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PROLOGUE
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The call came at 05:47.

Detective Marcus Van Rooyen had been awake for twenty minutes already, standing in his kitchen in Hermanus, watching the pre-dawn light creep across the bay. Coffee steamed in his hand—black, no sugar, the same way he'd been drinking it for twenty-three years on the force. His phone vibrated against the granite countertop, the screen illuminating with Sergeant Moyo's name.

"Van Rooyen."

"Morning, Detective. We've got a body. Fire break outside Masakhane township, near Gansbaai." Moyo's voice was tight, professional. "Uniform called it in forty minutes ago. Young woman. It's... it's not good, sir."

Van Rooyen closed his eyes briefly. Of course it wasn't good. It never was.

"I'm twenty minutes out. Secure the scene. Nobody touches anything until I get there."

"Already done, sir. I'm en route now."

Van Rooyen ended the call and poured the rest of his coffee down the sink. The day had started.



The R34 was quiet at this hour, the highway cutting through farmland still shrouded in morning mist. Van Rooyen drove with the window cracked, letting the cold air keep him sharp. He'd learned long ago not to arrive at a scene with his mind still soft from sleep. The dead deserved your full attention, even if—especially if—they could no longer demand it.

Masakhane township sprawled on the eastern edge of Gansbaai like a wound that had never properly healed. Corrugated iron shacks pressed against each other in tight rows, some painted in fading primary colours, most left to rust. Dirt roads carved between them, rutted and uneven. As Van Rooyen's unmarked sedan bumped along the main access road, he could see the township beginning to wake—smoke rising from cooking fires, children in school uniforms emerging from doorways, women carrying water containers from the communal taps.

Beyond the township's edge, where cultivated land met wild scrub, a wide firebreak cut through the vegetation—a cleared corridor maintained by the local fire department to contain any wildfires threatening the settlements. The blue and white police tape was strung across a section of this firebreak, creating a rectangle of controlled space around the body.

Van Rooyen parked behind the patrol vehicle and climbed out. The morning air smelled of wood smoke, paraffin, and something else—something organic and wrong that he recognized immediately. Death had its own scent, sweet and metallic, and it carried on the wind.

Sergeant Themba Moyo was waiting at the tape line, his dark suit already dusty from the township roads. At thirty-two, Moyo was young enough to still have fire in his belly, old enough to have learned when to bank it. He nodded as Van Rooyen approached.

"Detective."

"Themba. What have we got?"

Moyo's jaw tightened. "Female victim, early twenties. Thembi Nkosi, according to her sister who found her. Lives—lived—in that shack there." He pointed toward the township. "Sister came to wake her for work at the chicken processing plant. When she didn't answer, sister came looking for her on the firebreak. That's where she found her—about two hundred meters out from the township edge."

"Time of death?"

"Can't say for certain yet. Sister says she last saw her around 21:00 last night. Thembi said she was going to visit a friend, never came back. Sister assumed she'd stayed over, didn't think anything of it until this morning."

Van Rooyen ducked under the tape, Moyo following. Two uniformed constables stood guard, their faces carefully blank in that way young officers learned when confronted with the worst of humanity. One of them, a woman barely out of her twenties, looked slightly green.

"Who was first on scene?" Van Rooyen asked.

"Constable Pieterse and Constable Naidoo," Moyo said, gesturing to the uniforms. "They responded to the call at 05:15. Secured the scene, called it in."

"Anyone else been back here?"

"The sister, briefly, before we arrived. She's in the patrol car now, being looked after. Some neighbours tried to come closer, but the constables kept them back."

Van Rooyen nodded. Scene contamination was inevitable in a place like this—tight quarters, communal living, everyone knowing everyone else's business. But it couldn't be helped now.

They walked out onto the firebreak, the scrubland stretching empty around them, the township falling away behind.

Van Rooyen had seen a lot of bodies in twenty-three years. Suicides, domestics, gang violence, farm murders, accidents that looked like murders and murders staged to look like accidents. He'd learned to compartmentalize, to see the body as evidence rather than as a person who'd once laughed and loved and feared. It was the only way to do the job without losing yourself.

But something about this one made him stop.

Thembi Nkosi lay on her back on the hard-packed dirt of the firebreak, positioned between two wooden markers that had been driven into the earth, her arms positioned at her sides, palms up. She wore jeans and a pink blouse, both relatively clean, both intact. No obvious signs of sexual assault from what Van Rooyen could see, though the medical examiner would confirm. Her eyes were closed, her face peaceful, almost serene.

Almost.

