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"Late!" Jaco yells at himself as he rushes through the door of his Sunnyside flat. He set his alarm and did all his prep work the night prior, but he always seems to find more things to waste time with in the morning. As he reached the elevator, he could see it chiming only on the second floor now, and he was on the thirteenth floor. Without sparing a useful thought, he angrily turns, swinging his loose hanging satchel bag and coat, and jolts toward the stairs. Flinging the door almost entirely from its hinges as it breaks against the back wall, he lunges three steps at a time, trying to make pace with every passing minute. Running past his coworkers toward the main office at the end of the corridor, he trips, and before he can even catch his breath or murmur a sound, he gets back up like a hundred-meter athlete trying to get back into the race. The main office door opened, and standing there looking at his watch was the secretary minister.

"Late Venter! Always late. Do you have any idea how lucky you are to have even acquired your position here?"

"Sorry, Mr Engelstein, I’m so sorry. There was a car accident and..."

"Enough of the petty excuses for one day, I think. Enter!" The door was barely closed by the time the minister was already heaving to sit down. He quickly organized his already neat desk and started opening a file.

"I am a very busy man, Venter." He said without glancing up at Jaco.

"I don’t have the time to properly induct you in office etiquette, but do try and use common sense and SIT DOWN!" Jaco had a fraction of a moment to register before he realised, he should sit down when in a formal meeting.

"Apologies, Mr..."

"I have even less time for that," he growled as he removed several pages from the docket.

"You are to report to the CBD police station seven am shaarp tomorrow and start your investigation into the viability of these three subunits within the department. By the end of the week, I require your full report on which two of the three will be disbanded." Disbanded? Jaco was still nervously shaking from the full-on sprint he had to make to get to the meeting, and his hand was aching from the fall. All of this made his already disorganized train of thought very unclear as to what was happening, not to mention what the minister was instructing.

"I’m... sorry the what has to happen?"

"My instructions could not be any clearer, Venter. You have been promoted to junior finance investigator as of today seven am sharp! This will be your first of seven probationary tasks to complete in a timely fashion and to my satisfaction if you are to stay in this role." Jaco was still very confused, but at least some of the new information had started to set in as his shaking body started to settle down.

"Mr Engel..."

"I could not make myself clearer. Report to an... officer Bloom at the station by seven am. He will discuss it further with you; now close the door on your way out and send Margery in with my next Appointment.” Next appointment? Police station? Investigator? What the hell is going on? Yesterday, he was a strategic water expenditure analyst and not a very good one. His friend from high school had gotten him a temp job at the government because he owed him a favour. And with some strange luck or perhaps curse, he had managed to jump from job to job within the department of Finance and budgeting. Typical government career. The turnover in staff was unheard of ever since the border war began to creep its way closer and closer to South African borders. The war was a black stain on South Africa. The world was already driving more and more sanctions against the white governing party that had its dirty hands in all manners of distasteful movements. The war, however, gave an almost bittersweet relief to most people as they now had a compacted enemy in the club and Russians and Angolans fighting up north in Africa. Jaco was one of the very few who couldn’t be drafted to the army due to all three of his brothers and his father being drafted, and according to military regulation, one male family member must be exempted from military duty to carry on his lineage if something were to happen to the other family members. Jaco breathed a great sigh of relief when he was informed of this, but it was a very bitter pill to swallow once he saw all of his friends and family leave him behind to go off to war. The war itself had other ill effects on the people of South Africa. It was a costly endeavour and required policies and drafts to be put in place to save money and reroute the funds to the war effort. As Jaco walked home from a day of sub-informative training into his new position, he was wondering how on earth he was going to make such an authoritarian call to disband two units of the South African Police Department. Men and women who had maybe ten, twenty, even thirty years on him who know so much more than him now have to be transferred or even dismissed because of something he has to do. A job that was so uncaringly tossed to him just like he was tossed into the role. He stopped at his apartment building. Just staring at the window doors now showing a reflection of him. And in seeing himself standing there. Disorganised, poorly dressed, and with a non-caring attitude toward his life and role, he fell even deeper into the desperate realisation that he had absolutely nothing going for him, and now this shallow spit of a man had to make a call that could ruin lives. But Jaco was never really one to dwell too much on things. He found a glimmer of a smile on himself as he realised it was "Monday madness" at the burger bar, and he had a quiet friend who always dealt some pretty good weed to him for less than the other shadowy customers. 

