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To all lovers of truth and justice
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Prologue
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Detective Chap sensed something was off as he navigated the complex corridors of justice. 

Secrets were bartered like precious commodities. Loyalty was a fleeting notion, easily bought or sold to the highest bidder. And at the heart of it all lay the lifeless body of Winston, the revered State President.

Chap was tasked with finding the killer, but it became clear he was facing more than just a murderer. The very system he believed in was crumbling, corroding trust and truth at every turn. As he delved deeper into the darkness, Chap found himself struggling to hold onto his own morality as he uncovered harsh truths.

The investigation hurtled towards a climactic moment where friends and enemies blurred together in a tangle of lies. Justice seemed like an unattainable goal, and redemption was merely an illusion. Can Chap find the killer in a world where deception reigns supreme, or will their secrets be buried forever?

Get ready for a twisty journey where the price of truth may be too steep. In this sinister tale, no one can be trusted and the true price of justice remains unknown until the very end.
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​​Chapter One
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The thought of ending a life brings tears to my eyes and sorrow to my heart. Just imagine, all that wisdom gathered over eighty-seven years is gone. The dreams the victim never fulfilled and the sacrifices he has made for a nation that just turned its back on him. Yet, eighty-seven isn’t old when we consider all the things someone can still do. As we consider how simple it would be to take away someone else’s life, the grip of fear overwhelms us. Who isn’t aware that his or her life, as precious as it is, will one day end? 

Such were the fears and guilt of whoever had assassinated Winston Cruz, the State President of South Africa. The shock rippled across the world, leaving a stillness as cold as the snow-covered Nordkapp in Norway. Grief spread like a heavy fog, shadowing even the brightest stars. It seemed to choke the last bit of hope, casting a thick veil of sadness over every corner of the world.

It was Friday around 8:00 p.m. A light-skinned man standing at 5’10 in his late twenties, dressed in black trousers, Tarzan shoes, and a white tracksuit, came walking gracefully. The Zulu armed guards outside the gate saw him advancing. It was raining as the assassin waved and entered the gate. Five armed guards who had accompanied Winston were already in the police lorry, setting off to his official residence in Pretoria. The assassin felt re-energised even when his heart pumped. He continued towards the private access door of Winston’s study.

The assassin pushed the private door, and it was loosely closed. He found Winston deeply reading the book, “Cry, the Beloved Country.” Winston looked at him and saw an unfamiliar face. He clenched his jaw and took a deep breath to steady himself. Before he could say a word, the assassin moved swiftly, his hand disappearing beneath his belt and reappearing with a long, Dutch-made Veri-sharp knife. He lunged forward with a force that sent Winston stumbling backward. The knife descended three times - twice into Winston’s stomach and twice into his chest just above the heart. The first stab was so strong that the knife almost penetrated through the back. Thunder sounds and strong winds caused the assassin to panic. He sustained minor injuries on his left arm as he stabbed Winston a fourth time. 

The assassin trembled as he lifted Winston’s body from the floor and settled it back into the chair. With practised hands, the assassin adjusted Winston’s head to face forward, then sliced off his left ear and placed it into a small metallic container with formalin. His hands trembled as he tucked the container into his pocket. He replaced the spectacles on Winston’s nose, closed the door just as he had found it, laid the knife softly on the verandah, and walked with quiet majesty towards the main gate. A strange blend of fear and satisfaction stirred within him as he gave another casual wave to the two guards. Once beyond the gate, he vanished into the night, taking full advantage of the darkness as he ran towards the city centre.

Mareldrine Cruz, Winston’s wife arrived home an hour later from her 42nd birthday party, staggering probably because of high amount of wine in her bloodstream. A rich silk party dress clung to her tall frame. Its deep green colour and beads decorated the high neckline and fell to a modest knee-length hem. Peter Khu and Daniel Pretori, the ‘vigilant’ guards, opened the heavy iron gate that enclosed Winston’s residence. 

Mareldrine entered the palace driving a red Peugeot. The guards returned to the balcony where they were drinking Umqombothi, a local brew for natives, especially Stonebread Men in mines and Penny Picker guards, the working class. The brew was not so strong in alcohol content, just three percent, but could really intoxicate if taken in large amounts. Mareldrine took a cigarette out of its pack and struck a match once. She brought the flame to the tip, shook her head quickly, extinguishing it, and placed it back in the box. Mareldrine rummaged inside her handbag and pulled out a set of keys.

Shortly after accessing the house through the main door, Mareldrine switched on the lights and walked straight to the bedroom. She had thought Winston was already sleeping, only to realise she was wrong. She walked onto Winston’s private balcony and found an empty white sofa set and a depressed tea table. The wind had blown the hanging photos of anti-apartheid protestors. She bent, picked them and hung them on the recently repainted walls. As she gazed at the sofa and table, she felt these two had missed Winston for a century. She walked to the study and found him seated properly in his reading chair. The sight of dried blood and deep wounds was everywhere. She tapped Winston’s shoulders, but he was eerily breathless. 