It was the positioning that caught his attention first. Too neat. Too deliberate. Bodies didn't fall like that naturally, especially not in a space this confined. Someone had arranged her, placed her carefully, taken time with her.

Van Rooyen crouched beside the body, careful not to touch anything. The firebreak's surface was bare earth, well-maintained and relatively clear of debris. Few footprints—just where the sister had stood in shock, where the constables had worked. But the killer's approach and retreat should be traceable here, on this open ground. The choice of location was deliberate—exposed, but where someone watching from the township wouldn't easily see.

"Cause of death?" he asked, though he could already see it.

"Strangulation, looks like," Moyo said quietly, crouching beside him. "Ligature marks on the neck. No ligature found at the scene."

Van Rooyen studied the marks—deep, precise, consistent pressure. The killer had known what he was doing. This wasn't a crime of passion, a domestic dispute that had escalated. This was controlled. Methodical.

"Defensive wounds?"

"None visible. ME will have to confirm."

Van Rooyen's gaze traveled down the body. Thembi's hands were clean, nails intact. No skin under the fingernails, no bruising on the knuckles. She hadn't fought back. Either she'd been taken by surprise, or she'd known her killer and hadn't seen it coming until it was too late.

"Jewellery?" he asked.

Moyo checked his notes. "Sister says she was wearing a silver chain with a cross. It's missing. Also her cellphone—she always had it with her, according to the sister. Not found at the scene."

Robbery, then? But something about that didn't sit right. Thembi's clothing was undisturbed, her pockets not turned out. If this was a robbery, it was a selective one.

Van Rooyen stood, his knees protesting. He was getting too old for this—crouching at crime scenes, chasing killers who were probably half his age. But retirement was still five years away, and he'd never been good at sitting still.

He stepped back, taking in the broader scene. The space between the shacks was barely two meters wide, shadowed even now in the growing morning light. Private enough for a killing, public enough that someone might have heard something.

"Canvass?" he asked.

"Constables started preliminary interviews. Nobody heard anything unusual. But, Detective..." Moyo hesitated. "It's a township. People hear things, they don't always talk to police."

Van Rooyen nodded. Trust was a fragile thing here, earned slowly and lost quickly. The police were often seen as the enemy, or at best, as ineffective. Why report a crime when nothing would be done about it?

"Keep trying. Someone saw something, even if they don't know they did. And get me a list of everyone who lives within a fifty-meter radius. I want to know who was home last night, who wasn't, who had visitors."

"Yes, sir."

The sound of an engine announced the arrival of the forensics team. Van Rooyen watched as the white van navigated the narrow township roads, parking as close as it could get. Dr. Elise Kruger emerged first, a compact woman in her fifties with steel-grey hair pulled back in a tight bun. She'd been the medical examiner for the Overberg region for fifteen years, and Van Rooyen trusted her judgment implicitly.

"Marcus," she greeted him, pulling on latex gloves as she approached. "What do we have?"

"Female victim, early twenties. Strangulation. Body's been positioned."

Kruger's eyebrows rose slightly. "Positioned?"

"See for yourself."

They walked to the body together. Kruger crouched where Van Rooyen had, her experienced eyes taking in every detail. She was silent for a long moment, then reached out to gently tilt Thembi's head, examining the ligature marks.

"Consistent pressure," she murmured. "Applied from behind, I'd say. Victim was probably standing or sitting when the attack began. The killer maintained pressure for... I'd estimate three to four minutes. Long enough to ensure death, not just unconsciousness."

"Time of death?"

Kruger pressed gently on Thembi's abdomen, checked the lividity in her extremities. "Rigor is well established. Lividity is fixed. I'd say between eight and twelve hours ago. So sometime between 18:00 and 22:00 last night. I'll be able to narrow it down after the post-mortem."

Van Rooyen checked his watch. 06:35. The sun was fully up now, harsh light spilling into the narrow space, illuminating details he'd missed in the dimness. A scuff mark on Thembi's left shoe. A small tear in her jeans at the knee. A smudge of dirt on her right palm.

"She was moved," Kruger said, following his gaze. "Killed elsewhere, brought here. Look at the lividity pattern—it doesn't match her current position. She was lying on her side for several hours post-mortem, then moved to her back."

Van Rooyen felt something cold settle in his stomach. Killed elsewhere. Moved. Positioned. This wasn't a township murder, a crime of opportunity or desperation. This was something else.

"Anything else?" he asked.

Kruger stood, peeling off her gloves. "I'll know more after the autopsy. But Marcus... this is clean. Too clean. No obvious forensic evidence, no signs of struggle, no witnesses. Whoever did this knew what they were doing."

Van Rooyen nodded slowly. He'd been thinking the same thing.

