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To God

First and foremost, always.

To my husband Snyman —

my steady ground through every fire.

To my five warriors —

TS & Amor, my twins,

Cronje, Anro & Ivana, my triplets —

you are the golden thread woven through my life.

To Ilzeli, Dirk, Lize & Ellie —

who joined this family and made it richer.

To Theuns, Paul, Handre & little Oliver —

and the little one not yet named —

may you always know you are deeply loved.
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THIS BOOK WAS BORN in the middle of the fire — not written from a safe distance, but from inside the heat of real life. Grace Under Fire is a story about what happens when everything you trusted shakes, when the world around you burns, and when the only thing left standing is the thin golden thread of faith connecting you to something greater than yourself.

Grace is not a perfect woman. She is a woman who chooses, again and again, to hold on. To believe when belief makes no sense. To stand when standing costs everything. I wrote her for every woman who has ever whispered “I cannot do this” and then done it anyway.

To my readers who picked up this book — whether you found it by chance or by seeking — I believe it found you for a reason. May something in these pages speak to the fire you are walking through, and may you find your own golden thread.

This is only Book One. The thread continues.

With love and grace,

Debbie Pretorius

South Africa, 2026
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[image: ]


Kimberley, Northern Cape — 3 March 2026

The Night of the Third Blood Moon

––––––––
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"The sun shall be turned to darkness, and the moon to blood, before the great and awesome day of the Lord comes." — Joel 2:31

I WAS AWAKE BEFORE the moon turned.

That is the thing about being a watchman — and I have been one long enough to know that is what I am, even if no one gave me the title. You do not sleep through the signs. Your body learns, over thirty years of praying and watching and writing things down in notebooks that Stefan calls your evidence files, to rise before the moment arrives. As though something in you needs to be standing when it happens.

I wrapped Stefan's old fleece around my shoulders and stood at the bedroom window at twenty past two in the morning, Kimberley silent below me, the Northern Cape sky doing what it does better than any sky I have ever seen — spreading itself wide and dark and absolute, holding every star accountable. And I watched the shadow of the earth move across the face of the full moon, slowly, the way God moves — unhurried, inevitable, and breathtaking.

By three o'clock it was the colour of blood.

I had my Bible open to Joel chapter two. I had read it so many times in the past year that the pages had softened at the corners. I did not need to read it again. I knew what it said. I knew what this was — the third blood moon in twelve months, and this one falling on Purim, the Jewish feast of deliverance, while Israel stood under the shadow of Iran's missiles and the whole world held its breath and argued about whether to call it war.

I pressed my hand flat against the cold glass of the window.

"Lord," I whispered. "What do You need from us?"

The moon bled red over Kimberley and gave no answer in words. But something shifted in the room behind me — a change in the quality of the air, the way a room changes when someone enters it. I did not turn around immediately. I have learned, in the years since the cot death night, not to turn around too quickly when God is in the room.

I closed my eyes. I felt it — warm, enormous, entirely still. A presence that made the room feel simultaneously vast and very safe.

When I opened my eyes and turned, there was no one there.

But the notebook on my bedside table had fallen open to a page I had not opened in years. The page where I had written, the week after the triplets came home from NICU, a single sentence that a woman from our church had spoken over my children during a prayer meeting. A sentence I had not thought about in a decade.

I crossed the room and read it by the red light of the blood moon coming through the curtains.

It said: THESE FIVE WERE NOT KEPT ALIVE FOR THEMSELVES.

✦ ✦ ✦

What Diana van Rooyen could not see — what no human eye in Kimberley could see that night — was that she was not the only one standing watch. At the boundary wall of her property, where the old neighbour's plaster had been worn smooth by thirty years of a mother's praying hand, a figure stood motionless in the darkness. Not young, not old. Not entirely present in the way of things that belong fully to this world. It had been at this wall before. It had been here the night of the lightning and the grey-faced boy. It had been in the corridor of the NICU when the virus swept through the ward. It had been in the room when the needle went into the tiny heart. It was always at the boundary. That was its assignment. And tonight, as the moon ran red above Kimberley and the last of the pre-dawn hours ticked toward something the world was not ready for, it lifted its face to the sky and waited for its orders.