"It’s ok. It’s all ok. Not my circus, not my monkeys." And he kept strolling past his building toward the burger bar like he had just dropped the weight of the world off of his shoulders like a school backpack.
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The 1970s was a great time for the South African industrialists. So much of the former wilderness that was the great African plain was being revolutionised and made more suitable and liveable for the everyday “Afrikaner”. Roads were paved; railroads worked almost to perfection. The city streets were clean and almost completely devoid of crime. It was thought to be a unique time in the century where civilised people could conduct themselves with pride and freedom. A working government that produced logical and productive progress for its citizens. A deeply rooted community that could thrive and practice a just form of religion. Getting off the intercity train that ran from the outreaches of the central business hub into the heart of the business world. Jaco had to fight the debussing crowds gathering at the terminal. Each poised and purposefully directed to their destination for the day. He pushed through some wealthy businessmen gathered at the station's entrance to get clear of the ever-growing mob of coats and suits and umbrellas and suitcases. “Eyes, boeta... eyes. Can’t you see we are talking here?” The one trench coat snapped. Jaco didn’t much mind them, opting to keep those eyes he was talking about on the way out. Jaco hated confrontation. Especially the one where he knew was bred from pure bullying and shoving one’s weight around. This came especially from the higher class. The ones raised with the proverbial silver spoon in their mouth. Parents stemming from England or Scotland or some other wealthy first world. No, he would just keep his eyes forward and pretend that the crowded station ruckus had drowned out the comments lashed out towards him. It was easy for Jaco to let things go when it came to serious confrontation. He understood and accepted his place in the hierarchy. He didn’t let the cowardice of running away place too much strain on his already meagre pride. No, Jaco was, if anything, a logical mind. At least when his own spilled blood or bruised face was in question. A man can be driven to great things when pressed. Right now, Jaco was pressed for self-preservation and a clean face and bill of health for his first day of probation. After about fifteen minutes of busy sidewalk walking, Jaco came upon the South African Police Service Station, precinct 9. It was, as he expected, quite busy even twenty-eight minutes past seven in the morning. People rushing in and out with certified documentation, formal complaints against non-conforming neighbours, bailers coming to pay for their brothers or sons’ bond after a late-night-turned-brawl. He was called to the front after several minutes of standing and waiting for service.

“Sir.”

“Morning. I am looking for an Officer Bloom. He is supposed to receive me today. I am from the...”

“Bloom is down the west wing hall, second door to the left. Potter! Get the shift officer. I asked for updated permits, not this junk.” Jaco could tell he had better be light on his toes with this lot. Police officers tend to bat your skull first and then, if the mood strikes, ask questions. After finding Officer Bloom's office, Jaco decided to pull himself together for a minute. Straightening up his three-button suit. Aligning his cheap but polished watch band and reminding himself that he is an official who holds authority over this appointment. I stared straight ahead at the nameplate on the door reading “Identification Reports. Sgt. W Bloom.” Jaco knocked three times clearly and deliberately. After no answer he turned the door knob and slowly slid an eye around the crease. Sitting and slouching over two open docket reports was a young coloured officer with a skinny build but a chubby-cheeked face. He was deep in reading and frankly looking like he was deciphering ancient code. The officer suddenly looked up and abruptly jumped to his feet and skidded around the small desk. The desk was small indeed, but the number of dockets piling one atop the other made the structure underneath seem even tinier.

“Yes, sir, how can I help you?” Officer Bloom asked in a cheerful and productive tone.

“My name is Jaco Venter. I am here on behalf of the financial...”

“Yes, yes, yes of course, please Mr Venter sit down.” Bloom picked up what may amount to about sixty plus dockets and piling them on the window sill. Underneath was a chair that would seem to have come with the petite desk.