The forensics team began their work—photographing, measuring, collecting samples. Van Rooyen stepped away, letting them do their job. He walked the perimeter of the scene, studying the ground, the shacks, the sight lines. From here, you could see into a dozen other dwellings. Someone must have seen something.

Moyo appeared at his elbow. "The sister wants to talk to you. Lindiwe Nkosi. She's calmed down a bit."

"Bring her over. Not to the body—somewhere private."

They found a spot near the patrol car, away from the growing crowd of onlookers. Lindiwe Nkosi was twenty-six, according to Moyo's notes, but she looked older—the kind of aging that came from hard work and harder circumstances. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her hands twisting a tissue into shreds.

"Miss Nkosi," Van Rooyen said gently, "I'm Detective Van Rooyen. I'm very sorry for your loss. I know this is difficult, but I need to ask you some questions about your sister."

Lindiwe nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

"When did you last see Thembi?"

"Last night. Around nine o'clock. She said she was going to see her friend Zanele, in the next section over. She does that sometimes—goes over there, they watch TV, talk. Sometimes she sleeps over if it gets late."

"Did she seem worried about anything? Scared? Was anyone bothering her?"

Lindiwe shook her head. "No. She was happy. She just got a promotion at work—line supervisor. She was excited about it."

"Did she have a boyfriend? Anyone she was seeing?"

A pause. "There was someone. A man. She didn't tell me much about him. Said it was new, she didn't want to jinx it."

Van Rooyen leaned forward slightly. "Do you know his name? What he looked like?"

"No. She was private about it. But she was happy, Detective. She was finally happy."

Van Rooyen made a note. A mystery boyfriend. That was something.

"The necklace she was wearing—the silver cross. Was it valuable?"

"Not really. Our mother gave it to her before she died. Thembi never took it off."

So the killer had taken a sentimental item, not a valuable one. Another detail that didn't fit a simple robbery.

Van Rooyen asked a few more questions—about Thembi's work, her friends, her habits—but Lindiwe had little more to offer. She was a good sister, but Thembi had been an adult, living her own life, keeping her own secrets.

As Lindiwe was led back to the patrol car, Van Rooyen stood in the growing morning heat, watching the forensics team work. The township was fully awake now, the normal rhythms of life continuing around the blue tape and the body and the police. Children walked to school. Women hung washing. Men gathered in small groups, smoking, talking, watching.

Life went on. It always did.

But something about this case bothered him. Something beyond the usual horror of a young life cut short. It was the care taken, the deliberation. The positioning of the body, the selection of what to take. This wasn't random. This was personal, or it was something worse—something calculated.

Moyo appeared beside him again. "Forensics will be another hour at least. What do you want to do?"

Van Rooyen looked at the shack where Thembi had lived, at the narrow space where she'd been found, at the township spreading out around them in all directions.

"I want to know everything about Thembi Nkosi," he said. "Where she worked, who she knew, where she went. I want to talk to this friend Zanele. I want to find out about the boyfriend. And I want to know if there have been any similar cases in the region—young women, strangulation, bodies positioned."

"You think this isn't isolated?"

Van Rooyen was quiet for a moment. Twenty-three years on the force had taught him to trust his instincts, even when he couldn't articulate why.

"I think," he said slowly, "that someone who kills like this—with this much control, this much care—they don't just do it once."

Moyo's expression darkened. "You think there are others?"

"I think we need to look. Pull cases from the last six months, maybe a year. Unsolved murders, missing persons. Young women. See if anything matches."

"That's a lot of cases, sir. The Overberg is a big area."

"Then we'd better get started."

Van Rooyen took one last look at the scene. Dr. Kruger was directing her team, the body being carefully lifted onto a gurney, covered with a white sheet. In a few hours, Thembi Nkosi would be on a steel table in the morgue, her body yielding whatever secrets it still held.

But Van Rooyen had a feeling those secrets wouldn't be enough. Whoever had done this had been careful. Too careful.

As he walked back to his car, the morning sun now harsh and unforgiving, Van Rooyen felt the familiar weight settling onto his shoulders. Another case. Another victim. Another family destroyed.

He'd solve it. He always did, eventually. But the question that nagged at him, the one he couldn't shake as he drove away from Masakhane township, was simple and terrible:

How many more bodies would there be before he did?
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The evening news theme played—that familiar urgent melody that promised drama, tragedy, the world's darkness delivered in neat twenty-two-minute segments. Daniel Karelse sat forward on the worn leather couch, home for the semester while he figured out what he actually wanted to study, elbows on his knees, watching the screen with the kind of attention most people reserved for lottery numbers or medical test results.