✦ ✦ ✦

I did not go back to sleep.

I made coffee and sat at the kitchen table with my notebook and my Bible and the particular quality of silence that settles over a house when its people are sleeping and the person who has always watched over them is awake. I wrote down the date. I wrote down the time. I wrote down what I had felt in the bedroom. I drew a small cross beside the sentence about my five children and wrote one word next to it: NOW?

Then I opened my phone and began reading.

The news was what it had been for months — worse. Iran had launched another wave of drone strikes at Israel's northern border overnight. The United Nations was convening an emergency session. Three nations that had never publicly aligned themselves against Israel had quietly signed a new defence pact. A pastor in Germany had been arrested for preaching from the book of Revelation. A church in Brazil — forty thousand members — had officially voted to remove the Old Testament from its services, calling it irrelevant to modern faith.

I put my phone face down on the table.

The great falling away. I had been watching it happen in slow motion for years — churches emptying of truth while they filled with comfort, the Word of God softened and adjusted and eventually set aside like a piece of furniture that no longer matched the decor. Theo had spoken about it at Christmas, his voice careful and measured the way it gets when something grieves him deeply. Two of his colleagues in ministry had left the faith entirely in the past year. Not quietly. Publicly, with explanations posted online, their departures celebrated in certain circles as courage.

I thought about my son standing in his pulpit every Sunday, holding the line.

I thought about all five of my children, scattered and sleeping and unknowing.

I thought about that sentence in my notebook.

At five-thirty I could not wait any longer. I called Theo.

✦ ✦ ✦

He answered on the second ring, which told me he had not been sleeping either.

"Ma." Not surprised. Never surprised when I call at strange hours — he has inherited enough of me to understand why it happens.

"Did you watch the moon?" I asked.

A pause. "I watched it. Ilana and I sat outside until it passed." Another pause. "She identified the exact orbital mechanics. I identified Joel 2:31. We decided both were correct."

I almost smiled. "Theo — is everything all right at the church?"

The silence that followed was a fraction too long. "Why do you ask?"

"Because you said last month that a new family was asking questions that felt wrong. And then you did not mention it again."

"Ma—"

"I am not interfering. I am asking. There is a difference."

He exhaled — that particular sound he has made since he was seventeen, halfway between a laugh and a surrender. "The man came back. Two Sundays ago. He sat in the back row and he recorded the entire service on his phone. When I approached him afterwards he said he was doing research on — " a slight hesitation — "on communities that resist government health directives."

I felt the thread in my chest pull tight. "What directives?"

"The new biometric registration. The one tied to the health system. Ma—" his voice dropped, "three of my congregation came to me privately this week. They have been told that unless they register before the end of March, their medical aid will be suspended. Their children will be removed from the school health programme." A beat. "One of them showed me the registration form. It includes a sub-dermal chip option. Voluntary. For now."

I sat very still in my kitchen in Kimberley. The blood moon had set. The sun was not yet up. The world was in the dark hour between the two.

"Theo," I said quietly. "Do you remember what I told you and your sister when you were small — about the signs I had been watching?"

"Yes, Ma."

"Do you believe me now?"

This time the silence was not hesitation. It was the silence of a man whose faith has just moved from theory into the trembling ground of the real. "Yes," he said. "I believe you now."

✦ ✦ ✦

I called Mara next. My twin daughter, enormous with Owen and radiant with the particular stubbornness of a woman who has decided the world will not rush her into fear. She answered sounding wide awake — Owen had been restless all night, she said, kicking at strange hours as though he too knew something was shifting.

"Babies feel it," I told her. "They are closer to heaven than we are."

"That is either comforting or terrifying," she said, "and at five-thirty in the morning I cannot decide which."

