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The staff room smells of instant coffee and chalk dust, familiar as home. Thandi Mokoena arranges her lesson plans with precise movements, armor against the chaos of teaching Grade 11 English to forty-five teenagers who'd rather be anywhere else. At twenty-eight, she's earned respect here—"Miss Mokoena who went to university and came back," they say with pride that makes her chest tight with responsibility.

"Thandi!" Principal Thabo Molefe's voice carries across the room. Heads turn. He's immaculate as always—navy suit, gold cufflinks catching the fluorescent light. Three years since they broke up, and he still looks at her like she's the one who got away. Maybe she is. "There's a detective here. Needs to speak with you."

Her heart stutters. Detective. The word opens old wounds she thought had scarred over. Three years since Bontle died, since their mother stopped eating, since their father started drinking himself to sleep. Three years since the police stopped calling with updates.

"Nna?" (Me?) Her voice comes out smaller than intended.

"Says it's urgent. I put him in your classroom."

A single dried rose petal slips from between her lesson plans—she used it once as a bookmark. Bontle’s favorite flower. Thandi keeps it without knowing why, a quiet habit of remembrance. 

She stands too quickly, knocking her tea mug. Rooibos spreads across her carefully organized papers, and suddenly she can't breathe. Mrs. Dlamini, the mathematics teacher, touches her arm. "Sharp, sisi?" (You okay, sister?)

Thandi nods, lying. She's good at lying now. Been practicing since the funeral when everyone asked, "How are you holding up?" like grief was a weight you could shrug off if you just tried hard enough.

The walk to her classroom feels eternal. Through windows, she sees students gathering for assembly—navy and white uniforms, some pressed perfect, others rumpled from being shoved in backpacks. Normal. Everything looks so normal.

Until she opens her door.

He fills the space like a storm cloud—six feet of coiled intensity leaning against her desk, studying the Chinua Achebe poster on her wall. Black leather jacket over dark jeans, tactical boots that have seen real action. His skin is deep mahogany, close-cropped hair, and when he turns, his eyes are the most arresting thing about him—dark, intelligent, missing nothing.

A small scar cuts through his left eyebrow. She focuses on that instead of the way her pulse has gone erratic.

"Ms. Mokoena?" His voice is exactly what she'd expect—deep, controlled, with the unmistakable cadence of township streets underneath the professional polish.

"Detective." She closes the door, immediately regrets it. The room suddenly feels intimate, dangerous. "What's this about?"

He straightens, and she realizes he's even taller than she thought. "Kabelo Dlamini. I'm investigating a murder. Woman found this morning near Alabama taxi rank."

The floor tilts. She grips the back of a student's chair. "I don't understand. What does that have to do with—"

"Same MO as your sister's case." His eyes soften fractionally. "Same age range, same area, same... presentation of the body."

Presentation. Such a clinical word for what they did to Bontle. What they found in that ditch behind the old mine.

"Ms. Mokoena—"

"Thandi." The word escapes before she can stop it. "If you're going to talk about my sister's murder, you should probably use my name."

Something flickers across his face—respect, maybe, or sympathy. "Thandi. I know this is difficult—"

"You don't know anything." Her hands shake. She clasps them behind her back, teacher pose, fake control. "The police said Bontle's case was closed. 'Insufficient evidence.' That was three years ago."

"Cases are never really closed." He moves closer, and she catches his scent—something clean and masculine, cedar maybe, underneath a hint of cigarette smoke. "New evidence appears, connections emerge. This morning's victim—Kelebogile Maboe, twenty-four, worked at Shoprite—she was found with a red rose."

The room spins. "Bontle..."

"Also had a rose. The original investigation noted it, but—"

"But they didn't think it mattered." Bitterness coats her tongue. "Just another dead township girl. Who cares about flowers?"

"I care." His intensity pins her in place. "And I think whoever killed your sister is killing again."

He guides her to a chair—his hand on her elbow, brief, warm—and sits across from her, pulling out a notebook. Professional distance restored, but she can still feel the ghost of his touch.

“Ke tla botsa dipotso tse mmalwa.” (“I’ll just ask a few questions.”) His calm tone lowers the tension, giving permission to breathe. "All of them will be painful."

"Kabelo." His lips quirk almost-smile. "If we're using first names."

"Fine. Kabelo." It feels too intimate, his name in her mouth. She forces herself to focus. "What do you need to know?"

"Everything. Start with the last time you saw Bontle alive."

The memory unspools like a nightmare she's lived a thousand times. "Friday night. She said she was going to visit a friend in Klerksdorp CBD. I was marking essays, barely looked up when she left." Guilt twists her stomach. "I should have paid attention. Should have asked which friend, got a number, something."