Another one, he thought. Three weeks and another body.

The newsreader was Marietjie Botha, her blonde hair shellacked into submission, her expression professionally grave. Behind her, a graphic showed a map of the Overberg region, red dots marking locations like drops of blood on pale skin.

"Police are investigating what may be the work of a serial killer operating in the Overberg," Marietjie said, her Afrikaans accent clipping the English words. "The body of Thembi Nkosi, a twenty-three-year-old woman from Masakhane township near Gansbaai, was discovered early yesterday morning. Sources close to the investigation say her death bears similarities to at least three other unsolved murders in the region over the past six weeks."

Daniel felt his twin shift beside him on the couch. Johan leaned forward too, mirroring his posture exactly—elbows on knees, hands clasped, eyes fixed on the screen. They'd always done that, moved in unconscious synchronicity, finished each other's sentences, felt each other's moods like weather systems rolling in.

Four victims, Johan thought, his mind already cataloguing, organizing, analyzing. Four that they're connecting publicly. Could be more they're not releasing.

The screen cut to footage of Masakhane township—corrugated iron shacks, dirt roads, children in school uniforms walking past police tape. The camera lingered on the blue and white barrier, the uniformed constables standing guard, the curious onlookers kept at a distance.

"Thembi Nkosi was last seen alive on Tuesday evening," Marietjie continued. "Her body was discovered by her sister the following morning. Police have not released details about the cause of death, but sources suggest strangulation."

"Jesus," Christine Karelse murmured from her armchair near the window. She was knitting—something shapeless and cream-colored that might become a scarf or a dishcloth depending on her mood. Her hands moved mechanically, needles clicking, but her eyes kept drifting to the television. "That poor girl. Twenty-three years old."

"They're all young," Daniel said, not taking his eyes from the screen. "The other victims. All of them, different ages though. Between their twenties and fifties, I think. No real pattern there."

Johan nodded. "And from different areas. Different social classes. The first one was from a township too, but the second was that woman from Hermanus—the businessman's wife. Margaret something."

"De Villiers," Daniel supplied. "Margaret De Villiers. Found in her own home, husband was away on business."

Their father, Pieter, grunted from his recliner. He was reading the Rapport, the newspaper held up like a barrier between himself and the television. "Media sensationalism," he said without lowering the paper. "Probably not even connected. Crime is crime. This country's going to hell, that's all there is to it."

Always the same with him, Daniel thought. Everything reduced to the simplest explanation. No complexity, no nuance. Just 'the country's going to hell' and that's supposed to explain everything.

The news cut to a press conference. A man in his late forties stood at a podium, his face weathered, his suit slightly rumpled. The caption identified him as Detective Marcus Van Rooyen, Overberg Serious Crimes Unit.

Daniel studied him. There was something solid about Van Rooyen, something immovable. His eyes were tired but sharp, the kind of eyes that noticed things, remembered things. When he spoke, his voice was measured, careful.

"We are investigating several cases that may be related," Van Rooyen said. "I cannot discuss specific details of the investigation at this time, but I can assure the public that we are pursuing all leads. We are asking anyone with information about these cases to come forward."

He knows, Johan thought, watching Van Rooyen's face. He's already connected them. He's just being careful about what he says publicly. Smart. Don't want to cause panic. Don't want to give away too much.

A reporter shouted a question: "Detective, is it true that the victims were all strangled? Is there a signature?"

Van Rooyen's expression didn't change. "I cannot comment on specific details of the investigation."

"Is the public in danger? Should women be taking extra precautions?"

"Everyone should always take reasonable precautions for their safety," Van Rooyen said. "Be aware of your surroundings. Don't walk alone at night in isolated areas. Trust your instincts. If something feels wrong, it probably is."

The press conference ended. The news cut back to Marietjie Botha, then to a commercial for car insurance—a jarring shift from murder to mundane domesticity.

Christine set down her knitting. "I don't like this," she said. "A serial killer in the Overberg. It's too close. You boys need to be careful."

"Ma, we're not exactly the target demographic," Johan said, a slight smile playing at his lips. "Young women, remember?"

"Still. You never know. These people, they're not right in the head. Who knows what they might do?"

Pieter lowered his newspaper enough to peer over the top. "The boys are fine, Christine. Stop fussing. They're thirty-two years old, not children."

But Christine's hands had stilled on her knitting, and her eyes had that distant, worried look that mothers get when the world reveals itself to be more dangerous than they'd like to believe.

Daniel reached for his phone, opening Twitter. The hashtag #OverbergKiller was trending. He scrolled through the posts—speculation, fear, amateur detective work, conspiracy theories. Someone had created a map marking all the known crime scenes. Someone else had started a thread analyzing the timeline.

