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For those who survived what should have destroyed them—and for those who didn’t.
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PART I: 

THE SETUP


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One:

The Quiet Before


[image: ]


The fluorescent lights buzzed softly above Dr Thandi Mokoena as she walked the long corridor of Motswedi Correctional Facility in Brits, North West Province. The air smelled of antiseptic and metal—scents that never quite erased the deeper smell of fear.

But fear wasn’t the only thing living in these walls.

Corruption had its own presence—faint, oily, persistent. It clung to routines, hid in paperwork, and walked the corridors in uniform. The warders were meant to keep order. Thandi had stopped believing that years ago.

She had seen too much.

Inmates arrived with injuries that had nothing to do with fights. Contraband surfaced without explanation. Medical supplies vanished from locked cupboards. And always, the same names appeared on the escort sheets:

Officer Mbanjwa.
Officer Mahlaba.
Officer Sosibo.
They moved through the prison like market traders—selling favours, trading silence. A cellphone here. A packet of pills there.

Thandi had reported it once: a missing bottle of morphine.

The response had been a lazy shrug.

“Probably a clerical error, Doc.”

But the look in Sosibo’s eyes told her it wasn’t an error.

It was a warning.

She stopped at the hospital door and checked the clipboard. Another inmate with a stab wound. Another day of fixing broken bodies in a place designed to break spirits.

Seven years had taught her the rhythm of captivity: the drag of chains, shouted orders, the heavy silence after violence. She’d learned to keep her head down, follow routine, and leave her feelings at the gate.

But lately, something inside her was shifting.

It showed in the way her hand paused on the examination table.
In how her eyes lingered on the barred windows.
In how she ignored calls from home.
And forgot about Naledi’s school meetings.

Naledi—twelve years old, bright, curious, and slipping away from her.

Thandi had missed the last parent-teacher meeting. Missed her birthday supper. Missed the moment Naledi stopped asking her to come home early.

That morning, Naledi had left a note on the kitchen counter:

I know you’re busy. I just hope you’re okay.

Thandi folded it and slipped it into her coat pocket. It stayed there all day—a quiet reminder that she was losing more than sleep.

Her husband, Sipho Mokoena, hadn’t said anything. Maybe he hadn’t noticed. Or maybe he had and simply didn’t care. Sipho was a man of appetites—loud in public, cruel in private. People whispered about his affairs. Thandi no longer asked questions.

The bruises weren’t always on her skin, but the silence between them had turned heavy and poisonous.

She had once believed in vows. In healing. In staying for her daughter.

Now she wasn’t sure what she believed in.

That was the day she first saw him.

Vusi Dlamini—Inmate #1937.
Solitary confinement. High-risk. No family. No visitors.
A man the system preferred to forget—and one she could never afford to.

He was brought in for a routine check-up. Blood pressure. Vitals. Nothing unusual. But when their eyes met, something inside her paused.

His gaze held no fear. No anger.

Only a calm that unsettled her—because it felt like he saw straight through her.

“You carry your silence like it’s heavy.”
Thandi made a note on the chart. Blood pressure. Pulse. Normal. She nodded to the guard and stepped aside.
But long after the cell doors slammed shut, his voice stayed with her—soft, steady, unforgettable.

That night, Thandi dreamed of locked doors.

And of one opening.
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Chapter Two: 

The First Crack
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The next time Thandi saw Vusi was under the harsh lights of the medical centre.

He had requested a check-up, complaining of chest pains. His file showed no cardiac history, but protocol required she see him. Protocol always required something.

Vusi sat upright on the examination bed, wrists cuffed, his gaze steady.

“I think about death a lot,” he said, just as she placed the stethoscope against his chest.

She didn’t respond. She listened.

His heartbeat was strong. Even. Normal.

“Not my death,” he added. “Other people’s. How they’re remembered. Or forgotten.”

She stepped back and made a note. “You’re fine. There’s nothing wrong with your heart.”

“Physically,” he said. “Yes. But that’s not why I came.”

She looked up then. “Then why are you here?”

“To talk,” he said.
“To someone who listens.”
She should have ended the session. She knew the line. Knew exactly where it was drawn.

Instead, she hesitated—just long enough to feel it shift beneath her feet.

