orange dust she kept licking off between giggles. “Moody, you think I’ll be pretty when I grow up? Like really pretty?”

“You’re already pretty, silly.”

“No, I mean like... famous pretty. Like the women in magazines.”

Modiegi had looked at her baby sister—twelve years old, all knees and elbows and gap-toothed smile—and seen exactly what Lerato would become. Beautiful. Dangerously so.

“Yeah,” she’d said softly. “You’re going to be beautiful, Lera. The kind that stops people in the street.”

Lerato had beamed, then shoved more chips in her mouth. “When I’m famous, I’m going to buy you a big house. With a bathtub that actually works and a kitchen bigger than a shoebox.”

“Deal.”

They’d shaken on it, their fingers sticky with cheese dust and promises neither of them knew would be so hard to keep.

Modiegi blinked back to the present, the smell of chips fading as whoever had opened them moved away. The memory left an ache in her chest.

It was a good story—important, even. But every time her phone buzzed with a text or email, her heart jumped, hoping it was Lerato.

It never was.

By lunch
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