People are obsessed with this, he thought. The mystery of it. The horror. We want to understand what makes someone do this. We want to believe we could see it coming, that we'd recognize evil if it stood in front of us.

Johan had his phone out too, scrolling through news sites. IOL, News24, Daily Maverick—they were all covering it now. The story had gone national. "Serial Killer Stalks the Overberg." "Four Dead, Police Scrambling." "Who is the Overberg Strangler?"

They've given him a name already, Johan noted. The Overberg Strangler. Dramatic. Reductive. But that's what people need—a name, a label, something to contain the fear.

"What are you two doing?" Christine asked, noticing both her sons hunched over their phones.

"Just reading more about it," Daniel said. "There's a lot of information online that wasn't in the news report."

"I don't know why you'd want to fill your heads with that darkness," Christine said, picking up her knitting again. "It's depressing."

"It's fascinating, though," Johan said. "From a psychological perspective. What drives someone to do something like this? It's not random violence—there's planning, selection, method. It's almost... clinical."

Daniel nodded. "There's a pattern. There has to be. The police just haven't figured it out yet. But it's there—in the victim selection, the locations, the timing. Serial killers always have patterns, even when they think they're being random."

We sound the same, Daniel thought suddenly. Johan and I, we're thinking about this the same way. Analytical. Detached. Like it's a puzzle to solve rather than real people dying.

We've always been like this, Johan thought at almost the same moment. Daniel and I. Two halves of the same brain. We process things the same way, see patterns the same way. It's why we both went into data analysis. We like order, systems, logic.

Pieter folded his newspaper with deliberate precision. "You two spend too much time on those phones. Too much time reading about murders and madness. It's not healthy."

"It's just interesting, Pa," Daniel said. "Understanding criminal psychology, how investigations work. It's not like we're glorifying it."

"Still. There's enough darkness in the world without going looking for it."

The news had moved on to other stories—a corruption scandal in Parliament, a protest in Cape Town, the Springboks' upcoming match. But Daniel couldn't focus on any of it. His mind kept returning to the map, the red dots, the pattern that wasn't quite visible yet.

Four victims, he thought. Four that they know about. Thembi Nkosi in Masakhane. Margaret De Villiers in Hermanus. Lucas Meyers in Stanford—the schoolteacher. And Sipho Khumalo, the construction worker from Caledon. Different ages, different races, different social classes. What's the connection?

Johan was thinking the same thing, his mind working through the variables. Geography? They're all in the Overberg, but that's a huge area. Timing? The kills are accelerating—first one six weeks ago, then three more in quick succession. Method? Strangulation, according to the reports. Personal, intimate. Requires the killer to be close, to maintain contact.

"I'm making coffee," Christine announced, standing. "Anyone want?"

"Ja, please, Ma," both twins said in unison, then glanced at each other and smiled. They'd been doing that since they were children—speaking simultaneously, thinking the same thoughts, reaching for the same objects at the same moment.

Christine shook her head fondly. "You two. Still finishing each other's sentences."

After she left for the kitchen, Pieter stood as well, stretching. "I'm going to the garage. Need to finish that shelf." He paused, looking at his sons. "Don't stay up all night reading about murders. Get some sleep. You both have work tomorrow."

"Ja, Pa," they chorused.

When their parents were gone, the living room felt different—quieter, more intimate. The television continued its endless stream of information, but the volume was low now, just background noise.

Daniel turned to his twin. "What do you think? About the killer?"

Johan was quiet for a moment, his eyes still on the screen. "I think he's smart. Organized. The fact that it took them this long to connect the cases means he's varying his approach enough to avoid obvious patterns. But he's also escalating—four kills in six weeks is fast."

"He's getting confident," Daniel said. "Or desperate. Maybe both."

"The question is why," Johan said. "What's driving him? Is it sexual? Power? Some kind of mission or delusion?"

We could talk about this for hours, Daniel thought. We have talked about this kind of thing for hours—true crime podcasts, documentaries, books. We're both fascinated by the psychology of it, the mechanics of investigation, the cat-and-mouse between killer and detective.

It's academic for Daniel, Johan thought. An intellectual exercise. For me, it's...

He didn't finish the thought. Instead, he said, "Van Rooyen seems competent. Did you see his eyes? He's not going to let this go."

"No," Daniel agreed. "He's the type who takes it personally. Every victim is a failure to him, a puzzle he couldn't solve in time."

They sat in silence for a moment, both staring at the television, both lost in their own thoughts that were somehow the same thoughts, the same fascination, the same dark curiosity.

