
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Broken Code
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They Called it Bait. Something special. 

Untouched Valuable. Dangerous.

––––––––

Hermien Cloete


Prologue:

They call it a myth. A whisper among criminals on nights that stretch too long, in moments too desperate. In the shadows of the harbour, secrets are carved in skin—and blood is the only price. A lost container, hidden deep in the harbour, sealed with a code no living soul has ever known.

But the code exists. Not on paper. Not in any archive. It is etched into flesh—a delicate flower inked into skin. Once admired as art, now hunted as a key.

Some say the bearer does not even know what they carry. Those who do... would kill without hesitation to claim it.

A storm is coming. When it breaks, blood will follow.

Let all who seek be warned: every flower holds a secret—and this one has already begun to bloom.
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Chapter 1: Back where they started
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It all began with a phone call from a lawyer. Smiley had inherited a fortune from Oupa, a distant relative who had no children. The old man was gone—or so everyone believed—, and he had left strict instructions: the money was to be used wisely, and Smiley must work for it, not squander it. Just like that, life changed overnight. But there was a catch—Smiley would only receive the full inheritance if he and Lizzie used the money to start a business. They had one year to prove it.

Smiley and Lizzie moved into their new home and began building their business. At first, things went well, full of promise and excitement. But temptation crept in. 

The lure of easy money, flashy nights out, and indulgent living began to outweigh their better judgment.

The terms were clear: start a business—or lose everything. Yet Smiley and Lizzie found themselves drawn to luxury. They gambled, drank, and celebrated with friends, letting the fortune shape their lives in ways they hadn’t planned.

Smiley’s ambitions were bold. A fast-food joint on the corner, a car wash, maybe even a small tuck shop in the township. Lizzie was cautious, wanting budgets, plans, and advice from the bank. But Smiley had his own ideas. He was flying high—shiny shoes, expensive watches, handing 

Out money like a rich uncle at Christmas. He wanted to impress everyone, to show the world who Smiley really was.

What he didn’t know yet was that Oupa was still watching. The old man had not truly died. Hidden in the shadows, he observed the underworld, plotting to wipe out the gangs that had plagued the streets for years. Smiley’s fortune was not just money—it was part of a plan, a tool in a game far larger than he could imagine. Smiley had ignored all warnings and plunged headfirst into the underworld, into the smoke-filled rooms where drugs and diamonds reigned supreme, and danger lurked in every corner.”

“Smiley, this isn’t going to last,” Lizzie warned one night, arms crossed, eyes sharp. “You’re not investing—you’re burning it all.”

“Lizzie, stop worrying. I know what I’m doing—I’m not here to play small.”

The fast-food joint had a fridge that broke down twice. The tuck shop was robbed twice. And Smiley’s spending habits—late-night parties, buying rounds for the entire bar, giving loans to ‘Chommie’ who disappeared without a trace—drained every last cent.

Eventually, Lizzie and Smiley had no choice but to move into a much smaller place. As time passed, their finances slowly dwindled. When the year ended, there was nothing left to show—no business, no plan, no money, nothing. Lizzie left quietly, without an argument or a shout. She 

packed her bag, kissed him lightly on the cheek, and said, “I warned you, 

Smiley. I begged you. But you don’t listen to anyone—except your own ego.”

Smiley didn’t answer her; he just stared at her.

Sophia and Boytjie returned to their fishermen’s cottage, back to the simple, steady life they had known before moving in with Lizzie and Smiley. 

The world had shifted, fortunes had been lost, and the consequences of Smiley’s choices were just beginning to ripple through their lives.

The days turned cold, and the nights stretched long and empty. Even with all the money Smiley had inherited, it had changed nothing for them. Their old bakkie was gone, sold just to survive.

Back in that cramped house, with peeling walls and broken dreams, Boytjie’s health began to fail. Lien had vanished into the city, leaving Sophia to face the storm alone. 

Sophia and Boytjie had tried desperately to get in touch with Smiley, but there had been no word from him.

Rumours swirled through the streets—Smiley was back with Johnny-Boy’s gang. Sophia stared at Boytjie, worry etched deep into her features, 

wondering how they could track him down. Then the blow that shattered her world—Boytjie, her anchor, was gone, taken suddenly by a heart attack. It rained on the afternoon they buried him. 

The grave was shallow, the mud heavy, and the air thick with the scent of petrol and damp earth. After the funeral, Sophia made a decision: she would find Smiley. She would go into the town’s back streets, the shadows where smuggling and crime thrived.