I told her to watch the news about the biometric registration. I told her to talk to Daan. I told her that Owen was going to be fine — that he had been covered in prayer since before he was conceived, that the enemy had been trying to stop this family's bloodline for thirty years and had failed every single time.

She was quiet for a moment. Then: "Ma, you have been tracking this for a long time, haven't you? The signs. The prophecies."

"Since before you were born," I said.

"And you think it is — " she stopped. Started again. "You think we are in it. The actual end of days."

I looked out of my kitchen window at the Kimberley sky beginning its slow bleed from black to grey at the horizon. I thought about the blood moon. I thought about the notebook. I thought about the presence I had felt in my bedroom, and the angel I had not quite seen, and thirty years of miracles that had never felt random to me — not once, not even in the darkest moments.

"I think," I said carefully, "that we were always going to be here for this. All five of you. I think that is why you were kept."

Mara did not answer immediately. When she did, her voice was steady. She is her father's daughter in that — steady when it counts. "Then we had better be ready," she said.

✦ ✦ ✦

Andre answered from Seoul on the third attempt, Elle's voice soft and concerned in the background. It was nearly two in the afternoon in Korea — the blood moon had risen there in the early hours, and he had watched it too. Of course he had. My children, all five of them, are watchers whether they know it or not.

"The tension here is different, Ma," he said, and I heard something underneath the words that he was being careful about. "People are frightened. Not openly — you know how it is here, everything is held close. But the markets moved strangely yesterday. There are rumours about the technology companies being asked to share bio-metric data with an international health consortium."

"What consortium?"

"That is the thing. Nobody can find the actual founding documents. It appeared in regulatory frameworks across six countries in the same week, three months ago. As though it was always there and everyone simply missed it."

I wrote it down. "Andre — Elle's father. Has he said anything to you lately?"

The pause was unmistakeable. "Ma, why do you keep asking about her father?"

"Because I think he knows something," I said. "And I think you know that he knows something. And I think tonight of all nights — " I stopped. "Just talk to him, my boy. Before the week is out. Please."

A long silence across ten thousand kilometres of night and ocean. Then: "I will, Ma. I promise."

✦ ✦ ✦

Conrad did not answer.

I tried three times. Each time it rang through to voicemail — his voice, brief and practical, asking me to leave a message. I left one. Then I sent a message. Then I called Lisa.

Lisa answered on the first ring, her voice carrying the particular alertness of a mother with a six-month-old who has been awake since four. Henri was fine, she said. She was fine. Conrad had left for the workshop before sunrise — an early job, a customer had called in an emergency.

"Which customer?" I asked.

A small hesitation. "He didn't say. A new one, I think. A vehicle that was dropped off late last night." A pause. "Ma — is something wrong?"

"Tell him to call me the moment he has his phone in his hand," I said. "It is important."

"I will. Are you—"

"I am fine. Tell him to call me."

I hung up and sat with my hand on the phone and the particular cold feeling of a mother who knows that of her five children, the one she cannot reach is always the one who needs reaching.

✦ ✦ ✦

Isla was awake, sharp and caffeinated, her bar exam notes spread across her dining room table. She had watched the blood moon. She had opened her Bible to Revelation. She had written three pages of notes connecting current geopolitical events to prophetic timelines — she had been doing this, she told me, since September, when the second blood moon rose.

"I have been building a file," she said.

"What kind of file?"

"A legal one." Her voice was precise and quiet — the voice she uses when she has decided something and will not be moved. "On the biometric registration legislation. Ma, the enabling act that authorises it was passed in nine countries in the same legislative session. Nine different governments, nine different legal systems, all passing nearly identical language within a seventy-two hour window. That does not happen by coincidence. That is coordination."

I felt the thread in my chest — not tightening now, but vibrating, the way a wire vibrates when current runs through it.

"Isla," I said. "Be careful."

"I am always careful, Ma."

"I mean it differently than usual. I mean — " I struggled to find the words that were neither panic nor dismissal. "What you are looking at is not just political. Do you understand what I am saying?"