“I am here to conduct several detailed investigations into the precinct’s expenditures. I was told you could assist me?” Jaco asked in his most professional tone, trying to hide not only the outcome of the investigations and audits but also the fact that he was as green as a brand-new junior walking into the high school bathroom filled with the local smokers and bunkers.

“Of course, yes, I was told there would be some auditor coming through.” Bloom extends his hand and smiles. Being somewhat thrown off his beat, Jaco resisted the urge to relax and fell into an eased pace with the officer. He knew that even though he was, in truth, just as candid as the young officer, he was still here to conduct a rather serious task that would leave an awful stain on the precinct. He kept his steely persona and shook the officer's hand.

“I was told you would request some information on units 8, 21, and, uhmm, 16, no 14? I can get 8 and 21 over here by the end of the week, but 14 should be quite easy.”

“That should be fine. I wasn’t expecting an entire unit’s processed reports on usage and expenditure right off the bat. But I have to admit I am Impressed that you can get the necessary documents so quickly. They must be quite efficient with their reporting, these units.”

“Not exactly.” Bloom slyly and jokingly said while easing back to rest against the wall, folding his arms. “I don’t have much to do around here. I was tossed into the fingerprint and processing corner after graduating. Idle hands and what not.”

“Idle hand?” Jaco asked, frowning.

“You know. Idle hands are the devil’s playground. Not a lot to do after the first batch of daily fingerprints taken and the very, very occasional processing. SO, I try to keep myself busy around here. Never know what sort of devilish tendencies might pounce you after getting into a hurry up and wait habit.”

“I see. I am pleased to see and now know that our finest are being as productive as we hope.” Jaco said, kicking the truth of his situation and habits back down under the table. “I was wondering, though, why unit 14’s documents were so easily accessible.” Asking directly, but in truth, he was just trying to make idle conversation, hoping it would validate him more.

“Oh, that’s an easy unit. Not much in terms of actual processing happens there. And I have to admit I enjoy every piece of info that comes in from them. Closest I get to enjoying the compelling tales that you get from the movies.” Bloom said as he started getting busy packing and organising again. What an odd thing to state about that unit. It grabbed a little at Jaco’s interest, pulling him just slightly away from the enduring work of keeping his professional and Important façade. Jaco knew small talk would only make him seem less of what he was portraying; he wanted to cut the conversation there and start collecting other data needed for his audit, but something hesitated in him. A small burn of a question. The feeling that you worry won’t subside once you leave. Just a peak.

“How do you mean?” Jaco asked.

“Mean what?” Bloom replied, hand and knees now on the floor, trying to put together old and new files.

“Unit 14. You said their reports are as close to movie entertainment as you ever get. What do you mean by that?”

“Oh, well, you know, the things they do and get involved in. I know they get some bad press from the rest of the station, but I suppose someone has to do it. But between you and me, as entertaining as it is to read some of those reports, I wouldn’t want to get anything near that stuff. Nope, I would have to basically live in the church if that was my job.”
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Jaco was still trying to take in the new information that officer Bloom had revealed about unit 14. The day was already a heaping pile of anxiety being suppressed with the sheer force of will that Jaco was trying to muster since he was given the position. And now, he got a spoonful of weird and strangely cryptic talk about the unit he was going to audit.

“Ooooohkay, this seems normal.” Jaco thought to himself as he started to fall into thought. He quickly regained his focus as he plucked himself back to the job at hand. A difficult thing to do for a man such as Jaco, being the unfocussed and unidirectional person he was, but this new job, this new position, wasn’t just a temp job running from desk to desk delivering mail or taking down flyers in the boardroom. No, this was a real job. A professional title for a professional worker. He needed to focus and play the part, even if that meant he needed to pretend for just the duration of his audit.  

His focus was brushed over his dwindling attention span like a sudden flash flood attacking a peaceful quarry on a sunny day. Mr Engelstein was not a man to tolerate subpar performance, and Jaco knew he needed his act to be on attention.