“No! Winston! Noooo!” Mareldrine screamed; her feet frozen to the floor. Tears streamed down her face as she looked at his motionless body. “This can’t be true! Please, please no...”, she sobbed. 

The guards heard Mareldrine yell. At first, they thought the couple was fighting. But Khu quickly remembered that Winston was too old to fist and fight. They ran towards the house and found Winston lifeless. Mareldrine gazed at his body as if commanding it to rise and walk to the bedroom. Khu and Pretori stood still, the weight of their failure to protect their leader was clear in their downcast eyes. Intoxicated by the strong Umqombothi, the two men staggered, viewing Winston’s body with unfocused eyes as if duplicated, mimicking the disorientation of any drunkard.

Mareldrine’s hands shook as she lit a cigarette, the flame quivering in her grip. She inhaled, trying to steady herself, and exhaled slowly, watching smoke curl into the air above Winston’s still body. Her finger flicked the ash onto the marble floor, but a sudden sob made her drop the cigarette with a hiss. She crushed it beneath her heel, tears stinging her eyes.
She stumbled to the corner of the living room, where the rotary phone waited. Her fingers trembled over the dial as she called Sancton Pietersen. He had been re-elected, yet his party, the Africa Strong Minority Alliance, was blamed for keeping blacks from voting—even those who had once supported them. Mareldrine’s chest tightened as she spoke, a storm of grief, fear, and bitter anger churning inside her.
“Hello, Prime Minister,” Mareldrine said with a trembling voice. “My husband is gone.”

“What happened?” Sancton inquired, his voice filled with concern.

“My husband, Winston, lies lifeless!”

He switched on the TV set mounted on the wall above the bedside table. “Where are you?” 

“I’m right here, my hand resting on his lifeless body,” Mareldrine said, the cigarette’s tip flaring between her trembling fingers. 

Sancton remembered he had banned television as his TV screen remained blank. “Are there any potential suspects we should consider?” 

“How do you expect me to know?” Mareldrine exclaims, throwing her hands up in exasperation. 

“A donkey was assigned bodyguards in the territory for lions,” he said, “but declined to be guarded believing he had no enemies. One afternoon, two lions grabbed it for supper,” Sancton revealed. “We have to get to the bottom of this as soon as possible. We must find out who did this and make sure we bring them to justice.”

“But you gave him two bodyguards and were at his palace guarding,” Mareldrine slurred, her voice cracking with emotion.

“No. But I’ll send a few people over to investigate and collect more details on what happened.” 

“Thank you so much.”

“It’s my duty and pleasure.”

The bad news arrived instantly, shattering the night’s calm like a dropped glass. The clock on the wall, with its aged face, silently marked the passage of time.

Sancton reached for his rotary phone on his bedside, his fingers tapping the buttons with a purpose that mirrored the gravity of the situation. He dialled Ricky Grims, the head of police, for the first time, but the phone stubbornly refused to connect. A knot of tension tightened in Sancton’s stomach.

Thirty minutes passed before he made a second attempt. This time, the call went through, but the ringing echoed into emptiness. Nobody answered. Another half-hour of suspense, and Sancton persisted. The line clicked, and a weary Ricky finally picked up.

“Ricky, do you have any idea what’s happened?” 

Ricky, grappling with the news, responded with a terse “No, sir.” The irritating sound of an owl added an eerie layer to the conversation. Ricky, known for providing tight security to Winston, was left to grapple with the unexpected.

“Mareldrine informed me,” Sancton continued, “Winston’s been assassinated.”

Sancton’s voice was tense. Meanwhile, at the other end, Ricky’s panic was palpable. Darkness engulfed Ricky’s bedroom as he talked to Sancton, the absence of light deepening the shadows of uncertainty.

“Sir, I’ve always given Winston enough security,” Ricky said with a trembling voice.

“What do you mean by ‘enough security,’ Ricky?” 

Silence followed as Ricky chose not to answer. The owl’s haunting calls seemed to amplify the seriousness of the conversation. As if compelled by an unseen force, Ricky pressed for details.

“Sir, where did it happen?” he demanded, his voice cutting through the static.

“Winston met his demise from the comfort of his home,” Sancton revealed, the weight of the words hanging heavily between them.

The line went dead. Sancton’s repeated attempts to reconnect punctuated the silence that followed. However, he faced an impenetrable void, despite his persistence. In the quiet darkness of Ricky’s bedroom, Sancton listened to what seemed like thunder and felt the ground shake, convincing himself of a tumultuous storm or even an earthquake.

It was only later, when the silence settled, that Sancton realised these were dreams, evident of the chaos unfolding in his mind.
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The following morning as sounds of Hadeda birds competed with car honking, Sancton sent a messenger to call Detective Alex Chapman, also known as Chap amongst his peers. Tim Isaacs was Chap’s immediate boss and the head of the Special Crimes Unit. 