“You still care,” he continued, watching her with the same unnerving calm.
“Even when it costs you.”
There was no accusation in his voice. No appeal. Just observation.

That was what unsettled her.

She finished writing, clipped the file shut, and stepped back. The silence between them stretched, neither inviting nor hostile—simply present.

She called the guard.

That night, the house was quiet in the way that felt deliberate.

Sipho lay half-drunk on the couch, a football replay flickering across the screen. He didn’t look up when she entered. Didn’t ask about her day. Didn’t notice the faint bruise blooming on her wrist—the one she’d earned catching the bars of the security gate as she hurried out of the prison.

In the kitchen, she saw a lipstick stain on a glass left in the sink.

It wasn’t hers.

Naledi sat in her room, headphones on, sketching. Thandi paused at the doorway, unsure whether to interrupt.

“I’m sorry I missed your presentation,” she said.

Naledi didn’t look up. “It’s okay. Dad didn’t come either.”

The words landed harder than an accusation. Thandi felt the familiar tightening behind her ribs and swallowed it, the way she had learned to swallow everything else.

The next evening, she stayed late at the prison.

She reread files she had already signed off. Routine cases. Closed outcomes. Clean endings that required no further thought. The work steadied her, briefly.

Then, without intending to, she opened Vusi’s psychological reports.

Clever. Manipulative. High-risk.

The language was efficient. Final.

She closed the folder again.

What unsettled her wasn’t what the reports said—it was how precisely he had chosen his words the day before. Not to persuade. Not to plead. To measure.

Only then did she understand something she had not wanted to name.

The silence hadn’t followed him out of the room. It had stayed with her.
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Chapter Three:

Margin of Error
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The request came through just after morning count.

An amended medical escort slip—routine on its face. Inmate #1937, Vusi Dlamini, scheduled for a follow-up psychological screening, with medical clearance required beforehand.

Thandi read it twice.

There was nothing unusual about the wording. No missing signatures. No obvious manipulation. If anything, it was too neat—the kind of document that passed through hands without attracting attention.

She placed it on her desk and continued with her rounds.

The morning unfolded predictably. A fractured finger. An untreated infection. An inmate faking seizures badly enough to insult everyone involved. Thandi moved through it all with practised efficiency, recording, treating, and signing off.

Yet the escort slip remained where she had left it, just within reach of her peripheral vision.

By mid-morning, she picked it up again.

Medical clearance before psychological screening. That was standard. The screening unit wouldn’t proceed without her sign-off. If she delayed, the appointment would be rescheduled. If she cleared it, the process would move forward.

Either way, nothing technically improper would occur.

She told herself this was about accuracy. About ensuring the assessment was based on current information. Files, after all, went stale.

She opened Vusi’s medical chart.

Vitals normal. No history of cardiac issues. No medication inconsistencies. No flags requiring escalation. Everything about the file suggested efficiency—too much of it.

She remembered his voice, unhurried.

You still care. Even when it costs you.

Thandi shut the file.

She stood, walked to the sink, and washed her hands. The water ran longer than necessary. When she dried them, she felt steadier—not resolved, just quieter.

She called for the escort.

Vusi entered with the same loose cuffs, the same controlled stillness. He did not sit until she gestured.

“This is a clearance,” she said, already writing. “It’s procedural.”

“Everything here is,” he replied.

She ignored that.

She checked his blood pressure. Normal. Pulse. Normal. Pupils reactive. No tremor. No visible distress.

“You’re cleared,” she said finally.

She signed the form.

It was a small thing. A single signature. One line of ink aligning neatly with dozens she had written before.

Vusi watched her hand as she did it.

“You didn’t have to,” he said.

She met his gaze briefly. “That’s not true.”

He did not argue.

The guard knocked.

As Vusi stood, he hesitated—not enough to be noted, just enough to register.

“They’ll read the file again,” he said. “But now they’ll have to listen to me first.”

She said nothing.

When the door closed behind him, Thandi remained standing, the signed form still in her hand.

She told herself she had done nothing wrong.

She had followed protocol. Observed procedure. Ensured accuracy.

Yet something had shifted.

Not in the system.

In her.

That afternoon, a nurse asked her about lunch plans. Thandi realised she hadn’t eaten.

At home, Sipho did not return her message. He hadn’t slept there. No explanation.

Naledi’s room was closed, music
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