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Chapter 1: The Sweetest Crime

[image: ]


The bell shrieked, a sound Alex didn’t hear with his ears, but with his bank balance. It meant fifteen minutes of recess—the golden hour.

He didn't run towards the football field or the jungle gym like the other fifth graders. Alex, at ten years old, was already a businessman, and his market was demanding. He moved with the quiet focus of a veteran stockbroker navigating the floor, his beige school uniform a camouflage for the illicit trade tucked beneath it.

His inventory wasn't kept in a backpack; that was too obvious. It was stored in a worn pencil case hidden in the dusty void behind the unused history textbooks in the third-floor library, a place where nobody ever looked. Alex quickly retrieved his stock: twenty homemade fudge squares, wrapped neatly in wax paper, and thirty "Atomic Sour Bombs"—the cheap, potent candies everyone craved but the school tuck shop refused to sell.

"Capo! You got the goods?"

It was Thando, a reliable buyer who often spent his entire lunch allowance before noon. Thando offered a crumpled five-rand note. "Fudge, please. Two of them."

"That'll be four rand, Thando," Alex replied, his voice calm, never raising above a murmur. The fudge only cost him fifty cents each to make (his grandmother, unwittingly, was his primary supplier of ingredients). Selling them for two rand was a beautiful 300% markup. He tucked the money into his sock—his bank vault—and handed over the goods.

Alex didn't need a cash register; he kept the running totals in his head. He knew which kids were good for an IOU and which ones were strictly cash-only. He knew Tuesday, which followed Monday’s canteen stew, was the biggest sales day for the sweet, comforting fudge.

His operation was flawless until the shadow fell over his transaction with a wide-eyed first grader.

"Alex Mlangeni."

The voice was low, dry, and carried the terrifying authority of the school's Deputy Principal, Mr. Van Wyk. Van Wyk wasn't known for shouting; he was known for being disappointingly present.

Alex froze, his hand halfway to retrieving a roll of sour candy. Mr. Van Wyk was a towering man whose uniform tie was always too tight, giving him a perpetually strained expression. He didn’t need to ask what was happening. The frantic, guilty look on the first grader's face was evidence enough.

"The school has a dedicated vendor for snacks, Mlangeni," Mr. Van Wyk stated, folding his arms. "This is not a flea market."

"Sir, I was just sharing," Alex said, already improvising. "I had extra. My mom made too much."

Van Wyk’s eyebrow twitched—Alex knew that expression meant his lie was flimsy but not worth the effort of dismantling. "Turn out your pockets."

Alex showed him his empty uniform trousers. Clean.

"The pencil case, Alex. I saw you retrieve it from the library earlier."

Defeated, Alex retrieved the case. Mr. Van Wyk dumped the contents onto the dusty bench—the remaining fudge, the Atomic Sour Bombs, and three loaves of mini-banana bread Alex had planned to move after the recess rush.

"All contraband," Van Wyk declared, sweeping the items into a large plastic bag. "I will be calling your mother. You will serve two days of detention. And you will be confined to the hall during future recess periods."

Alex watched his profits vanish, but the sting was less about the lost goods and more about the lost opportunity. As Mr. Van Wyk marched him back towards the main building, Alex subtly nudged his sock against his ankle. The comforting rustle of twenty-three rand was still there.

The detention was a minor inconvenience, but the confiscated stock was a lesson in loss management. Alex didn't cry or complain. Instead, as he sat in the corner of the staff room, he pulled out a small, dog-eared notebook, his eyes already narrowed in concentration.

Confiscated Stock Value: R45.00. Profit Retained (in sock): R23.00. New Lesson: Must establish a secondary, off-site holding location, and ensure lookouts are posted for Van Wyk's afternoon patrol.

He had failed the operational security test, but the business itself was still sound. The demand hadn't gone away; only the supply chain needed an upgrade.

The Capo was just getting started.
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Chapter 2: Scaling the Secondary Ladder
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The transition from the contained world of primary school to the sprawling, noisy campus of high school was less about academics for Alex and more about market expansion. At thirteen, Alex Mlangeni—still privately known as Capo—traded the library alcove for the gymnasium bleachers, and the R2 fudge for R5 gourmet cookies. The stakes were higher; the student body was triple the size, and the teachers, busy grappling with teenage rebellion, were less focused on penny candies.

But a bigger pond meant bigger fish.

Alex soon learned the secondary school snack market was already controlled by a hulking sixteen-year-old named Themba, but everyone called him "Big Joe." Joe didn't sell sweets; he sold power bars, canned fizzy drinks, and a sense of aggressive intimidation from his usual spot behind the cricket nets.

When Alex first tried to move his signature double-chocolate chunk cookies (made with a secret ingredient—a sprinkle of sea salt—that made them addictive), Joe’s heavy hand landed on his shoulder.