Christine returned with coffee—strong, sweet, the way they both liked it. She handed them each a mug, then settled back into her chair with her own cup and her knitting.

"You're both too quiet," she said. "It's never good when you two are quiet together. You're either planning something or brooding about something."

"Just thinking, Ma," Daniel said.

"About the murders?"

"Ja."

Christine sighed. "I wish you wouldn't. It's not healthy, dwelling on such things."

"Someone has to think about it," Johan said. "That's how they catch these people—by thinking about them, understanding them, getting inside their heads."

"That's the police's job, not yours."

"We're just interested, that's all," Daniel said. "It's like watching a crime drama, except it's real."

"That's what worries me," Christine said quietly. "That it's real. That somewhere out there, someone is doing these terrible things. And we're all just... watching. Talking about it like it's entertainment."

She's right, Daniel thought. We are treating it like entertainment. But what else can we do? We're not police. We're not investigators. We're just observers, trying to make sense of senseless violence.

She doesn't understand, Johan thought. The fascination isn't about entertainment. It's about understanding. About seeing the pattern, the logic, the method. There's beauty in it, in a terrible way—the precision, the planning, the execution.

He caught himself. Execution. Poor choice of words.

The news cycle had come full circle. Marietjie Botha was back, recapping the day's top stories. The Overberg murders led again—more footage of crime scenes, more shots of Detective Van Rooyen looking grim and determined, more speculation about the killer's identity and motives.

"Police are asking anyone with information to contact the Overberg Serious Crimes Unit," Marietjie said. "A tip line has been established. All calls will be treated confidentially."

A phone number appeared on the screen. Daniel found himself memorizing it without meaning to. 021-555-0147. Seven digits that might be the difference between life and death for the next potential victim.

If there is a next victim, he thought. Maybe they'll catch him first. Maybe Van Rooyen is closer than the news reports suggest.

There will be a next victim, Johan thought with certainty. This isn't finished. Not yet. The pattern isn't complete.

The twins sat side by side on the couch, identical in posture, identical in their focused attention, identical in the way their minds worked through the puzzle of the Overberg Strangler. To anyone watching them, they would have seemed perfectly synchronized—two halves of a whole, thinking the same thoughts, feeling the same fascination.

And in that moment, they were.

But beneath the surface, in the places where thoughts become intentions and fascination becomes something darker, there was a difference. A small difference, barely perceptible, like a hairline fracture in glass that hasn't shattered yet.

Daniel was thinking about the victims—about Thembi Nkosi and her sister's grief, about Margaret De Villiers and her husband coming home to find her dead, about the families destroyed, the lives cut short.

Johan was thinking about the killer—about his planning, his precision, his control. About what it must feel like to hold that much power, to be the one who decides who lives and who dies.

But neither of them spoke these thoughts aloud.

They just sat there, drinking their coffee, watching the news, two identical men fascinated by the same terrible story.

And somewhere in the Overberg, in the darkness beyond the warm glow of the Karelse family living room, someone else was watching the news too.

Planning.

Waiting.

Choosing.
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The pub sat on the mountainside like a secret—weathered wood and corrugated iron, perched where the R326 curved through Baardskeerdersbos. From the road below, you could see its lights through the fynbos, warm and inviting against the dark bulk of the mountain. A place where farmers stopped for a drink after market day, where hikers refueled before tackling the trails, where locals gathered to escape the isolation of mountain living.

He'd been watching it for three weeks.

Not every night. That would be noticed. But often enough to learn the rhythms, the patterns, the vulnerabilities. Tuesday nights were quiet—only the regulars, and they left early. The owner, Piet Marais, closed up at 22:00 on weeknights, sometimes earlier if business was slow. And Hannah de Wet, the barmaid, always stayed late to clean up, to count the till, to lock the doors.

Always alone.

He'd parked further up the mountain, just off the R326 where the road curved past a stand of proteas. From there, he had a clear view of the pub's lights without the risk of being noticed in the parking lot. Parking there regularly would make him memorable. Instead, he watched from different angles, different times, never establishing a pattern.

Tonight, he'd walked down from his car, moving through the fynbos where the slope was steep enough to stay out of sight. The pub's windows glowed yellow, casting long shadows across the parking area. Inside, he could see movement—Hannah behind the bar, wiping down glasses, her blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, her movements efficient and practiced.

She was twenty-four. Studied tourism at the Cape Peninsula University of Technology but dropped out in her second year when her father got sick. Came back to Baardskeerdersbos to help with the family farm, took the job at the pub to make ends meet. She had a boyfriend in Caledon—a mechanic named Riaan—but they were on-again, off-again, and right now they were off. She lived in a cottage behind her parents' farmhouse, a ten-minute drive down a dirt road that saw almost no traffic after dark.