One morning, clutching a fading photograph and her last sliver of hope, Sophia stepped into the unknown. She didn’t know where he was, who he was with, or where to start looking for him. Fear pressed against her chest, memories haunted her, and yet she chased the ghost of the family they had once been. Night fell, and Sophia found herself under a flickering streetlamp, her shoulders like armor, and she crossed her arms, trying to ward off the biting wind that cut through the empty streets. Every gust carried memories she couldn’t escape—laughter that had turned to silence, promises broken, and the shadow of a family she might never find again. 

Yet, despite the cold and the fear gnawing at her, she took another step forward, clinging to the last thread of hope that Smiley was still out there, somewhere. “Her eyes were dry; the tears had stopped days ago. Her thoughts weren’t on the dead anymore—they were on the living, on 

Smiley and Lizzie, and in the world they were slipping back into.

Smiley had ignored all warnings, turned his back on the life he had inherited, and plunged headlong into the underworld. Diamonds, dice, smoke-filled rooms, crooked grins—the same violent, shadowed world he had once walked away from. Lizzie remembered one night, he pulled her. 

Into it. She stared at him, disbelief written across her face. “Smiley, what place is this? Come... let’s get out.” But there was no easy escape.

But Smiley just laughed. “Relax, my girl. We’re going to build an empire.”

Lizzie’s eyes widened. “What empire, Smiley? We’re living on top of a crumbling building, and you call this an empire? You can hardly move outside without risking a bullet.”

The so-called “empire” crumbled in less than nine months. Smiley tried—odd jobs, borrowing wherever he could—but the streets were always watching. And so was Johnny-Boy.

The gangster didn’t flinch when Smiley appeared one night at the edge of his turf, shoulders sagging, hands buried in empty pockets. 

The cash machine rattled, and the loud voices of the gangsters made it nearly impossible to hear anything. Smoke and the scent of spilt wine hung thick in the air, clinging to every corner of the room.

Johnny-Boy sat with a glass of whiskey, a grin spreading across his face. “Took you long enough,” he said, handing Smiley a cold beer. “Welcome home, Smiley.”

Smiley met his gaze, cold and determined. Smiley looked at him with a smirk on his face. ”Not for long, Johnny-Boy.” Johnny–Boy chuckled softly. “The old Smiley, with all his schemes, is back,” he said. “Come, sit and enjoy a drink with me, my man.” Smiley settled back into the old 

Rhythm, but something had shifted. He was no longer the reckless young man with big dreams and blind ambition. The weight of his mistakes—what he had done to Lizzie—hung heavy on him.

He wasn’t going to work for Johnny-Boy forever. Smiley’s mind was already calculating, planning. For once, he wanted to be the one in charge. Not just any boss—the king of this town’s gangsters’ underworld.

Whatever it took, he would rise. He was tired, worn down, but his resolve was iron. Johnny-Boy, however, never let a man go too far. The gang had their fingers in every pie, eyes everywhere, always waiting for a weakness.

And Smiley? Smiley was ready to fight for the crown. From underground betting rings to drug smuggling and a few other shady businesses Smiley couldn’t even name, the work was dirty — and he hated every minute of it.

But Smiley was clever. He learned all the tricks, watched every move, and remembered every spot where Johnny-Boy’s gangsters were doing their jobs. From underground drug deals to smuggling crates all the way to the old harbour, the gang was busy with every shady operation they could get their hands on. He would remember all of it for his own plan.

For now, though, it was the only work left for him. The pay was decent, and the people — dangerous as they were — didn’t ask too many questions. Johnny-Boy had noticed Smiley’s quiet streak. He often saw 

He stood off to the side, staring into space, his fingers tapping on the edge of a table.

“What’s eating you, Smiley? You look like you're carrying the weight of the whole world on your shoulders,” Johnny-Boy teased one night.

What Johnny-Boy didn’t realize was what Smiley had been up to. Smiley only looked at him and gave a small nod. Johnny-Boy never suspected that Smiley was slowly building his own gangster operation.
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Chapter 2: A Dangerous Reunion
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Smiley forced a laugh. “Just thinking. You know... things didn’t go the way I thought they would.”Johnny-Boy raised an eyebrow. “You mean Lizzie? Listen here — old Johnny-Boy always knew that one day old Smiley would come back. Once a gangster, always a gangster.”

Smiley nodded, not trusting himself to say more.

His heart still ached when he thought about Lizzie. She had been the only one who ever really cared. And he had lost her — just like he lost everything else.