Chap attempted to reach Sancton’s office in Pretoria only to find the roads impassable, barricaded by lines of protestors. A violent crowd chanted, “Go away Sancton, you kill Winston’s body but not his spirit,” their voices rose in anger, but a helicopter roared overhead and tear gas stung their eyes, giving Chap a temporary pass to Sancton’s office. While Sancton weakened rioters, he felt cold, fearing that the public’s accusatory finger would point to his impeachment and ruin his reputation. But the solidarity among his supporters, largely from the Africa Strong Minority Alliance (ASMA), gave him hope.

Each footstep echoed loudly as Chap walked into Sancton’s opulent office, a grand chamber filled with antique furniture and the faint scent of old paper. The large mahogany desk, with a smooth surface bearing the marks of responsibility, stood imposingly in the room, filling the space with its sheer size. Sancton sat regally in the overstuffed chair, with a relaxed smile; he appeared strangely at ease, fingers idly tracing the crisp edges of a document. He greeted Chap with a piercing gaze, a gaze that left the detective contemplating about “whys.” Why me, of all the detectives, some of whom are Sancton’s in-laws? Why didn’t Sancton instruct my boss, Tim, to appoint me? Why didn’t he ask Ricky, the police chief, to appoint me or anybody else? 

As the saying goes, a detective’s heart is a vault of untold tales. Chap’s unyielding gaze bore into Sancton’s, his determination a visible force that seemed to push against the surrounding walls. They both understood the weight of the task Sancton was about to assign, and an unspoken clash of wills hung between them like an invisible barrier.

Sancton halted flipping the pages of the Stir newspaper and prepared to speak to Chap. But a vulture disrupted him when it crashed against the window with a startling crack, thinking it was an opening. The bird shot away, screeching wildly, the sudden impact having sent a jolt of pain through it.

“I’m not here to lecture you about what happened. Even the third-class citizen here in South Africa knows,” Sancton said. As he spoke, the soft rustle of the curtains, stirred by a gentle wind that had crept in through the open window, added an eerie undertone to the conversation, as if nature itself was privy to their secrets.

“I’m aware, sir, of the assassination of President Winston,” Chap said, punctuating each syllable like hammer blows on an anvil. The response came with unwavering determination from a detective known for his workaholic tendencies, a trait that had brought him both success and isolation.

“Correct,” Sancton said as he gazed at the photos of the recently massacred children in Soweto. The police killed the children for refusing to be taught in a language they never understood. “And that’s why I called you.”  

The room seemed to inhale the challenge, holding its breath for Chap’s response. “I’m always at your service, sir.”

“All right. I want you to find the killer.”

“I’ll take the case, sir,” Chap replied.

“That’s all I ask. Find the truth, no matter how deep it may be buried.”

Chap nodded in affirmation but, deep in his mind knew finding the assassin was as hard as catching smoke with bare hands.

As Sancton excused himself to attend a meeting with the waiting ministers in the boardroom, Chap took a deep breath and steeled himself for the journey that lay ahead. 

Chap’s eyes caught a small group ahead: five young black men and three women, each clutching books. From the saddle of his motorcycle, he thought at first, they carried stones. But as he drew closer, he saw the edges of paper and bindings instead of jagged rocks. His stomach tightened. These were students, recently chased from the nearby university for daring to use Afrikaner names and falsified records just to slip into the whites-only institution. They raised their hands in a quiet wave as he passed, silent, their eyes watching him speed away. Chap’s throat felt tight; the encounter lingered longer than it should have, unspoken, uneasy.

It was now 9:30 a.m., people had gathered at Winston’s residence, as protests gained momentum across Johannesburg. Shortly after arriving at his office, Chap leant back in his chair, his fingers steepled as he contemplated whom to work with on the monumental assignment. His mind raced back and forth until he eventually zeroed in on Kiim Edwards. Kiim was of mixed blood, Zulu father and an Australian mother. The father had died when Kiim was just twelve. The mother returned to Australia, leaving him with paternal uncles. Kiim’s attire was often casual, favouring comfortable t-shirts, casual trousers, and open-toed shoes. He led a single and independent lifestyle, known to grind his teeth after a few beers. He was a newcomer to the detective profession, having worked for just one year. But he was humble and loyal to his supervisors and committed to learning new skills.

The two detectives sat in Chap’s office, and as they sipped coffee, Kiim mistakenly swapped Chap’s coffee cup and realised it after the sip. The faded files and evidence boards witnessed the anomaly. 

Chap abandoned his coffee, probably after Kiim encroached on it. “I’ve got a new assignment. Sancton has assigned me to investigate the assassination of Winston. I want you to assist me in the assignment,” Chap said.

“Why did you single me out among all your friends?” Kiim inquired.

Chap’s eyes through the window caught up with a recently completed skyscraper. “Because you are considered Zulu unlike me a white,” Chap revealed. “Black suspects will give you audience.”

Kiim hesitated for a moment and spoke in a faded voice. “Investigating this now is a waste of time. It’s been nearly twenty-four hours since the murder. Much of the evidence could’ve been tampered with.” 