He knew all of this. He'd made it his business to know.

The door opened. Old Hennie stumbled out, fumbling with his keys, eventually climbing into his bakkie and rumbling away down the mountain road. The parking lot was empty now except for his car and Piet's Land Rover.

He waited.

At 22:15, Piet emerged, locking the front door behind him. He said something over his shoulder—probably "goodnight" to Hannah—then climbed into his Land Rover and drove off, taillights disappearing around the curve.

The pub went dark except for a single light in the back. The office, where Hannah would be counting the night's takings, filling out the paperwork, finishing the closing routine.

He checked his watch. Gave it five minutes. Then he got out of the car.

The night air was cold, sharp with the scent of fynbos and mountain stone. Above, the stars were brilliant, undimmed by city lights. The kind of night that made people feel small, insignificant, alone.

He walked to the pub's front door. Knocked.

A pause. Then footsteps. Hannah's voice, muffled through the wood: "We're closed!"

"I know," he called back. "My car won't start. I was wondering if I could use your phone to call for help?"

Another pause. He could imagine her hesitation, her internal debate. It was late. She was alone. But this was the Overberg—people helped each other. That was the social contract of rural living.

The lock clicked. The door opened a crack, security chain still in place. Hannah peered out, her face cautious but not afraid. Not yet.

"Your car won't start?" she asked.

He gestured to his sedan, parked innocuously in the lot. "Battery's dead, I think. I just need to call someone. I'll pay for the call."

She studied him for a moment. He knew what she saw—a clean-cut man, well-dressed in jeans and a button-down shirt. Unthreatening. Normal. The kind of person who might stop at a mountain pub for a drink and a meal.

"Okay," she said finally. "Wait there."

She closed the door. He heard the chain slide off, then the door opened fully. Hannah stood in the doorway, holding a cordless phone.

"Here," she said, not inviting him in. "You can call from—"

He moved.

Not violently. Not in a way that would make her scream. Just a step forward, into her space, his hand coming up to cover her mouth before she could react. His other arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her back into the pub, away from the open door and the night beyond.

She struggled. Of course she did. Her hands clawed at his arm, her body twisting, trying to break free. But he was stronger, and he'd done this before. He knew how to control a body, how to use leverage and pressure to render resistance futile.

He kicked the door shut behind them. The pub plunged into near-darkness, only the dim office light providing illumination. He could feel Hannah's heart hammering against his arm, could feel the heat of her breath against his palm, could feel the terror radiating from her in waves.

"Shhh," he whispered against her ear. "Don't fight. It only makes it harder."

She didn't listen. They never did, not at first. She bucked against him, her heel connecting with his shin, her elbow jabbing back toward his ribs. He absorbed the blows, patient, waiting for her to exhaust herself.

It took less than a minute. Her struggles weakened, her breathing ragged with panic and exertion. He could feel her body beginning to understand what her mind refused to accept—that this was happening, that she couldn't stop it, that she was alone with a predator and no one was coming to help.

He walked her backward, deeper into the pub, past the bar and the empty tables, toward the back room where the office light still burned. She whimpered against his palm, the sound muffled and desperate.

"I'm going to move my hand now," he said quietly. "If you scream, I'll hurt you. Do you understand?"

She nodded, tears streaming down her face.

He removed his hand slowly, ready to clamp it back down if she made a sound. But she didn't scream. She just gasped for air, her whole body trembling.

"Please," she whispered. "Please don't—"

"Turn around," he said. "Look at me."

She did, slowly, her eyes wide with terror. In the dim light, he could see every detail of her face—the freckles across her nose, the mascara smudged beneath her eyes, the way her lips trembled as she tried to form words.

"Why?" she managed. "Why are you doing this?"

It was the question they always asked, as if there could be an answer that would make sense, that would restore order to a world that had suddenly revealed itself to be chaos.

He didn't answer. Instead, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the ligature—a length of nylon cord, thin and strong, the kind used for fishing line. He'd prepared it carefully, measured it, tested it. The ends were wrapped in electrical tape for grip.

Hannah's eyes fixed on the cord. Understanding dawned, and with it, a new level of terror.

"No," she breathed. "No, please, I won't tell anyone, I'll do whatever you want, please—"

"I know you won't tell anyone," he said calmly. "That's the point."

She tried to run. A last desperate attempt, her body pivoting toward the door. But he was ready for it. He caught her by the ponytail, yanking her back, and in one smooth motion, he looped the cord around her neck.

