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Chapter 1: The Quiet After
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Six weeks after the Orion documents went live on the district budget livestream, Camden High looked almost normal.

Almost.

The staff meeting schedules had gone back to once a fortnight. The union rep stopped hovering near the admin block. The school newspaper — which, for one glorious week, had run a front page reading BOARD CORRUPTION: WE HAVE PROOF — was now back to covering inter-house chess results. The Orion investigation had been handed to a provincial oversight committee, which meant it had disappeared into the kind of official silence that could last months or years, depending on who was doing the waiting.

Wayne Kraemer was back in uniform, back in his seat in Grade 8B, and — for the first time in his school career — actively trying to be boring.

It wasn't easy.

"You're doing it again," Donna said, dropping into the seat next to him in History.

"Doing what?"

"That thing where you stare at the noticeboard like it owes you money."

Wayne looked away from the board. "I'm listening to Mr. van Rensburg."

"Van Rensburg is describing the Anglo-Boer War and you've drawn a grid with chess pieces on your notebook cover."

Wayne looked down. He had. "That's... strategic doodling."

Donna rolled her eyes and turned back to her notes.

The truth was, six weeks of quiet had started to feel like pressure. Not relief — pressure. Like the moment before a thunderstorm when the air goes very still and even the birds stop moving. Wayne had been in enough trouble to recognise the difference between things being over and things being paused.

Mokoena was suspended, not charged. Daniels had taken "extended medical leave." The board had issued a statement acknowledging "administrative irregularities requiring review." That was it. No names. No consequences. Just a statement and a committee and a lot of very controlled silence.

Joanne Petersen had been quietly moved out of Lion House's prefect programme. She sat three rows ahead of Wayne in English now, and they had not spoken properly since the night she'd knocked on his bedroom window and handed over the USB stick. Some mornings she looked like she was fine. Other mornings she looked like she hadn't slept.

Wayne noticed. He didn't push.

After school on a Tuesday, the crew gathered at the corner table of Mr. Patel's shop — four cold drinks, a packet of cheese curls, and the particular mood that came from having done something significant and being told to pretend it hadn't happened.

"I heard the oversight committee meets in April," Martin said, cracking open his drink. "That's two months away."

"They won't do anything in April either," Pumla said flatly. "They'll extend the review period. Buy themselves another six months."

"They can't ignore it forever," Charles said. "The documents are public."

"Public doesn't mean anything happens," Lee Anne said. She was the quietest member of the crew and the one most likely to be right. "Documents get buried in official processes. That's the whole point of official processes."

Wayne peeled the wrapper off a cheese curl and said nothing. He was thinking about something Harris had said to him in the corridor last week — a quiet, offhand comment that had lodged itself in the back of his mind like a splinter.

Harris had said: "They're not done, Wayne. Orion had too much money in it to just walk away."

Wayne had nodded and kept walking. But he hadn't stopped thinking about it.

"There's something else happening," he said now.

The others looked at him.

"I don't know what yet. But something shifted last week. The board rep who replaced Mokoena — the woman who came in for the 'transition briefing' — she stayed four hours, not two. She asked to see the student allocation records. She asked specifically about Falcon and Eagle Houses." He paused. "Those aren't the questions you ask if you're shutting something down."

Silence around the corner table.

"So what are they?" Donna asked.

Wayne looked at the chessboard doodle on his notebook. "They're the questions you ask if you're starting something new."
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Chapter 2: The New Face
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Her name was Ms. Fortuin, and she had arrived at Camden High the way a cold front arrives — without announcing itself, changing the temperature before anyone understood why.

She was the new Board Liaison Officer, which was a title that hadn't existed at Camden High before. She had a small office next to the admin block, a laptop she kept angled away from the door, and a habit of standing in hallways during lesson changes as if she was counting something.

Wayne's first proper look at her was on a Wednesday morning. She was speaking to the principal — Mrs. Dlamini — near the main entrance. Dlamini's face was doing the thing it did when she was listening politely to something she disagreed with profoundly: very still, very neutral, every muscle controlled.

Fortuin was in her late thirties, with the kind of neat, professional look that said I have been in many meetings and I have won most of them. She carried a slim leather folder. She didn't smile when she wasn't smiling at someone, which sounds obvious but isn't — most adults in a school maintain a background expression of mild encouragement. Fortuin's resting face said something closer to assessment.

Wayne watched her for about forty seconds and then deliberately looked away.

"She's watching you back," Pumla said quietly, appearing at his elbow.

"I know."

"She's been asking the Grade 9 prefects about the Orion situation. Casually. In the kind of way that's meant to seem casual."

"How do you know that?"

Pumla gave him a look. Pumla's network of gossip was the most reliable intelligence system in the school. Wayne had learned not to question its sources.

"What exactly is she asking them?"

"Who was involved. How they found out about the documents. Whether any students still had copies." Pumla paused. "She's building a picture."

Wayne considered this for the rest of the morning. By lunchtime, he had a working theory: Fortuin wasn't there to clean up Orion. She was there to find out exactly how much the students knew — and who they'd told.

After lunch, he found Joanne.

She was in the library, alone at a corner table with a Geography textbook open in front of her and a look on her face that meant she hadn't read a word of it. Wayne sat down across from her without asking. Joanne didn't look up.

"New board rep," he said.

"I've seen her."

"She's asking questions."

"I know." Joanne turned a page. "She came to see me this morning. Said she wanted to make sure I was settling back in okay after the 'difficult weeks.'" Her jaw tightened slightly. "Asked how I was feeling about everything. Whether I had any lingering concerns."

"She was trying to find out if you'd kept copies of the ledger."

"Obviously." Joanne closed the textbook. "I told her I was feeling great and had no concerns whatsoever." She finally looked at Wayne. "She didn't believe me."

"No," Wayne agreed. "She wouldn't." He studied Joanne's face for a moment. "Are you okay?"

The question seemed to catch Joanne off guard. She looked at him as if checking for the angle, found none, and then looked away again.

"I'm managing," she said. It wasn't a lie exactly, but it wasn't the full truth either. Wayne let it sit.

"If she comes to you again," he said, standing up, "don't tell her anything. But also — don't make it obvious you're not telling her anything."

"What's the difference?"

"Refusing to answer is a signal. Seeming like you have nothing to answer is armour." He picked up his bag. "You know how to do that. You did it all of last term."

Joanne didn't reply. But as Wayne walked away, he heard her open the textbook again and start actually reading.

That evening, there was a new problem.

Martin sent a message to the group at 8:17 p.m.: Someone's been through my locker. Everything's back in place but it's in the wrong order. I know what order I left it.

Wayne stared at the screen. Then he typed: Don't touch anything. What was in there?

Martin: Notes from the Blakemore meeting. Nothing that had names on it. But the drawings I did of the city map with the school locations marked. Those were there.

Wayne put his phone face down on the desk and sat still for a moment.

The map with four schools marked in red. Harmless on its own, meaningless out of context. But to someone who already knew what they were looking for, it was a thread. And Fortuin looked exactly like the kind of person who knew how to pull threads.

He picked the phone back up and typed one word: Everyone check your stuff tonight. Quietly.

By nine o'clock, Donna had reported a missed call from an unknown number. Charles had found his Maths folder out of order — he was meticulous about his folders. Lee Anne, who kept everything on paper by habit, reported nothing disturbed, which either meant she was safe or meant they were being careful around her specifically.

Pumla's message came last: Mine's fine. But I saw Fortuin leaving the building at 5:30. She had a bag she didn't come in with.

Wayne's jaw tightened. He went to the window, looked out at the dark street, and thought about what Harris had said.

They're not done.
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