“Coming? The way is down here, and then we gotta cross the courtyard, so let’s be on it.” Jaco quickly grabbed his satchel and jumped into step behind Bloom's quick pace. They passed several open offices to their left and right as Bloom popped his head in every so often, jabbing a quick remark or greeting and then sprinting off again with just the murmur of a reply coming from behind. Passing through the neatly kept courtyard used as a parade ground for roll call, Bloom asked Jaco about what he was sent down for.

“I have to say I haven’t been here that long, but I can’t say that I’ve ever heard of someone doing an audit on one of the units. Is it like what, an inspection? Cause we have those every now and again. Maybe you can just get those reports from the captain?” Jaco felt the opportunity falling upon him at this moment. A good time to practice his newfound professionalism. Hear what he would sound like before the actual task begins.

“I don’t do spot inspections, and I am not from your police department. I am here to find an accurate reason as to whether or not the funds allocated to the police are being efficiently utilised.” Nailed it! Jaco’s chest inflated several inches as he felt the buttons take strain in attest to some ego inflation. He hid it well, but his eyes couldn’t hide the thin smile.

“Oh wow, okay, so that means no more top shelf tea for these guys?”

“It’s a little more serious than that. The possibility of me closing down one or even two of your units is very real.” Jaco was a little irate that this Bloom wasn’t taking it as seriously as he was. He is a professional here to do professional work, NOT play around.

“I’m just messing around. Pretty serious line of work you have. Your boss must be pretty happy he has such a serious guy to do it?” This slightly caught Jaco off guard. He wondered if he could ever really impress Mr Engelstein. The man came from serious labour. Rumour around the office had it that the man grew up very poor and had to fight tooth and nail to get what was his. But maybe at some point in time, he was just like Jaco. Scared, overwhelmed, Anxious. The everyday person back in the early days had two options. No more, no less. You either move, or you get moved. At least if you moved, you had some choice about where you were going in your life, but it came with a cost. And for a small, young, and poor coloured boy from Outdshoorn, which is the middle of nowhere, that cost was labour. Hard labour. But the young Hans Engelstein excelled at it. There are ways to drown out the fear of hard work, and that is by fearing something even worse. The fear of living and dying on the same patch of ground in the same middle of nowhere. Mr Hans Engelstein was hard and hard working because his life dictated nothing else for his survival. A far cry from Jaco’s sunny upbringing.

“Right. Almost there. Morning, boys!!!” Bloom shouted a greeting to the new recruits busy sweeping the opposite end of the courtyard. As they were clear of the courtyard, they walked up to an entrance with an old door barely hanging on its hinges and, passing through, Jaco was a little surprised to see such a long and dark hallway leading down. Immediately, he was reminded of some of the details Bloom had told him about the unit as the eerie and dimly lit hallway dragged his mind back to the mystery. As they walked down, Jaco noticed the information boards were not only dusty but had flyers still pinned from years ago. His steps were now getting slower as he stared down the hallway and felt a chill. The kind of chill you get walking around a cemetery. Unsure if it’s a temperature change or your internal warning system telling you to vacate the area double time. Bloom came to a halt and stood by a closed double door.

“Unit 14, as promised. Just through here.” He offered a directional wave.

“Oh, I thought it would at least say Unit 14. Are you sure this is it?” Bloom drifted off, staring further down the hallway as if he was seeing something. Jaco’s question was nothing more than background noise to him as his pupils dilated to try and see further into the dark.

“...this is it?” Bloom snapped back to the light.

“Huh? Yes, sure. I have to run. Just through here.” Bloom spun back a final glance down the hallway and rushed off. Jaco watched the young officer skidding off and backing up the hallway. He realized suddenly that he was so overfocused on keeping up appearances that he never got to ask Bloom anything else about the odd things that the rest of the department found “entertaining” about the unit. Jaco turned back to the door, grabbing the door handle and suddenly feeling the icy steel against his hand. Gathering his breath, he told himself it was time to shine and make Mr Engelstein proud by doing and being what he would have. But he couldn’t help but shake the feeling of animosity surrounding him. He shook this, too, by thinking rationally.