“We can investigate assassinations no matter how much time has passed, even one that occurred a century ago. We can’t afford to waste any more time,” Chap said as he reflected on what Sancton told him in the meeting.

As they spoke, distant gunshots echoed from the suburbs of southern Joburg.

“Look at what’s happening out there. Rioters have blocked the Soweto-Joburg road. This city is on the edge,” Kiim said.

“We have a job to do. Chaos won’t deter us. We’re here to uncover the truth.”

“Fine, I’ll work with you. What’s my role in all of this?” Kiim asked as he denied Chap eye contact.

Chap’s fist banged the table, as his eyes cast at the invisible object on the rusty iron sheets in the ceiling. “You’ll help collect physical evidence, interview some eyewitnesses, and maintain records of gathered exhibits. We need to build a solid case.” 

“Alright, I’ll help. But I’m not in the best shape today, hangover.” 

“We can’t afford any slip-ups, Kiim. We’re dealing with the assassination of a president. Get yourself together.” 

“I know, I know. These headaches and the doctor’s advice to cut down on smoking aren’t helping,” Kiim said.

“Investigating the assassination of a president is no joke. I need your full commitment. As a professional, take this seriously.”

“But what could be the motive of assassins?” Kiim asked as he rubbed his aching fingers. 

“My friend, assassins are not just killers. They’re architects of fear, masters of manipulation.”

“But why create fear?” Kiim asked.

“They aim to silence any opposition that dares to challenge them or their employers.”

“But it’s not just about the fear,” Kiim interjected, his voice gaining confidence. “It’s about power, too. Some of these killers want to seize power, to get their hands-on resources that’ll make them untouchable. They want to exercise their twisted form of governance.”

“You’re catching on. You’re right. They seek control at any cost, manipulating victims like pawns on a macabre chessboard.”

“And it’s not limited to individuals, is it?”

Chap opened a blue file, the cover decorated with images of vultures. “You’re grasping the intricacies of this world faster than I expected. But there’s more. These assassins aren’t confined to traditional methods.”

“They’re the same breed as those who poison farms of blacks with anthrax, who drag away protesters from helicopters in the dead of night. Remember the ones who poison wells with defoliants and napalm? It’s all connected,” Kiim said as he left Chap’s office. The door clicked shut, sealing off the dialogue.

Moments later, Chap sat at his desk, his fingers tapping rhythmically against the polished wood as he composed a message that carried weight far beyond its words. The radio studios kept interrupting him with two people discussing the growing number of rioters across Johannesburg: A surge of anti-apartheid rioters overtook the streets of Johannesburg and elsewhere. Demonstrators voiced their outrage at the assassination of Winston. Banners with Winston’s image fluttered alongside a slogan: “Justice is a map, leading to hidden treasures.” Amidst the clamour of the mob, a small group of revellers cheered, believing that Sancton was the one dead. 

He carefully selected each phrase, his mind attuned to the gravity of the task at hand. The words were concise, yet they carried the weight of an entire investigation. 

“Tim,” he began, the ink flowing smoothly onto the paper, “Sancton has tasked me with investigating Winston’s assassination. The case is now under my jurisdiction. Expect to hear from me soon, sir.”

As he sealed the note with a resolute press, the room seemed to hold its breath. It was as if the very walls were privy to the magnitude of the message. 
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Winston’s assassination came at a time when indigenous protea flowers struggled to exert their presence amidst the invasive tulips that had attacked South Africa via the Atlantic Ocean. Luckily, the lively nightlife in jazz clubs and the bustling daytime markets breathed life into the masses whose hope faded day by day. As expected, the dry and cool winter was not always bad enough to inflict additional misery on the undeserved city dwellers already in agony. 

Kiim entered Chap’s office, ready to despatch the note to Tim. As soon as Tim got the note from Chap, curiosity cropped up. He opened the note, read it, and resealed it so skilfully that even the most observant person could not suspect any tinkering. The steps from Chap’s office to Tim’s desk felt like an eternity, every second ticking away with a weight that matched the heaviness of the news he carried. He arrived at Tim’s office, knocked on the door, and the host let him in. Tim’s brows knitted together as he accepted the note, his fingers unfolding the paper with a deliberateness that belied the unease that had settled within him. As he read the message, the lines on his face deepened. The surrounding atmosphere seemed to grow more charged.

As Kiim left Tim’s office, the note continued tickling Tim’s mind. “Why didn’t Sancton instruct Ricky to appoint Chap if he wanted?” Tim wondered because it was not common for a Prime Minister to usurp the powers of the Inspector General of police or deputies.

Tim walked up the staircase to Ricky’s office and found him on the phone. People knew Ricky, an Afrikaner, for being fierce in querying anti-apartheid riots. Perhaps he was giving instructions to the police on how to neutralise the Soweto riots. Sancton was known for ordering all security agencies to ensure only blacks with permits were allowed to remain in major cities and townships. Something the Zulu, Xhosa, and neither the Sotho nor Venda would ever willingly allow.