A beat. Then, very quietly: "I know exactly what I am looking at, Ma. That is why I am building the file properly. So that when the time comes, it will stand."

I closed my eyes. My youngest. One point one kilograms. Jaundice lights and porthole visits and hands that could fit in my palm. And now — a lawyer building a legal case against what the book of Revelation called the system of the Beast.

"God called you to this," I said. It was not a question.

"I know," she said simply. "I have known for a while."

✦ ✦ ✦

After I hung up I put on my shoes and went outside.

The sun was coming up over Kimberley — that extraordinary Northern Cape sunrise that has never once in thirty years failed to make me feel that God is showing off. Gold and orange and a pink so fierce it seems to argue with the night for every centimetre of sky. The air was cold and clean and entirely still.

I walked to the boundary wall of our property. The old plaster, worn smooth in one place where my hand has rested ten thousand times. I pressed my palm against it the way I always have — the way I did when I was pregnant with the triplets and we were crammed into the small house and I would stand here every morning and whisper my impossible prayer. Lord, something like this. Something bigger. Something enough.

He had answered that prayer with a house swap that still made people shake their heads.

I pressed my hand against the wall and I said: "Lord, I do not know exactly what You are asking of this family. But I know You did not keep them alive to be bystanders. Tell me what to do. Tell me what they need. I am still here. I am still watching. I am still Your servant."

The sunrise broke fully over the wall at that moment — the kind of light that hits you in the chest — and in it, just at the edge of what could be called seeing, I thought I glimpsed something at the corner of the wall. A stillness that was not the stillness of an empty yard. A presence that made the air feel — attended to.

There and gone in the space of a breath.

But enough.

I stood in the gold light of the morning of March the third, 2026, with my hand on a wall that had heard thirty years of prayers, and I understood that the season we had been living toward had arrived. That my five children — kept alive by miracles I had documented and wept over and praised God for in the pages of a book — were not accidental survivors. They were deliberate ones. Chosen before they were formed. Assigned before they were named.

The golden thread was not just the story of how we made it through.

It was the reason we were still here.

My phone rang. Stefan, calling from the workshop, his voice carrying that particular steadiness that had held me up through every crisis of our thirty-three years together.

"You have been outside," he said. Not a question.

"Yes."

"The wall?"

"Yes."

A breath. "I watched the moon last night, Diana. I think it is time."

"I know," I said.

"All five?"

"All five. And Stefan — Conrad is not answering his phone."

The silence that followed was brief but weighted. Stefan knows, as I know, that Conrad not answering means Conrad has found something. And Conrad finding something has never, in the history of our family, turned out to be a small thing.

"I will go to the workshop," he said.

"Go now," I said. "Please. Go now."

I stood at the wall until I heard his bakkie start in the driveway. I stood until the sound of the engine faded down the road. I stood in the warming gold of a Kimberley morning while ten thousand kilometres away the last of the blood moon set over Korea, while in a city somewhere my daughter-in-law built a legal file against a system that was older than its paperwork, while my pastoring son stood in a congregation that contained a spy, while my pregnant daughter felt her son kick with the urgency of new life that the darkness had already decided to target.

I pressed my hand one more time against the warm plaster of the wall.

"Protect them," I whispered. "Every single one."

The wall was warm under my palm — warmer than the morning air accounted for.

And somewhere just beyond the edge of what I could see, the one who had been at this boundary for thirty years spread its wings and stood its ground.

—
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CHAPTER TWO
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Kimberley Industrial Quarter — 3 March 2026

Conrad's Workshop — 04:47

––––––––
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"For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age." — Ephesians 6:12

CONRAD VAN ROOYEN, had been a mechanic long enough to know that a vehicle tells you the truth even when its owner does not.

It was the smell that hit him first when he unlocked the workshop at twenty to five that morning — before the lights came on, before his eyes adjusted to the dark. Every mechanic develops a vocabulary of smells over time. Oil, brake fluid, exhaust, coolant, the particular burnt-sugar smell of an overheating clutch. This was none of those. This was something chemical and deliberate — the smell of something cleaned too thoroughly, the way a surface smells when someone has worked very hard to make it smell like nothing at all.