"You couldn't have known."

"Everyone says that. It doesn't help."

He leans forward, elbows on knees, closing the distance between them. "Thandi, listen to me. This isn't your fault. But I need you to think. Was Bontle seeing anyone? A boyfriend?"

"She was private about that stuff. Twenty-one, wanted her independence." Thandi swallows hard. "But a few weeks before... before it happened, I noticed she was different. Secretive. Distracted. I thought maybe there was someone, but when I asked, she shut down."

"Did she mention any names? Even casually?"

"No. But..." She hesitates. This part always felt wrong. "There was a lot of money. In her room, after. Hidden in a shoebox. Almost ten thousand rand. Mama and I didn't understand where it came from. She worked at the library part-time—that doesn't pay nearly enough."

Kabelo's expression darkens. "Was this reported?"

"The detective who handled her case said it wasn't relevant." She hears the anger in her own voice. "Said maybe she'd been saving, or borrowed it."

"Ten thousand rand. From a part-time library salary." His jaw clenches. "Who was that detective?"

"Constable Petrus. Why?"

"Because he either didn't do his job, or..." He stops himself.

"Or what?"

"Or someone convinced him not to." Kabelo stands, paces her small classroom like a caged predator. "Thandi, I need you to trust me. I'm not here to give you the same lies you got three years ago. Something is very wrong in Klerksdorp, and I think your sister stumbled into it."

"And died for it."

"Yes." He doesn't soften the truth, and strangely, she respects him for it. "And now someone else has. I won't let there be a third."

The bell rings, startling them both. Students' voices rise in the corridor—Sepedi and Setswana mixing with English, laughter and arguments, the sound of youth that doesn't know yet how fragile life is.

"I have to teach," she says.

"I'll need to speak with you again. More questions, going through Bontle's belongings if you still have them."

"We kept everything. Mama can't... she hasn't touched Bontle's room."

"I understand." He pulls out a card, hands it to her. Their fingers brush, and that electric jolt returns. His eyes meet hers, and for a moment, the professional mask slips. She sees exhaustion there, and something else—determination burning like fire.

"Call me anytime. Day or night. If you remember something, if you feel unsafe, if you just need to talk. I mean that."

"Why?" The question escapes before she can stop it. "Why do you care so much? You didn't know Bontle. You don't know me."

His expression goes complicated—shadows and light. "Because three years ago, I failed someone too. Let a case go cold because my superiors said there wasn't enough evidence. Then that woman's daughter died six months later. Same killer." He swallows hard. "I won't make that mistake again."

The vulnerability in his admission steals her breath. This isn't just a case to him. It's redemption.

"Detective—Kabelo—I'm sorry."

"Don't be sorry. Just be careful." His intensity returns, protective and fierce. "Until we find who's doing this, you could be at risk. You're connected to Bontle. That might make you a target."

Fear slithers down her spine. "You really think—"

"I don't know yet. But I'm not taking chances." He heads for the door, pauses. "Lock your doors. Vary your routine. And Thandi? Don't trust anyone completely. Not until we know who we're dealing with."

Then he's gone, leaving her classroom smelling of cedar and danger.

She teaches on autopilot—Things Fall Apart, ironic choice for today—while her mind spins. Students debate Okonkwo's fate, whether tradition or colonialism destroyed him, and all she can think is: Someone is killing women in my community, and I might be next.

Lebo, her best student, raises her hand. "Miss, don't you think Okonkwo's real problem was pride? He couldn't adapt, couldn't see that strength sometimes means changing?"

"Yes," Thandi hears herself say. "Exactly. Sometimes survival requires transformation. Requires letting go of who we were to become who we need to be."

Is she talking about Okonkwo, or herself?

At lunch, Thabo finds her in the staff room. Concerned principal face, hand on her shoulder. "Are you alright? That detective looked serious."

"It's about Bontle's case. There's been another murder."

His hand tightens. "Hayi, Thandi. I'm so sorry. Do they have any leads?"

"Not yet." She studies him—handsome, successful, safe. They dated for two years before she ended it, unable to explain that something was missing. He still wants her back. Everyone thinks they're perfect together.

"You shouldn't be alone tonight," he says. "Come over. I'll make dinner, we can talk."

"Thabo—"

"As friends. I'm worried about you."

She should say no. Knows his definition of "friends" hasn't changed. But the thought of her empty apartment, her mother's house full of grief, is suddenly unbearable.

"Maybe. Let me see how I feel after school."

His smile is victory. "I'll make your favorite. Lamb curry."

As he walks away, she catches sight of Kabelo's card on her desk. Two different men, two different worlds. One offering comfort and predictability. The other offering truth and danger.

She doesn't know yet which one terrifies her more.
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