The words “Good morning, sir” echoed through the room, breaking the silence.

“Yes,” Ricky replied with a smile, the warmth of the morning sun on his face. “What brings you here?”

“I wanted to let you know Sancton has appointed Chap to lead the investigation into Winston’s assassination,” Tim said.

Ricky picked up a khaki envelope, thick and bulging, and slid it into the drawer. “I’m already aware,” he said, his voice carrying quiet authority.

Tim frowned. “With respect, sir... doesn’t it strike you as odd? The Prime Minister personally naming the lead investigator before you or I could?”

“Not odd,” Ricky said evenly. “Necessary. It shows leadership. Sancton moved fast to steady the ship.”

“Or to steer it,” Tim countered. “Sir, this isn’t a petty robbery—it’s the assassination of a State President. Protocol exists for a reason.”

Ricky leaned back in his chair. “Protocol slows things down. The country needed a decision, and Sancton gave one. Besides, he chose the right man.”

Tim pressed on. “Chap is the right man, I agree. But the way it was done makes Sancton look... involved. If he’s innocent, why risk stepping into the frame?”

“Because hesitation would have been worse,” Ricky shot back. “If he’d waited for us to shuffle papers, the streets would already be whispering he was complicit. Acting swiftly proved the opposite.”

Tim’s tone hardened. “Or it gave him cover. Sir, people will see him appointing Chap and think—maybe he wanted to control the outcome.”

“Control?” Ricky gave a short laugh. “Chap isn’t a puppet, and Sancton knows it. If anything, choosing a man like Chap proves he’s not afraid of scrutiny.”

Tim folded his arms. “That’s one way to read it. Another is that he knows Chap’s reputation shields him. Nobody would suspect a fix if Chap’s the one leading the case.”

“Tim,” Ricky said firmly, “you’ve worked with Chap long enough to know he serves truth, not politics. If Sancton were guilty, Chap would dig it out, appointment or no appointment. That’s why I respect Sancton’s call.”

Tim hesitated, then said quietly, “But the people don’t think in layers, sir. They’ll judge by appearances. And appearances can damn a man as quickly as facts.”

Ricky’s eyes narrowed. “Which is exactly why we need to stand behind this decision. Chap will handle the investigation. Our job is to keep the politics from crushing him.”

A silence stretched between them.

Finally, Ricky added, “Guide Chap where you can, Tim. Don’t waste energy doubting Sancton. In this country, suspicion is cheap. Loyalty costs.”

Tim nodded in agreement, the weight of political realities sinking in as he left Ricky’s office.

Chap and Kiim, assuming the guise of distant relatives, discreetly visited the sombre crime scene in a kind of pre-investigation survey. The residence was a symbol of authority in the prestigious, well-guarded neighbourhood of Johannesburg city. The urban planners reserved the area only for high-ranking government officials, diplomats, and ministers. Only those who chose to live outside Pretoria.

Chap walked around the entire courtyard, studying every detail. He walked around the perimeter wall. Beyond the gates, a towering perimeter wall fortified with electrified wires at the top encircled the palace. This created an impenetrable fortress. Any intruder attempting to breach this formidable barrier would face insurmountable odds. He noticed that on either side of the entrance stood the guards’ quarters, enabling guards to monitor whoever accessed the courtyard. The main house had sturdy wooden doors with complex designs and a glossy finish. They placed Yale padlocks on the exterior doors, and they attached Master locks to the interior doors for added protection. Stately marble columns surrounded the entrance, displayed the national emblem and led into a large foyer. Chap appreciated the strength of the doors and wondered how an intruder could access the inside. As Chap entered inside, he noticed the private door was constructed with reinforced steel to guarantee Winston’s security. Incandescent bulbs and fluorescent lighting brightened everywhere. He proceeded to the study and found that it was filled with leather-bound books and ornate furnishings. From close range, Chap gazed at the staircase stuffed with portraits lined up side by side, featuring individuals who supported apartheid alongside activist battlers against it.

Standing amidst the mourners, they listened attentively to the hushed conversations, absorbing the grief that hung in the air like a heavy mist. Their eyes subtly scanned the vicinity, catching glimpses of Winston’s lifeless body from a respectful distance. Careful not to encroach upon the sanctity of the crime area, which various security groups had cordoned off, they observed the scene, noting the mourners’ reactions. They conversed casually with mourners and probed them to gather their perceptions of why Winston might have been targeted. Forty-five minutes elapsed in this covert observation, during which they refrained from direct interviews. 

Upon returning to their office, Chap instructed Kiim to gather the boxy Kodak camera loaded with black-and-white film, its crank wound tight for precision; rolls of twine and wooden pegs to cordon off the scene, and a leather-bound notebook in which every observation would be recorded in pencil, graphite preferred over ink to avoid smudging. Kiim checked their fingerprint kit, a worn metal case containing fine dusting powder, a sable brush, and lifting tape for securing prints onto acetate cards. A heavy metal torch, thick as a policeman’s baton, lay ready for when daylight gave out, and a steel measuring tape would serve to log distances between items at the scene with bureaucratic precision. These tools—primitive by future standards—were all they had to read the silent testimony of a crime scene. And they had to be enough.