He stood in the doorway for a moment without moving.

The vehicle was where he had left it the night before — a late-model black Land Cruiser, no plates, brought in just after nine by a man who had given his name as Hendrik Basson and his number as a string of digits that Conrad had written down and then, for reasons he could not entirely explain, photographed separately on his phone before the man left. Something about the man had sat wrong with him. Not threatening, exactly. More like — careful. The deliberate carefulness of someone performing casualness.

Basson had said the vehicle was pulling left under braking. A straightforward job. He would collect it the following morning. He had paid cash upfront — an unusual amount, more than the job warranted — and had walked away without looking back at the vehicle once. Most people look back. It is a human thing, a small goodbye. Basson had not looked back.

Conrad had noticed.

He flicked on the workshop lights and walked slowly around the Land Cruiser. Everything on the surface was exactly as it should be — clean, well-maintained, the kind of vehicle owned by someone who paid attention. He crouched at the rear wheel and checked the brake caliper. It was fine. Both sides were fine. There was nothing pulling left. There was nothing wrong with this vehicle at all.

He stood up and looked at it for a long moment.

Then he got down on his back and slid underneath.

✦ ✦ ✦

The false floor was good work. Whoever had built it understood vehicles — understood the natural architecture of a chassis, where the eye goes and where it does not. If Conrad had been less thorough, if he had simply checked the brakes and signed off the job, he would never have found it. But his father had been a fireman who taught all his children that the most dangerous thing in any structure is the thing that has been built to look like it belongs.

The panel was flush with the chassis cross member. Same paint. Same texture. Same faint road dust. But the bolts were three millimetres proud on the right side — imperceptible to a casual glance but to Conrad's hands, which had spent fifteen years reading the language of metal, unmistakeable.

He did not open it immediately.

He lay there in the yellow light underneath the Land Cruiser, breathing steadily, and thought about what his father had also taught him: that when you find something you were not meant to find, the first thing you must do is think about who put it there and whether they know it has been found.

He thought about Basson's careful eyes. The cash. The non-existent brake fault.

He thought about his mother, who had called twice yesterday and left a message that said call me, it is important, in the voice she uses when she is not panicking but is very close to it.

He slid out from under the vehicle and went to the workshop door. He looked up and down the industrial street — empty, pre-dawn grey, a dog moving at the far end past the glow of a security light. He locked the workshop door. He closed the small window at the back. He took his phone from his pocket and turned off its location services.

Then he went back under the Land Cruiser and opened the panel.

✦ ✦ ✦

There were three things in the compartment.

The first was a hard drive — small, matte black, the kind used for encrypted data storage. Military grade, Conrad thought, though he could not have said exactly why he was certain of that. Something about the casing. The weight of it in his hand.

The second was a manila folder, sealed with two strips of tape that had been applied with the precise overlap of someone trained in document security. Conrad did not open it yet. He set it on the bonnet of the Land Cruiser and looked at it the way you look at something that you know will change things once you know what it contains.

The third thing stopped his breathing entirely.

It was a photograph. Printed on standard paper, slightly glossy, the kind that comes from a decent home printer. It showed the front of his house — his house, in the suburb where Lisa and Henri lived, where he had planted a lemon tree in the front garden three months ago because Henri would be old enough to pick lemons by the time it bore fruit. The lemon tree was in the photograph. Which meant the photograph had been taken in the last three months.

Lisa's car was in the driveway. The time stamp in the bottom right corner read 07:14, fourteen days ago. A Tuesday. Conrad had been at the workshop. Lisa had been home with Henri. Alone.

He sat down on the floor of his workshop with the photograph in his hands and felt the particular cold that has nothing to do with temperature — the cold of understanding that something has been watching your family, learning your schedule, cataloguing your ordinary Tuesday morning, and you did not know.