She screamed then—a raw, primal sound that echoed through the empty pub. But there was no one to hear it. The nearest neighbor was two kilometers away, and the mountain swallowed sound like it swallowed light.

He pulled the cord tight.

Hannah's hands flew to her throat, fingers scrabbling at the nylon, trying to get purchase, trying to pull it away. But he'd positioned it perfectly—tight enough to cut off her air, not tight enough to crush her windpipe immediately. He wanted this to last. Needed it to last.

He walked her backward again, controlling her movements, until her back was against the wall. Then he positioned himself in front of her, close enough to see every detail, to watch every second of what was about to happen.

This was the moment. This was what he came for.

Hannah's face was already changing color, flushing red as her body fought for oxygen. Her eyes bulged, pupils dilating, the whites visible all around. Her mouth opened and closed like a fish on land, desperate gasps that brought no air. Her hands continued their futile struggle with the cord, nails breaking, fingers bleeding.

He watched it all with clinical fascination.

There was a progression to death by strangulation. He'd learned it, studied it, perfected his understanding of it. First came the panic—the body's immediate response to oxygen deprivation, the flood of adrenaline, the desperate fight for survival. Hannah was in that stage now, her movements frantic and uncoordinated.

Then came the weakening. As seconds ticked by and no air reached her lungs, her struggles would slow. Her hands would drop from the cord. Her legs would buckle. The body would begin to shut down, prioritizing the brain and heart, abandoning the extremities.

And finally, the end. The moment when consciousness faded, when the light went out behind the eyes, when the person who had been Hannah de Wet ceased to exist and became just a body, just meat, just evidence.

He was waiting for that moment. Living for it.

Hannah's struggles were weakening now. Her hands had fallen from the cord, hanging limply at her sides. Her legs trembled, barely supporting her weight. He held the cord steady, maintaining the pressure, watching her face.

Her eyes were still open. That was important. He needed to see her eyes.

They were glazing over now, the terror fading into something else—confusion, maybe, or resignation. The biological imperative to survive was giving way to the biological reality of death. Her body was shutting down, system by system, cell by cell.

He leaned closer, his face inches from hers. He wanted to see the exact moment. The precise instant when life became death, when consciousness winked out like a candle flame.

Hannah's lips moved. No sound came out—she had no air for sound—but he could read the word: Please.

He didn't respond. He just watched.

Her eyes began to lose focus. The pupils, fully dilated now, stopped tracking movement. Her eyelids fluttered, trying to close, but he needed them open. He needed to see.

And then it happened.

A change so subtle that most people would miss it. A shift in the quality of her gaze, a dimming of something essential. One moment, there was a person behind those eyes—Hannah de Wet, twenty-four years old, daughter and sister and girlfriend and barmaid, a woman with hopes and fears and memories and dreams. The next moment, there was nothing. Just biological machinery winding down, neurons firing their last signals, synapses going dark.

She was gone.

He held the cord for another two minutes, making sure. The body could be deceptive—sometimes consciousness flickered back, sometimes the heart restarted on its own. He'd learned to be thorough.

When he finally released the cord, Hannah's body slumped to the floor, lifeless. He stood over her, breathing hard—not from exertion, but from the intensity of what he'd just experienced. The rush of it, the power of it, the terrible intimacy of watching a life end by his hand.

This was what he needed. This was what quieted the noise in his head, the constant static of existence. In this moment, holding another person's life in his hands, watching it drain away, he felt clear. Focused. Real.

He crouched beside Hannah's body, studying her face. In death, she looked peaceful—the terror smoothed away, the pain erased. He reached out and gently closed her eyes, a gesture that might have seemed tender if not for the context.

Then he got to work.

He removed the cord from her neck, coiling it carefully and returning it to his pocket. He checked her body for any trace evidence—hairs, fibers, anything that might connect him to the scene. He was wearing gloves, had been since before he knocked on the door, but he checked anyway. Thoroughness was what separated the caught from the uncaught.

He positioned her body carefully. On her back, arms at her sides, legs straight. The same position he'd used for the others. It was his signature, though the police hadn't figured that out yet. They would, eventually. He wanted them to. What was the point of creating art if no one recognized it?

He took her earrings—small gold studs, simple and elegant. Not valuable, but personal. She'd been wearing them when he arrived. He pocketed them carefully. He always took something personal. It was part of the ritual, part of the connection between him and his victims. They lived on, in a way, in the small objects he kept. Different pieces, different people. Each one a memory of that moment when they stopped existing.

Finally, he stood and surveyed the scene. The pub was undisturbed except for the body. No signs of struggle
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