Chap started contact with the forensic unit, tasking them with assembling a skilled team for the impending investigation. As Kiim prepared files, Chap handed over the investigation standards and procedures; a handbook detailing the meticulous processes of evidence gathering, organisation, and custody. He started drafting an activity schedule to interview all key witnesses and conduct interrogations. 

“I hope in two days we should nab the elusive killer, if not the mastermind,” Chap said as he handed Kiim a set of interview questions. 

Around noon, Chap’s motorcycle roared to life as he swung a leg over the seat. Kiim settled in behind him as they returned to the scene of the crime. While Kiim seemed less bothered, Chap’s heart pounded in sync with the urgency of the moment. Twenty-five minutes later, they arrived. Without a word, Chap dismounted his motorcycle, Kiim following suit. Many people protesting and shouting gathered at the steel gate, enduring a sharp, windy drizzle; they could not fit inside the palace, so security had pleaded with them to stand outside. They carried placards that said, “say no to Natives law, abolish population registration laws, Bantu, like whites deserve better education.”  

“These protestors seem to throw clues at us,” Chap said, staring at the groups of black and coloured men and women.

“Maybe or maybe not,” Kiim replied. 

The voices, both from other security officers and the witnesses, competed with the sounds of red-winged starlings. The security personnel guarding Winston’s body were more vigilant than his guards had been when he was still alive. At that moment, amidst the chaos, Chap felt an unyielding determination, a resolve to unearth the truth, maybe for its own sake, in a place where violence had momentarily held sway.

It was a quarter to one, and the sun’s rays struck through the mourners, most of whom were Zulu, Xhosa and Venda. Chap’s gaze first landed on Mareldrine, Winston’s widow, the woman left behind by the brutal act that had unfolded within these well-secured walls. Mareldrine’s tearful gaze met his as she held a red packet of cigarettes with shaky hands.

Jena Brinxton, Winston’s former wife, stood apart. The death had temporarily affected Jena’s business trip to Hong Kong. Her relentless whipping mirrored the storm raging within her.

“My ex-husband was innocent!” The words tore from her throat as she grappled not just with the physical act but with the intangible, the injustice that had befallen someone she had once loved.

“He gave me everything I needed I will miss him!” Her voice wavered. “Whoever killed him wasted his time,” she spits out bitterly, the venom in her words slicing through the air. “He will follow him sooner than later. God is incorruptible.” Her voice remained defiant as mourners looked on in despair. “You cannot take away someone’s life and enjoy yours!” 

“You killer, you’ll die soon. May lightning strike you,” Jena cast her eyes into the sky. “It could have been better if the pregnancy that bore you had aborted!” 

Mareldrine stood on the verandah, leaning against the wall with a cigarette in hand. She smoked in solemn contemplation as if trying to dispel grief. But as they say, whenever one is in great agony, the mind tends to drift into past events. She was trying to cope with the loss considering her past encounters with the late husband.

As grief poured from mourners, Chap noticed his task had been simplified. The forensics team had already secured the crime scene. He walked closer to the reading room, where Winston’s life had been snuffed out. The room seemed to exude an aura of sorrow, the very walls holding the memory of the violent act that had shattered Winston’s life.

Chap’s gaze shifted to Constable Khu. “I need to know if there were any injuries sustained before or during the assassination. Anyone hurt, you, Pretori or any other?”

“No. There were no injuries. The assassin focussed solely on attacking President.”

“No struggle? That seems unusual for an assassination of this nature.”

“The assailant was swift and precise. There was no chance for anyone else to intervene.”

“And you’re certain? No one tried to intervene, not you, not Pretori?”

“The attack targeted perfectly.”

“You’re saying the assassin entered, executed the assassination, and left encountering no resistance?”

“That’s correct.”

“Thank you, Constable. That will be all for now.”

Chap shifted his attention to Kiim. “Bring the tape.”

With a nod from Chap, Kiim swiftly unzipped Chap’s bag looking for a reinforcement tape. After searching and searching, he noticed he had not included it in the detective’s kit. “I can’t find the tape, sir,” he said.  

Chap’s face tightened. “How do we proceed without it? Rush back to the office and bring it.” 

An hour later, Kiim returned with the tape. Chap’s gaze remained focussed on the crime scene as Kiim cordoned off the area. The second tape at the scene, already secured by the forensics team, aimed at ensuring a more secure scene. Chap aimed to ensure that no unauthorised personnel would disturb the evidence that lay within.

Chap observed as Kiim extended the tape. “Make sure you stretch the tape taut. We need a clear and visible boundary.”

Kiim’s hands moved with precision, the yellow tape forming a clear boundary that marked the edge of the crime scene. As he stepped back to assess progress, Chap’s attention remained locked on the reading room just beyond the tape. His mind was a whirlwind of thoughts, analysing the scene before him and considering the implications of the details he was about to uncover.

