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The Body in the Veld

The flies arrived before Susan did. Black clouds of them, spiraling above the red earth, nature's beacon for death. Inspector Susan de Bruyn killed her engine two hundred meters from the police tape, already dreading what waited in the February heat. Pits and trenches crisscross the red earth, some shallow as graves, others deep enough to swallow a man. Thorn trees have reclaimed the edges, their branches twisted and aggressive. The February heat at 7 AM is already brutal, the sun a white disc in a bleached sky, no mercy in it.

Susan's boots crunch on the hard-packed earth as she ducks under the yellow police tape, tasting dust and something metallic that might be blood or just the veld's iron-rich soil. Her stomach tightens—ten years on the force, and bodies still make her mouth go dry. The Walmaranstad officers are already there, standing awkwardly near their van, grateful to hand this over to Klerksdorp's detective unit. Constable Pieterse nods as she approaches, sweat already darkening his uniform.

"Inspector de Bruyn. Body's over there."

She follows his gesture to where the forensics team works under the harsh sun, their white suits stark against the red earth. The body lies face-down between two trenches, already being photographed and measured and catalogued. Everything by the book. Everything professional.

Susan pulls on latex gloves, snapping each finger into place with practiced precision. She photographs the approach from three angles before moving closer. Years of training compressed into automatic competence. She approaches the body. Male, mid-fifties by the grey at his temples. Button-down shirt, pale blue, now rust-brown with dried blood. Dark slacks with creases still sharp at the knees—someone who ironed his trousers even in North West Province heat. Leather shoes, good ones, dust-caked but expensive. Not the clothes of a man who belonged in an abandoned diamond pit. Button-down shirt and dark slacks, not the work clothes you'd expect out here. Two gunshot wounds visible even from this angle. One in the chest, one in the head.

"Execution-style," the forensics tech says without looking up. "Professional. Clean."

Susan crouches beside the body, careful not to disturb evidence. The man's face is turned to the side, skin already gray in death, eyes open and clouded. She's seen death before—too many times—but it never becomes routine. She photographs the entry wounds, measures the distance between them. Professional. Clean. Someone knew what they were doing.

"Any ID?" she asks.

The tech passes her an evidence bag. Inside: a wallet, worn leather, containing a driver's license and a few bills. Susan reads the name and her hand stills. Elias Radebe. The ID photo shows the same face, ten years younger, still breathing. The address: Klerksdorp, Jouberton township. The plastic is warm from being in the dead man's pocket.

"Elias Radebe," she says aloud.

The tech returns to his measurements. Susan turns the ID over in her gloved hands. Radebe. Elias Radebe. She's heard that name. Recently? No—further back. Something her father mentioned? She's heard this name before. Where?

"Time of death?" she asks, pushing the unease aside.

"Approximately ten PM yesterday. We'll know more after autopsy."

Susan stands, surveying the scene. The isolation of this place is deliberate—fifteen kilometers from the nearest farmhouse, no witnesses, no sounds but wind and cicadas. Whoever killed Elias Radebe brought him here to make sure the body wouldn't be found quickly. Or maybe wouldn't be found at all.

"His car?" she asks Pieterse.

"Found it two kilometers east. Burned. We've got a team processing it now."

Burned. This keeps getting more professional, more deliberate. Not a crime of passion. Not a robbery. This was planned.

Susan walks the perimeter, each step deliberate, eyes scanning the disturbed earth. Two sets of tire tracks, both recent—one deep, consistent with a sedan. The other lighter, probably a bakkie. Boot prints leading from the deeper tracks to the body and back. Size eleven, maybe twelve. Ridge pattern suggests work boots. She photographs everything before the wind erases it. 

“How long's this place been abandoned?" Susan asks.

Pieterson squints at the collapsed trenches. "Twenty years? More? My uncle worked here in the nineties. Said it played out by '95. The pits and trenches testify to desperation, to men who believed wealth was just beneath the surface, who dug and dug and found nothing. Or found something and lost it.

Her phone rings. Captain Venter, back at the Klerksdorp station.

"Susan. What have we got?"

"Murder. Male victim, mid-fifties. Two gunshots, execution-style. ID'd as Elias Radebe."

Silence on the line. Then: "Elias Radebe? That name sounds familiar."

"Yes sir. Me too. I'm trying to place it."

"I'll run it through the system. Meantime, process the scene, get the body to pathology. This one looks complicated."

Everything in the North West Province is complicated, Susan thinks but doesn't say. The layers of history, the wounds that never quite heal, the mining money and poverty existing side by side, the racial divisions that shift but never disappear.

She ends the call and returns to the body. Elias Radebe. The name circles in her mind like a bird looking for a place to land. Where has she heard it?

Back at her car, Susan's hands shake slightly as she opens her laptop. The heat makes the screen hard to read, but she angles it away from the sun and types: Elias Radebe, Klerksdorp. The results load slowly, the connection weak this far from town. When the page finally renders, her breath catches. The results make her stomach drop.

Elias Radebe. Theft, 2014. Sentenced to twelve years. Vaal Diamond Sorting Facility. She clicks through to the full case file, and there it is, third paragraph: 'Investigation led by Head of Security Andries de Bruyn.' Sentenced to twelve years for stealing R2.3 million worth of diamonds. Released eight months ago after serving his full sentence.

And the head of security who built the case against him? Andries de Bruyn.

Her father.

Susan sits in her car, air conditioning blasting, but sweat still prickles her hairline. She reads the case file twice, then a third time, willing the words to change. The theft happened in 2014. Four Black workers accused, all convicted on circumstantial evidence. Her father's investigation was thorough, professional, successful. The diamonds were never recovered. The men went to prison. The case was closed.

And now one of those men is dead, murdered twelve years later, his body dumped at an abandoned diamond site.

Coincidence? Susan doesn't believe in coincidences. Not in her line of work.

She closes the laptop and touches the small gold cross at her neck—her mother's gift, worn every day since her father's death. Andries de Bruyn, killed twelve years ago in what police called a robbery gone wrong. A hero cop, gunned down in his car. The whole department mourned him. Susan became a detective to honor his memory, to continue his work.

Now one of the men he helped convict is dead.

She should tell Venter about the connection. Her finger hovers over his contact. Should probably recuse herself from the case. Her father's investigation, her case—textbook conflict of interest. She locks the phone screen. Then unlocks it. Stares at Venter's number. Conflict of interest. But something stops her. A need to know. A suspicion forming at the edges of her mind, unwelcome and insistent.

Four men convicted. One now dead. Her father's last major case before—before someone put two bullets in him outside a Spar
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