“Come on, Venter! It’s just a bloody door in a bloody hallway. Besides, it's a deep hallway. No sun is ever going to get here, so obviously it’s going to be a bit chilly, you idiot.” He turned the knob redirecting his focus back to the job at hand when he heard a gust of wind behind him. No. Not a gust. More like a whisper of a breeze, enough for him to turn his gaze deeper down into the hallway. The same way Bloom's attention was pulled. Tightening his gaze and dropping his chin almost animalistically to see what was intruding into this space, he could start to make out something down there. Something strange and almost indescribable. Like a rock weighing down on something. Something fluttering, trying to escape this way and that. A piece of paper? No, heavier, like a cloth. A cloth weighed down by a rock fluttering in the wind. Jaco tried to make sense of this as the questions arose. A rock? In a hallway? The cloth fluttering with almost no wind in here, yet it panics darting left and right and all over? What a random and... The door yanked open, almost displacing Jaco’s shoulder from its socket as he was unconsciously gripping the handle fiercely in his kidnapped focus.

“What the hell are you doing, man? This isn’t your father’s farm.” Said the man, insinuating that Jaco is doing as he pleases like he owns the place.

“Uh, uhm, sorry I was just...” The man was staring him down, analysing him impatiently. He wasn’t the biggest fella Jaco has ever seen. His brothers were bigger. But the man’s demeanour and rough stare made him gigantic and powerful. Before Jaco could gather himself and his stiff arm the man turned and walked back into the room towards a secondary door.

“Watch the table; it’s on its last leg, literally. And careful for the water coolers.” Jaco noticed the room was something of a storage area, with old office furniture decorated with dust and plastic except for those areas accustomed to traffic where a clear path can be made towards the second door. Jaco walked through the second door and was immediately overwhelmed by the sights. A small office with two desks covered in green files that flowed to the floor where several more lay. Behind each desk were update boards. One is strategic and methodical with pictures of evidence like weapons, symbols, and lab reports. The other was almost chaotic, with dozens of pictures of people, maps, more symbols, and ledger papers from what seemed like an old relic of a book.

“I told the captain that we won’t be ready for the inspection today.”

“You didn’t notify him that we are headed out? Did you even submit the vehicle request?”

“Louw, it’s too early to start, and we still have a lot of each other to see this week, so please.”

“All I’m saying is that I am still waiting for my fuel refund from the last time we needed to use my wheels.”

“I sent in the damn request AND it was approved. And I did tell the captain we are off to Bloemfontein, so they will have to deal with it.” With the attention completely off of Jaco, he felt some breathing room to regroup himself. Feeling that the introduction he practiced was getting away from him, he quickly straightened himself.

“I am Jaco Venter from the government financial auditing department.” The words left his mouth urgently and almost too loudly, like it was pushed out. The two men stopped what they were doing and were giving Jaco their full attention. Keeping his resolve, Jaco continued.

“I was tasked to do an internal audit on several police units within this department. My job is to look for any irregularities and neglectful usage of government funding.” The two men shot a glance at each other in utter confusion.

“I understand that this might come to you as a surprise, but I assure you that I have the full support of your commanding officer to conduct my audit.” Sighing and getting back to what looked like packing, the one officer turned away while the other stepped forward toward Jaco.

“Lieutenant Victor Price. I am the senior and lead investigator of the South African Police Service Special Occult Investigation Unit. Or just Unit 14.” The man raised and offered his hand in greetings.

“I am, however, sorry to tell you, Mr Venter, that we are heading out on a field task as of today and will most likely only be back in a week or two. Perhaps another time?” Jaco gave his speech. He set the stage and presented his authority. But that’s about as far as he practiced it. He wasn’t expecting obstacles. He was starting to panic. He can’t go back to the office on his first day white washed. The silence between the lieutenant and Jaco was becoming stretched and weird as Price started to furry his brow in confusion to this man’s silence. Jaco had to act. He thought to himself, “What would Mr Engelstein do?” Then it flooded out of him.