Chap’s gaze shifted to Kiim. “Now, let’s put up a barricade. We can’t afford any distractions or unauthorised access.”

Kiim nodded in understanding and swiftly placed a metal barricade as instructed. Once the barricade was in place, Chap took a deep breath, his heart pounding with a mixture of anticipation and apprehension. “This is a pivotal moment in the investigation, the point where the truth awaits to be uncovered,” he muttered.

“Only you and I will enter that room,” Chap said to Kiim.

With a shared nod of agreement, they stepped over the threshold and into the reading room. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four
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Chap bent and started writing in his notebook. He stood and walked towards Kiim. “The individuals who had accessed the crime scene before us were potentially the first witnesses to whatever had transpired in this room. Their movements, their observations, could hold valuable clues that would help piece together the sequence of events leading up to Winston’s assassination.”

“So, what should I do, sir?”  Kiim inquired. 

“I need you to log the names of everyone who has accessed this crime scene before us. Start with the individuals who were here first.”

Kiim’s pen moved swiftly across the notepad in his hand, jotting down the names as Chap spoke. “Got it. Mareldrine, Jena, Khu and Pretori.”

“What about recording the forensics team and the mourners seated across?”

“Unnecessary.”

“Note down their positions within the room, if possible,” Chap instructed, his tone carrying a sense of urgency. “We need to understand their perspectives and what they might have seen.”

Kiim’s pen continued to move across the paper. “Positions noted. Mareldrine stands by the desk, Jena stands near the window, and Khu and Pretori are stationed near the door.”

Chap nodded. “Their positions suggest different vantage points. We’ll need to interview each of them separately, get their accounts of what happened and what they observed.”

“Agreed, sir. Their testimonies could be crucial in reconstructing the events,” Kiim said.

Chap’s gaze shifted from Winston’s lifeless body to the details in the room. He took out a small notepad from his pocket and a pen, jotting down observations as his eyes scanned the scene. 

“I need you to take the initial photographs. The forensics team has already taken some. Document everything you see in here.”

Kiim nodded, his camera in hand. As he attempted to capture the scene, little did he realise the camera had run out of battery. Chap felt angry as he picked money from his pocket. “Go buy batteries.”

After about 45 minutes, Kiim returned with brand-new batteries. He focussed on Winston’s body, the room’s layout, the open window, and the arrangement of the books on the reading table. Each click of the camera shutter captured a frozen moment in time.

As Kiim worked, Chap’s eyes remained glued to the room. He made notes about the angle of the body, the eyeglasses, and the position of the window relative to the reading table. He then shifted to the corridor upstairs that connected the reading room to the bedroom. As he approached the doorway, his gaze swept over the closed bedroom door. His fingers brushed against the surface of the door, confirming its locked position.

“Kiim, take photographs of the corridor and the locked bedroom door.”

Kiim adjusted his camera settings and complied, capturing the corridor’s length and the locked door. 

Stepping back into the reading room, Chap’s eyes caught sight of the stains of dried blood outside the doorstep. He knelt and inspected the pattern and placement of the drops.

“Kiim, photograph the bloodstains outside the reading room door. A single clue can unlock the gates of truth,” Chap instructed.

Kiim squatted down and adjusted his camera, aligning it meticulously with the bloodstains. Closing one eye, he framed the shot with precision.

Detective Chap swiftly put on a pair of sterile gloves before using tweezers to remove the knife carefully from its position. He handled it with the utmost care, making sure not to disturb any potential evidence left behind. Chap examined the blade for any signs of blood or tissue that could provide valuable clues about the identity of the attacker. He placed the knife into an evidence bag and sealed it tightly with tamper-proof tape to avoid any contamination. He marked it as Exhibit B. Chap had earlier scooped the bloodstains at the doorstep, and put them in a container which he marked Exhibit A.

At exactly two thirty, as the sun continued to hit new mourners while old ones returned to their homes, the distant sound of approaching sirens filled the air. Chap looked up and saw a van marked “JG Hospital” pulling into the courtyard with the words “Department of Forensic Pathology Laboratory.” The team arrived in vehicle number P123SAP. A man emerged from the vehicle, dressed in a crisp white lab coat complete with a gleaming name tag pinned neatly to his chest. He wore a white gown stretching from neck to toe, gloves, a facemask, and covered hair. He was accompanied by a team of five nurses and two other men. 

Chap’s grip on the evidence bag tightened as he watched the man and his team approach. “Dr Connolly,” Chap said, with a voice carrying a tone of professional detachment.

“Detective Chap,” Dr Connolly responded.

Dr Connolly asked Nurse Siyabonga to open the medical kit. She pulled out scalpels and forceps. He received the tools and inspected the late Winston’s multiple stab wounds. His eyes light up at unusual marks.

Chap gave Dr Connolly a small container. “For forensic serology.”

Dr Connolly nodded as he gave the container to Siyabonga to store in the bag.