He could still see her packing her bag, looking him straight in the eyes.

“That’s it. I’m leaving. I’ve had enough.” Shocked, Smiley had only been able to stare at her.

While repacking contraband for Johnny-Boy, Smiley quietly absorbed every detail, storing it all in his mind for the plans he would one day make. A few days later, while he was cleaning up a shipment of contraband at the back of a warehouse, his phone buzzed.

Lizzie’s name lit up the screen. His heart skipped a beat. He hadn’t heard from her since she walked out. He stared at the phone, frozen.

Then, almost instantly, he hit “End Call.” He wasn’t ready. Not yet. 

Not after everything. Johnny-Boy’s voice cut into his thoughts. “You 

Gonna answer that? Could be your last chance to make things right.”

“I don’t know what to say to her,” Smiley mumbled, stuffing the phone back into his pocket as if it burned him. His hands were shaking. Johnny-Boy slapped him on the back, a little too hard, the way a man does when he smells weakness.

“You say what you’ve got to say. Doesn’t matter if you’re a gangster or a businessman — it’s the truth that counts.”

But Smiley wasn’t sure what the truth was anymore.

What could he say? I lost everything, and I’m back with Johnny-Boy now.

Even in his own head, those words sounded pathetic.

“How could Lizzie ever believe me again?” he muttered. “Especially now that I’m back working for Johnny-Boy... the one person she never trusted.”

Johnny-Boy watched him with those sly eyes of his, pretending not to listen, but listening to every word.

Days turned into weeks. Smiley kept his head down, running errands, collecting cash, carrying crates, doing Johnny-Boy’s dirty work.

But every night his thoughts gnawed at him like rats in the walls. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something in him was breaking. 

His life was slipping through his fingers faster than he could close his hands. Then, without warning, Lizzie appeared at the old warehouse.

The place reeked of oil, dust, and spilt liquor. Armed men stood around, 

and the sound of machinery echoed in the background. Lizzie looked 

wildly out of place—too soft, too clean—but she didn’t flinch. Her face was hard, but her eyes... her eyes carried a softness he hadn’t seen in months. Smiley lifted his head, shock flashing across his face.

“You don’t belong here, Smiley,” Lizzie said, stepping straight into the darkness of his world. Her voice was steady, but he detected the tremor beneath. “This is who you’ve become, isn’t it? This life. You thought you could escape it, but you never truly did. You’re still the same man who wanted it all—money, shortcuts, the easy way out. Is this how you want to live?”

Smiley opened his mouth, but nothing came out. She was right. He had chased money. He had chased power. And now Johnny-Boy owned him again.

“I didn’t want this for us,” Lizzie whispered, her voice cracking for the first time. “I didn’t want this for you.” She shook her head, disappointment cutting deeper than any knife.

“You chose this, Smiley. And now... now I can’t save you anymore.”

Smiley stared at her, saying nothing, his throat tight, his chest burning. 

Why couldn’t he speak? Why couldn’t he tell her he never wanted any of this? She looked at him—at his worn clothes, the dirt under his nails, the shadows under his eyes. She saw exactly what he had become. And then she turned and walked away. Smiley felt something inside him tear. 

The weight of his choices slammed into him harder than any punch Johnny-Boy ever threw. For the first time, he felt the full cost—not the streets, not the danger, not even Johnny-Boy... but himself. He had done this.

Johnny-Boy caught him staring after her.

And without missing a beat, he grinned—a slow, mocking grin that told Smiley everything:

Johnny-Boy was enjoying every second of Smiley’s pain.

“You’ve got it bad, huh? Well, don’t worry, Smiley. There’s always a place for you here. But if you’re gonna go after her, you better know — there’s no going back.” 

Smiley looked up in surprise. Johnny-Boy wasn’t joking — not even a little. His voice carried a warning, low and sharp like a knife sliding across the table.

Smiley stared at him, and the truth hit him harder than any punch he’d ever taken.

How did he let life slip through his fingers like this?

He had everything. Lizzie — his wife. A home. Cars. Money. Love. And Sophia and Boytjie.

He thought that together, he and Lizzie could build an empire. But empires crumble fast when you mix greed with secrets. In the beginning, 

everything seemed perfect... but life has a way of flipping your world upside down. And now he was right back where he started — in Johnny-Boy’s shadow, drowning in smoke, danger, and blood money.