"New kid," Joe grunted, his eyes fixated on the stack of cookies. "This side of the fence is licensed. You wanna sell, you pay."

"Pay for what?" Alex countered, keeping his voice steady. "I’m not selling your product."

"You pay for the air you breathe here," Joe explained, flexing a muscle that looked suspiciously adult. "Consider it a franchise fee."

Alex walked away. Paying protection money was cutting into his margin, and Capo di Tutti Capi operated with ruthless efficiency, not charity. He needed to innovate. He needed a team.

He found his first two recruits not in the canteen line, but in the chess club and the rugby team.

Sipho, The Brains. Sipho was scrawny, brilliant, and possessed an encyclopedic memory. He could memorize the entire class schedule for a hundred students and calculate profit per head faster than Alex could count to ten. Alex recruited him with a single pitch: "I'll give you 10% of the net profit if you can tell me where Mr. Van Acker is every period, and what time the drama club gets thirsty."

Sipho didn't care about the risk; he cared about the data. He drew up intricate blueprints of the campus, marking high-traffic zones, teacher patrol routes, and the exact window of time a teacher spent in the restroom between classes. He quickly discovered the untapped market: the art room during late-afternoon projects and the back corner of the library during silent study, where students needed discreet sugar hits.

Zaki, The Brawn. Zaki wasn't violent, but he was undeniably built like a fortress wall. He was quiet, loyal, and had a disarming smile, making him the perfect face for distribution. His rugby training meant he could sprint across campus in thirty seconds flat. Alex offered him a slightly higher percentage (15%) for inventory management and delivery.

"You're the delivery truck, Zaki," Alex explained. "You carry the stock, you deal with the logistics. If Big Joe shows up, you smile, hand him a free cookie, and walk past him without breaking stride."

The Capo's strategy evolved:

	Product Diversification: Adding savory items like small meat pies—high-margin, satisfying, and easier to move in bulk.

	Decentralized Storage: Sipho identified three separate, low-risk caches across the campus (a hollow tree stump, a loose ceiling tile in the abandoned boiler room, and a specific locker nobody used).

	The Tag Team: Sipho would signal Alex using a coded sequence of text messages or even the strategic placement of a textbook on his desk. Alex would prep the order, and Zaki would execute the delivery route, moving fast through the blind spots.


One Friday, Big Joe finally cornered Alex and Zaki near the bike racks, demanding the "franchise fee."

"You’re eating my market, Capo," Joe warned, towering over them.

Zaki simply stood still, his rugby-player mass reassuringly solid.

Alex just smiled, holding up a small, empty cash tin. "Your market is Power Bars, Joe. Mine is fresh-baked quality. It’s a different customer base." He tapped the tin. "Besides, you're looking at the wrong guy. We only do the baking. The sales are handled by my partners."

Before Joe could process the shift in strategy, Sipho, pretending to be searching for a lost contact lens nearby, let out a loud cough. It was the signal. Mr. Van Wyk’s successor, a history teacher notorious for hating crowds, was five seconds away.

Big Joe immediately dispersed his own small crew and walked away, grumbling, just as the history teacher rounded the corner. Alex watched him go, a cold certainty settling in his stomach. He hadn't fought Joe; he had out-structured him.

The Capo wasn't just a seller anymore. He was a system builder.
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Chapter 3: The Unlicensed Cartel

[image: ]


By the start of his final year of secondary school, Alex’s operation had become a finely tuned machine, a low-volume, high-margin cartel run by three teenagers. They no longer relied on simple cash-in-sock; Sipho had set up a secure, encrypted spreadsheet on a shared cloud drive that tracked inventory, sales by location, and even projected demand based on weather (rainy days meant higher sales for hot pies).

Zaki, now the undisputed master of covert logistics, moved their stock—which now included small, pre-wrapped artisanal sandwiches—with the silent precision of a special forces agent. Alex, meanwhile, focused solely on production and strategic oversight, managing the delicate relationship with his mother, who still believed he was only baking for charity events.

Their success was intoxicating, but success breeds visibility. The official school tuck shop owner, Mrs. Peterson, a woman whose pies had the consistency of cardboard, finally lodged a formal complaint backed by detailed surveillance reports. The principal, a weary man named Mr. Ndlovu, realized he wasn't dealing with a candy dealer; he was dealing with an economic rival.

The trap was sprung on a Thursday—Pie Day, the Capo’s biggest earner.

It was 1:00 PM, peak lunch rush, and Zaki was making a delivery run to the science block, carrying a messenger bag that contained ten savory mince pies and fifteen packets of chilli-dusted chips. Sipho was stationed at his post, near the admin office, using his phone under the guise of listening to music, ready to signal.

Alex
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