Winston’s body was covered with a white sheet, and gently placed onto a stretcher. They carefully lifted the body and carried it into the ambulance, disappearing behind its doors. The handful of mourners cried and yelled as the van headed to the city centre.

In about 30 minutes the ambulance had arrived at JG Hospital. A group of five white young men armed with sticks inspected the ambulance to ensure the patient or body inside was not for a native. They all shouted in unison, “No natives, this hospital is for high class citizens.” 

The late Winston was an Afrikaner so his body qualified to be at JG hospital.

At the scene of the crime, Chap leant on the verandah and remained speechless for a moment. The crime scene, which had been so charged with tension and significance, now seemed strangely quiet. He turned his attention to Mareldrine, who stood nearby.

“Mrs Cruz, I understand this is a difficult time for you. We will do everything in our power to find the truth.”

“Thank you,” Mareldrine replied. “I need both truth and justice.”

Chap gestured towards the open doorway of the reading room. “We have concluded our initial examination of the scene. You can enter now if you wish.”

Mareldrine hesitated for a moment before walking towards the reading room. Chap watched her for a moment before turning to Kiim.

“Let’s turn to interviewing the witnesses.” 

Kiim hesitated as if thinking deeply. “Okay, sir.” 
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A moment later, Chap sat down with Mareldrine on the verandah. “Mareldrine,” Chap began, his voice carrying a mixture of empathy and curiosity, “I know this is a difficult time, but I need to ask you a few questions about the events of that day.”

“Of course. I’ll do my best to answer.”

“Could you tell me about the birthday party at Joburg Gardens? The atmosphere, the guests, and any notable occurrences?”

“It was a perfect day, sunny and warm. The gardens were alive with laughter and joy. The celebration was in full swing, with everyone enjoying themselves.”

“And Winston’s presence? Can you elaborate on that?” Chap asked as he looked at his watch.

“Winston showed up uninvited, but it wasn’t a disturbance. He didn’t cause a scene or make a statement. It was like he just wanted to be near me on my special day,” Mareldrine said as tears dropped from her left eye.

“Calm down, Mareldrine. I know this is a difficult time for you.”

“It’s okay, sir.”

“Uninvited? Did Winston interact with anyone in particular?”

Mareldrine’s gaze turned distant as she recalled, “He sat alone, at the edge of the garden. Silent. Almost... ghostlike. He didn’t talk to anyone. He just watched.”

Chap’s pen moved across the paper as he made notes. “And at around 7:30 p.m., he left?”

Mareldrine wiped her face. “Yes, around that time, he quietly departed with his security detail.”

“Do you know if he had any conversations, any interactions that stood out?”

Mareldrine’s gaze held a trace of reflection. “No, he didn’t engage in any significant conversations. He seemed content to observe, to be present.”

Chap opened a blank page of his notebook. “Can you walk me through what you found when you arrived home?”

“It was about an hour after Winston had left the party. I followed suit and returned home. When I entered the house, I found him... in his chair, covered in blood, one ear chopped off,” Mareldrine said with a trembling voice.

“And the door to the reading room was open?”

“Yes, the door was loosely closed, as if someone had been inside.”

“And his eyeglasses were on the reading table, left ear chopped off?”

“No. He was wearing them.”

“I need to understand the circumstances around Winston’s departure from the party. Can you tell me why there was no one else in the house when he arrived?”

“The guards – Khu and Pretori – were still here, guarding the residence.”

“Mareldrine, is it possible that someone harmed Winston before he arrived home? Perhaps during the time, he left the party?”

“I... I don’t know. All I know is that he left the party alive. He was fine when he departed,” Mareldrine said as she picked a packet of cigarettes from her bag.

“Thank you for sharing this with me. Your account is crucial in piecing together the timeline of events.”

Mareldrine’s shoulders slumped slightly. “I just want to know who killed my husband. I want justice for Winston.”

“We’re committed to finding the truth,” Chap assured.

A moment after Chap perused his notes, and turned to Kiim. “We need to decide how we’re going to handle Khu and Pretori. Should we treat them as suspects right from the start or approach them as witnesses?”

Kiim was drawing an eagle crossing what appeared to be the Atlantic Ocean. “I really don’t know.”

“Kiim, just tell me whatever you know.”

“Given the circumstances, I would suggest treating them as witnesses initially. It might give us a better chance to gather information without putting them on the defensive,” Kiim said.

“You’re right. We need to tread carefully here. If we confront them as suspects right away, they might clam up or even try to cover their tracks.”

Kiim looked at the drawing he had made and was sketching the city of Melbourne in Australia. “I think whatever decision you make is fine.”

Chap gazed at the mourners, who started leaving one by one, their sombre faces etched with grief. “Kiim, I thought you promised to work with me.”

“That’s correct, sir,” Kiim said as he denied Chap eye contact.

“How do we transition from treating them as witnesses to considering them as suspects later?”

“Their accounts will reveal a lot,” Kiim replied.

“True. Their role as guards is pivotal. Their failure to protect Winston is a serious matter, almost tantamount to negligence. But we
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