He thought about his eldest triplet's inheritance — the one his mother had always called the lightning survival. He thought about what his mother Diana said when he was small, tracing the scar on her palm where she had gripped the door frame the night she ran through the rain with him limp and grey in her arms: God does not keep what He does not intend to use.

He looked at the photograph of his home. His wife. His son.

He set it down very carefully, stood up, and opened the manila folder.

✦ ✦ ✦

The workshop had a second occupant that morning that Conrad could not see. It had followed the Land Cruiser — not the vehicle itself but what the vehicle carried, the darkness that clung to the documents inside the way darkness always clings to instruments of control and fear. Where the darkness went, the boundary-keeper followed. It stood now in the far corner of the workshop near the old red toolbox that had belonged to Conrad's grandfather, watching the young man on the floor read the contents of the folder, watching the moment the knowledge entered him and changed him. It could not remove the danger. That was not its assignment. Its assignment was the boundary — to stand at the edge of what God had ordained and ensure that what was inside remained inside. Conrad was inside. Henri was inside. Lisa was inside. It spread its wings slightly in the cold workshop air, not enough to be seen, just enough to be felt — and Conrad, without knowing why, felt suddenly and inexplicably that he was not alone, and that whatever he had just found, he had been meant to find it.

––––––––
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✦ ✦ ✦

The folder contained forty-one pages.

Conrad was not a reader by nature — he was a man who understood the world through his hands, through systems and mechanisms and the logic of things that could be fixed. But he read every page. He read them sitting on the concrete floor of his workshop as the sky outside shifted from black to grey to the first pale suggestion of morning, and by the time he finished his hands were completely steady and his mind was very clear and his heart was doing something he could only describe as burning.

The documents were a partial operational file. Conrad could see from the formatting and the gaps — pages clearly missing, references to attachments that were not present — that this was a fragment of something far larger. But even the fragment was enough.

It described a programme. It had no single name — it was referred to across different pages as REMNANT WATCH, as PROJECT GOLDEN, as the THREAD INITIATIVE. But its purpose was consistent regardless of what it was called: the systematic identification, documentation and monitoring of individuals and family units who had survived statistically improbable medical events, with particular focus on premature birth survival, cardiac revival, and what the documents called spontaneous recovery events.

It had been running, according to the earliest date stamp Conrad could find, since 1995.

One year after his brother and sister were born.

He turned to the section labelled SUBJECT CLUSTERS and found, on the fourteenth page, a reference number he did not immediately understand: ZA-KIM-94/00. Below it, a list of five dates of birth. His own. His siblings'. Below that, his parents' names. His mother's employment history. His father's fire station records. The name of their paediatrician. The name of the hospital. The name of the NICU ward sister.

Below that, a single line in red font that had been printed and then partially redacted with black marker — but not carefully enough, because Conrad held the page up to the workshop's overhead light and could read the ghost of the words beneath the black:

REMNANT CANDIDATES — ACTIVATE PROTOCOL ON PROPHETIC CONVERGENCE EVENT.

He stared at those words for a long time.

Prophetic convergence event.

He did not know all the details of what his mother had been watching and tracking and writing in her notebooks for thirty years. He was not, by his own admission, the most spiritually attuned of her five children — that was Theo, or perhaps Isla in her own fierce legal way. But he had grown up in Diana van Rooyen's house, which meant he had grown up knowing that the world had layers, that what was visible was not all there was, and that his family specifically had been the site of interventions that could not be explained by medicine or statistics or luck.

Prophetic convergence event.

He thought about the blood moon. His mother had mentioned it last week. He had half-listened in the way he sometimes did when her watchman's language moved faster than his practical mind could follow.

He reached for his phone. He needed to call her. He needed to call her right now. He needed to tell her that whoever had been watching their family had known, from 1995, that a moment was coming — and had built an entire programme around being ready for it.

His phone showed three missed calls. All from his mother. All from the last two hours.

He was about to call her back when he heard the sound of a vehicle slowing outside the workshop.