“I wanna go!” Louw, the other investigator, while packing, turned his head and looked at Jaco like he needed to hear it again. Jaco caught himself. In his panic, he made a call but came off as a complete greenhorn.

“I, uh, I mean,” Jaco quickly cleared his throat. “I will escort you to your field test. And I will conduct my audit in real time.” Jaco finished with a stern nod to indicate the finality of his decision.

“Sssssure, I suppose that’s an option.” Price said, looking over to Louw in search of some sense to the matter.

“But I think it’s only fair to remind you that one; this is not a field test as you put it. It’s a field task or assignment, meaning it's serious police work, and two, this looks like a dark one.” Jaco rolled his shoulders back and cleared some room in his collar. “Dark one?” Louw gave off a thin smile before stepping back to his business and started to chuckle.

“What exactly did they tell you we do here at Unit 14?” Price asked as he leaned over closer to Jaco’s ear.
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Jaco stepped into his apartment almost in a slump. It was an exhausting day, like all first days. He felt as though his shoulders were twice their normal weight, and his legs felt like they were made from chicken wire, barely keeping his body upright. He half-heartedly removed his satchel from his shoulder and tried to hang it on an old coat rack but missed the loop. The satchel fell to the ground, and as it lay there, Jaco just stared at it disappointedly like it did that on purpose just to add another layer to the day. He decided not to entertain the effort and just walked over to his old and torn couch and fell into it. He sat there lying on every conceivable spinal disk except the ones needed to sit properly and just exhaled loudly as he stared at the floor in front of him.

“Well. That happened.” He sat speaking loudly to the floor.

“What the hell am I doing? How did this even happen?” He kept talking, this time looking up and addressing the ceiling. Lieutenant Price had taken Jaco by the shoulder, turning him around and walking him out and back into the hall. He was explaining to Jaco that this was not the everyday mill investigations unit that addresses theft or chequebook fraud. This was a real SPECIAL investigation unit.

“Mr Venter. Mind if I call you Jakes? You see, we don’t deal with things as other units would. We have to use additional skills that we have acquired over many years in order to expose certain elements that would lead us to crack or solve the case.” Jaco was standing in the hall like he had been placed there by the lieutenant for the milkman to collect. He was still trying to not only make sense of it all but to try and find a way forward. Price gave him a quick smile. “Don’t worry, kid. Most people don’t get it, either. Let me simplify. There are cases where a crime is committed, a suspect or perpetrator is identified with motive and additional evidence to acquire a conviction, and then the case is closed. But that’s just what you read in the news. That’s just what sees the light of day.” Price's smile faded, and his eyes became older and tense.

“Then there are cases where a crime is committed, but there are no suspects. A murder without a motive. A death without a cause of death. In these cases, we are called in to find alternatives. And believe me, Jaco, there are dark, dark alternatives out there.” Jaco was a statue. Visibly shaken by the cryptic explanation given by this lieutenant. He was frightened out of a trance by the lieutenant’s loud jump from grim to glad as he said cheerfully.

“We leave at seven thirty in the morning. We’ll pick you up at the east street bus drop at seven twenty-five don’t be late please.” And at that he turned and closed the door leaving Jaco stiff and staring at the closed door in front of him.

“Alternatives? What the hell are alternatives?” To this, he decided enough was enough and that he had to get his head back on the job. He had to call the office and let them know that he would be going away for a week or more. He had to pack, and more importantly, he had to plan. He wasn’t trained, and he really didn’t know much of what he would be looking for, but he was done with being caught off guard. No more games, he thought. Time to get to work just like Mr Engelstein would have. There was a slight drizzle as the sun started to set. The business day was over, and the nightlife was creeping out of its holes. Law and order were strict, and crime within the city wasn’t too concerning; however, that didn’t mean it wasn’t occurring. People knew how to keep things low and quiet. If you knew where to look and who to ask, you would find more than enough questionable movements. Lieutenant Price took a little jog to get himself and the freshly bought burgers out of the rain and into the car.

“Are you serious? It’s not even worthy of a drizzle, and you’re running like it’s trying to burn you.” Louw had a way of
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