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Chapter 1: The Pool
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The cancellation notice arrived on a Tuesday, addressed to four school swimming coaches on the same district mailing list. It was brief, officious, and signed by no one with a name — just a Department of Infrastructure Development stamp and a reference number. The district pool at Westhaven had been "requisitioned for community infrastructure redevelopment," effective in eight days. All bookings were cancelled. No appeals process was listed.

Tariq had photographed it and sent the image to Wayne without comment, which told Wayne something — when Tariq added no comment, the thing itself was loud enough.

Wayne stared at the photo for a long time. Then he typed back: What does your coach think?

Tariq replied: She thinks it's a budget cut wrapped up in fancy language. She's filing a complaint with the sports association. She doesn't think it'll go anywhere.

Wayne put his phone down and looked at the ceiling. "Department of Infrastructure Development" was a mouthful. It was also not the Department of Education, which was the department that had been administering Orion and the Meridian contracts. A different department meant different paperwork trails, different oversight, different people in the room when decisions were made.

Which meant either this was genuinely unrelated — a coincidence, an actual budget cut — or someone had learned from the Meridian exposure and moved their next operation to a part of the system where the crew wouldn't immediately think to look.

He opened his notebook and wrote: Swimming pool — Westhaven. Cancelled, 8 days notice. Signed by no individual. Infrastructure Development, not Education.

Below that: Find out who owns the "development."

The crew met at Mr. Patel's the next afternoon. Wayne spread what he had on the table — the photographed notice, a printout of the Westhaven pool's public booking history that Lee Anne had found on the district council website, and a single paragraph from the local council minutes, six weeks old, approving a "public-private partnership framework agreement" for recreational facilities.

"Public-private partnership," Pumla read. "That phrase has done a lot of crime in its time."

"What would a pool development actually mean?" Charles asked.

"Renovation, expansion, commercial hire," Lee Anne said. "Or demolition and replacement with something that charges entry fees."

"Or just extended closure while the private partner extracts whatever value they need and moves on," Caleb said. He was sitting at the end of the table, methodical as ever, turning a pen over in his fingers. He'd been with them long enough now that the crew didn't look at him when he spoke — they just listened. "I've seen that pattern before. You don't need to do anything permanent to the facility. You just lock schools out of it long enough to disrupt their programmes, then the pool 're-opens' with new commercial rates that state schools can't afford."

The table was quiet.

"Who's the private partner?" Wayne asked Lee Anne.

"The council minutes don't name them. They refer to a 'registered consortium.' That's not standard language — normally you name the party to a public agreement."

"Someone asked for that language," Donna said.

"Yes," Lee Anne said. "Someone who didn't want to be easily found."

Wayne looked at the table. He thought about Voss — removed from her district director post after the Meridian exposure, pending a provincial review that had been ongoing for two months and was already showing signs of running into the kind of procedural quicksand that could keep a thing suspended indefinitely without ever resolving it. He thought about Fortuin, who had loaded a box into her car on the day the Cape Daily article broke and had not been seen at Camden High since. He thought about Mokoena, who was still technically on suspension, and Daniels, still on "extended medical leave."

None of them had faced consequences that felt like consequences. They'd been moved sideways. Put on pause. Made temporarily invisible.

"We need to know if this connects to anything we've already seen," he said. "Meridian, Orion — any overlap in personnel, language, structure." He looked at Caleb. "You know the Meridian network better than any of us. Any of their contract language match what's in those council minutes?"

Caleb was still for a moment. "I don't know yet. But I know someone who might."
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Chapter 2: The Woman with the Red File
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The someone Caleb knew was a woman named Ms. Roux. She was forty-seven, semi-retired, and had spent sixteen years as a contracts compliance officer for the provincial education department before resigning abruptly, two and a half years earlier, for reasons that had been described in official communications as "a mutual decision to pursue different professional directions."

Caleb had met her once, when he was still operating as Deon Swarts — she had been pointed out to him by his Meridian handler as someone to avoid, specifically because she "asked too many questions about procurement chains." That instruction had lodged in Caleb's memory. People who were told to avoid someone usually had a good reason to seek them out instead.

He arranged the meeting through a friend of his mother's, which was the kind of connection that didn't leave digital traces. Ms. Roux agreed to speak to two students — no names — at a coffee shop in a suburb neither of them lived in, on a Thursday after school.

Wayne brought Donna. Caleb met them outside.

Ms. Roux was a small, compact woman with cropped grey hair and the deeply unhurried manner of someone who had already decided she had nothing left to protect professionally. She had a red cardboard file folder on the table, which she didn't open immediately.

"Caleb tells me you've been involved in the Orion and Meridian exposures," she said, without any build-up. She looked at Wayne directly. "How much do you actually understand about how those systems connected?"

"We understand the mechanism," Wayne said. "Strip resources from state schools. Identify high-performing students from low-income households. Move them into private school pipelines through rigged bursaries. Meridian takes the placement fee."

"That's the visible structure," Ms. Roux said. "What you found was real and it mattered. But Meridian was a franchise. They didn't originate the model — they licensed it."

Wayne and Donna exchanged a glance.

"Licensed it from whom?" Donna asked.

Ms. Roux opened the red file. Inside were photocopied contract documents, dense with legal language, and a series of annotated diagrams showing money flows between entities. "From a property development group called the Harrow Consortium. They operate across the property and infrastructure sectors, but education has been a secondary revenue stream for about eight years. The logic is straightforward: the more you can push high-value students out of state schools and into fee-paying institutions, the more the state school buildings depreciate in community value — which makes them easier to acquire or repurpose." She turned a page. "It's not a conspiracy theory. It's a business model."

"Acquire for what?" Wayne said.

"Mixed-use development. Retail. Student accommodation for university-adjacent areas. One site in Johannesburg that had been a state school was converted into a private gym complex within eighteen months of the school's closure." She said it the way she said everything — factually, without heat. "The school closure was presented as a response to declining enrolment. The declining enrolment was manufactured by Orion-type resource stripping. The property was sold to a Harrow subsidiary at a council-approved price that was thirty percent below independent valuation."

The coffee shop was warm and ordinary around them. Someone two tables over was laughing at something on their phone. Wayne sat with everything Ms. Roux had just said and felt the particular sensation of a picture becoming much larger than the frame he'd thought he was looking at.

"The swimming pool at Westhaven," he said. "Is Harrow the consortium named in the council agreement?"

Ms. Roux closed the red file and folded her hands over it. "I don't know about Westhaven specifically. But the language you described — 'registered consortium,' anonymous party to a public agreement — that's Harrow's fingerprint. They've used that exact structure at three other sites." She looked at him steadily. "If I were looking at this, I would be asking who on the council approved that agreement and what their relationship to Harrow is."

"Will you help us?" Donna asked.

Ms. Roux looked at her for a moment. "I'll share what's already documented. I left that department because I compiled a file on Harrow's procurement practices and was told, clearly and without ambiguity, to stop. I was then shown what my pension looked like and asked if I'd like to keep it." She paused. "I kept it. I've regretted that decision for two and a half years." She pushed the red file across the table. "Take this. There are copies in three other places, so losing it won't matter. What you do with it is your decision."

Wayne put his hand on the file. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me," she said. "I should have done this two years ago. You're doing it now. That's the relevant fact."
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