✦ ✦ ✦

Conrad moved to the small side window and looked out without turning on any additional lights.

Two vehicles. His father's white bakkie pulling into the workshop forecourt — and behind it, fifty metres down the road, a dark sedan that had slowed but not stopped, its engine idling in the grey morning light.

Stefan van Rooyen climbed out of the bakkie with the unhurried efficiency of a man who had spent decades responding to emergencies. He did not look like a man who had been panicked into driving across Kimberley before sunrise. He looked like a man who had made a decision and was executing it — which, Conrad knew, was exactly what his father always looked like, even when the world was on fire around him.

Conrad unlocked the workshop door and pulled his father inside quickly.

"The sedan," Conrad said immediately.

Stefan nodded once. "It followed me from two streets away from home. Has been sitting there since I parked." He said it the way he would report a structural problem at a fire scene — factual, useful, without panic. "What have you found?"

Conrad handed him the photograph of the house first.

Stefan looked at it for a long time. Something moved across his face — not fear, exactly, but the particular expression of a man who has suspected something for years and is now holding the proof of it in his hands. He set the photograph down on the workbench.

"How long have you known?" Conrad asked.

"Known is too strong a word," Stefan said quietly. "Suspected. Since the year after the triplets came home." He paused. "A man came to see me at the fire station. He said he was from a medical research foundation. He wanted to do a follow-up study on children who had survived premature birth with no long-term neurological deficit. He had your files. All three of you. Information that should have been sealed."

"What did you do?"

"I told him to leave and never come back." A beat. "He left. But I never believed he went far."

"Why didn't you tell Ma?"

Stefan looked at his son with the particular expression of a man who has carried something alone to protect someone he loves and is only now being asked to account for it. "Because your mother," he said, "had already been through enough. And because I thought if I watched carefully and kept us safe, there would never be a reason to frighten her."

Conrad was quiet for a moment. Outside, the sedan had not moved.

"There is a reason now," Conrad said.

"Yes," said Stefan. "There is."

Conrad handed his father the folder. Stefan read in silence while Conrad stood at the window and watched the sedan and thought about Lisa and Henri waking up in a house that had been photographed by people who used terms like prophetic convergence event as operational language. He thought about his mother at the wall in the dark. He thought about the hard drive in his hand — forty-one pages of a programme that had been watching his family for thirty years — and he thought about Ephesians 6:12, which Theo had preached on three months ago: we do not wrestle against flesh and blood.

No. They did not.

But flesh and blood were clearly involved.

✦ ✦ ✦

Stefan finished reading. He closed the folder. He placed it flat on the workbench beside the photograph of his home and he stood with his hands resting on it and his head bowed for a moment, and Conrad recognised the posture — his father, praying. Not the long elaborate prayers of a Sunday morning. The short, direct, urgent prayers of a man who needs an answer in the next thirty seconds.

Then he lifted his head.

"The hard drive," he said. "Can you copy it?"

"I have a laptop in the back office."

"Copy everything. Then we destroy the original and put something else — something that looks similar — back in that compartment and seal it again." He looked at Conrad steadily. "Basson will come back for this vehicle. We give him back a vehicle with a compartment that appears untouched. We give nothing away."

"And then?"

"And then we call your mother." Stefan picked up his phone. "Actually — " he looked at his son, "she has been calling you since before sunrise. She already knows something. Your mother always already knows."

Conrad almost smiled. It was the truest thing his father had said all morning.

He went to the back office and retrieved the laptop. While it booted up he stood at the small back window and looked out at the Kimberley morning — the sun was fully up now, burning gold over the flat rooftops of the industrial quarter, the same extraordinary Northern Cape light that his mother stood in every morning at her wall. He thought about the fact that he had been born at one point three kilograms in a hospital NICU, that he had stopped breathing in a cot during a lightning storm, that he had been resurrected by his father's hands and then carried through rain to a car and then handed back to the world alive. He had never thought of himself as chosen. He was a mechanic. He fixed things. He was practical and physical and
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