Johnny-Boy watched him, a grin slowly curling on his lips. He could smell weakness the way sharks smell blood.
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Chapter 3: The Price of Power
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“I can feel it,” Sophia whispered into the night. “They’re going under. And I... I’m alone now.”

A voice rose from the shadows. “You’re not alone, Sophia.”

She spun around. A figure stepped forward — tall, lean, limping slightly. His jacket was torn at the sleeve, his boots scuffed down to the sole, and a cigarette glowed between his yellow fingers. His eyes were sharp... but tired.

Sophia blinked. “Tommie?”

“Didn’t think you’d recognize me.” He tried a smile, but it never reached his eyes. “It’s been a long time.”

“Last I heard,” she said, voice shaky, “you disappeared after the 14th Street job. When you and Smiley were still with Johnny-Boy’s gang.”

Tommie scoffed. “Disappeared? No, Sophia... I ran. And I barely made it out. Lost the gang. Lost everything. Just regrets left now.” He paused. “I heard about Boytjie... I’m sorry.”

Her throat tightened. She couldn’t speak.

Tommie lit another cigarette, the flame lighting the fear on her face.

“You’re worried about Smiley?”

“Yes,” she breathed. “He’s gone quiet. Lizzie too. Everything changed so 

fast. They were doing fine and then—“They started flashing cash,” 

Tommie muttered. “Johnny-Boy hates that. Makes people targets.” Sophia looked up sharply.

“You think Johnny-Boy dragged him back in?”

“I know he did,” Tommie said quietly.

“And once Johnny-Boy pulls you back, he doesn’t let go easily.”

Her heart hammered.

“You know where Johnny-Boy is?” A long silence. Then Tommie nodded. “I know where he hangs out. And I know exactly how he ropes people back in... the same way he got Smiley again.”

Sophia’s voice trembled.

“Will you help me find him?”

Tommie flicked the cigarette away, its tiny spark vanishing into the dark. He met her eyes. “If I help you... We do it my way. No cops. No noise. Just me and you.”

She didn’t even hesitate. “Alright.”

And just like that, Tommie stepped out of the shadows — and straight back into the fire with Sophia by his side.

The wind howled through the abandoned streets, kicking dust and garbage against their feet. The city felt hollow, like it was holding its breath.

Sophia and Tommie sat on a cracked concrete bench. Her fingers wrapped tightly around a faded photograph — three kids laughing in the sun.

Not a word was spoken. The silence between them felt as heavy as the 

Danger waiting ahead.
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Chapter 4: The Search
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“I watched him go through hell, Tommie. I knew he wouldn’t last. The rich life, the nice house, the fancy cars — it was a good start. But then he had to go showing off, treating his friends to prove how well old Smiley was doing.” The wind clawed at Sophia’s coat, cold fingers sneaking in at the seams. Her arms folded tighter, but it wasn’t the weather making her tremble. It was memory — Lizzie’s sweet laughter, Boytjie’s voice ringing through the big house, and Smiley... always with that grin, always dreaming bigger than he could handle.

“You let him go, Sophia,” she whispered harshly to herself. “You should’ve known he’d lose it all. You should’ve stopped him... and Lizzie. Now everything was ashes.”

Her breath caught as the truth pressed down on her chest. “The fancy house — gone, the cars — repossessed. Lizzie — broken by grief when the money dried up. And Boytjie... her boy... now lying quiet beneath the sand in Fisher village.” Tommie just sat and listened to Sophia.

All she had left was a ghost: the boy she raised like her own, a man who vanished with his wife and left nothing but questions behind. Sophia rose slowly, fixing her eyes on Tommie. Her voice was sharp, trembling with anger. “You were part of Johnny-Boy’s crew. You think I forgot how you 

Boys dragged Smiley into that dirty work?”

Tommie didn’t flinch. He just shrugged, jaw tight.

“He walked into it on his own, Sophia. And you know it. Smiley wanted power — more than he could ever hold. He was already slipping when you all moved into that big house. Cash changed him.”

Sophia stared at him, fury flickering under her grief.

Tommie held her gaze and added quietly, “But I know where to start looking. I still got street eyes that talk to me.”

She hesitated. She didn’t trust him — not fully — but she had run out of choices. The trail was frozen, and Tommie was the first familiar face since Boytjie died.

“Where?” she finally asked.

Tommie pulled a dented lighter from his coat and flicked it open, the flame shaking in the wind.

“He was spotted near the old shipping yard in District Nine. Mixed in with some junkies, keeping low. But no one’s seen him since.”
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