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CHAPTER 1: The Dead Mayor


They found the mayor sitting upright, his hands folded as if he’d been waiting for forgiveness. 



Elias Mbeki saw the scene from the study doorway, the image etching itself into his memory with the cold precision of a scalpel. It was 4:17 a.m. on a Tuesday, the fifth day of his new life as municipal manager of Stellenrust. The air in the hallway was thick with the smell of old wood, boiled coffee, and the faint, metallic tang of dread. A young constable stood guard, his face a pale, nervous mask in the low light. 



“Mr. Mbeki.” The voice came from behind him, deep and calibrated to project calm authority. Colonel Sizwe Mahlangu, Chief of the Stellenrust Police, moved to stand beside him, a solid, imposing figure in a crisply pressed uniform. “A terrible thing. A terrible, quiet thing.” 



Elias could only nod, his eyes locked on the mayor. Mayor Venter was positioned in a high-backed leather chair behind a vast, mahogany desk, his head tilted slightly back as if gazing out the large bay window into the pre-dawn blackness. He was dressed in a formal suit and tie, his silver hair impeccably combed. On the desk before him, to the left of his neatly folded hands, lay a single sheet of paper. A farewell note, Elias presumed. The scene was so perfectly composed it felt less like a death and more like a diorama of one. 



“His housekeeper found him an hour ago,” Mahlangu said, his voice a low rumble. “She comes in early to prepare his breakfast. Saw the light under the door.” He placed a hand on Elias’s shoulder, a gesture meant to be comforting that felt instead like a claim of ownership. “You should not have to see this. It is your first week. But protocol…” 



“I understand,” Elias said, finding his voice. It sounded thin and reedy in the hushed atmosphere. Protocol demanded that a senior official from the municipality be present at the scene of the mayor’s death. There was no one else. He was the new broom, sent to sweep clean, and already he was sweeping up the pieces of a shattered life. 



He forced himself to step into the room. It was a library, really, not just a study. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves groaned under the weight of legal texts, historical volumes, and leather-bound classics. A Persian rug, rich with faded blues and crimsons, muffled his footsteps. The room was a testament to a lifetime of accumulated power and intellect. And now it was a tomb. 



“It appears straightforward,” Mahlangu continued, following him in. He gestured with a sweep of his hand. “No sign of a struggle. The doors were locked from the inside. The note… it speaks of pressure. Of the weight of the office. The unbearable solitude.” He sighed, a performance of weary sadness. “The price of leadership, Mr. Mbeki. It breaks even the strongest of us.” 



Elias’s gaze drifted from the mayor’s still form to the desk. It was unnervingly tidy. A brass pen stand, a blotter, a sleek monitor that was switched off. No half-finished coffee, no scattered files, no frantic scribbles. Just the single, centered page of the suicide note. It was the desk of a man who had tidied his affairs before ending them. A logical, final act. 



But something nagged at Elias, a tiny splinter in the smooth narrative of despair. It was the mayor’s posture. The folded hands. It was too serene, too… pious. The men Elias had known who were pushed to the brink did not go gently. They left behind chaos, anger, the messy detritus of a soul in torment. They did not look like they were posing for a portrait entitled The Statesman’s Final Rest. 



“Has a doctor been?” Elias asked, tearing his eyes away from the body. 



“The district surgeon is on his way. The forensic team will follow to document the scene. We must do everything by the book, even when the book is clear.” Mahlangu’s eyes, dark and unreadable, studied Elias. “You are questioning what you see?” 



“No,” Elias said quickly. “No, of course not. It’s just… a shock.” 



“It is,” Mahlangu agreed, his tone softening into something almost paternal. “He was a good man. A complex man. The pressures of this town… they can be unique. You will learn.” 



A police sergeant approached, holding a small, clear evidence bag. “Colonel. The personal effects from the desk drawers.” Inside the bag, Elias could see a gold wedding band, a pair of reading glasses, a expensive fountain pen, and a single, tarnished silver key on a simple ring. 



Mahlangu took the bag and weighed it in his hand for a moment before offering it to Elias. “Municipal protocol. The manager takes custody of the official effects until the family can be formally notified. The key is probably for his office or a filing cabinet. Standard.” 



Elias took the bag. The plastic was cool against his skin. He focused on the key. It was old, heavy, with an ornate, almost antique bow. He had been given a full set of keys to the municipal building on his first day. He had spent hours trying them in every lock, learning the geography of his new power. He had never seen this key before. It didn't match any of the modern, utilitarian locks in the town hall. 



He looked from the strange key in his hand to the perfectly composed dead man at the desk, and the splinter of doubt dug a little deeper. The first whisper of the secret had begun. 



The district surgeon, a weary man named Abara with bags under his eyes that spoke of decades of pre-dawn callouts, confirmed the obvious. Death by a single gunshot wound to the right temple. Powder burns indicated close contact. Time of death was estimated between 10 p.m. and midnight. 



“A clean thing,” Dr. Abara muttered to Colonel Mahlangu, snapping off his latex gloves. “As clean as they come. He did not hesitate.” He glanced at Elias, gave a curt, impersonal nod, and packed his bag, his job done. 



He did not hesitate. The words echoed in Elias’s mind as he stood on the manicured lawn of the mayor’s residence, the first hint of dawn painting the sky a bruised purple. The air was cold and clean, a sharp contrast to the cloying stillness of the study. Around him, the police operation was winding down, becoming procedural, mundane. The tragedy was already being processed, filed, and simplified. 



Colonel Mahlangu lit a cigarette, the flare of the match illuminating his granite features for an instant. “A bad business for the town. A scandal. We must manage the narrative, Elias. May I call you Elias?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “The press will be like vultures. Especially that one.” He gestured with his chin towards the growing cluster of onlookers and reporters held back by a police cordon at the end of the driveway. 



Elias’s eyes found the one Mahlangu meant. Daniel Pretorius. He stood apart from the others, lean and intense, not trying to shout questions but simply observing, his camera held loosely at his side. His gaze was sweeping over the house, the windows, the police vehicles, as if assembling a puzzle only he could see. 



“Pretorius is a pest,” Mahlangu said, exhaling a plume of smoke. “He runs that leftist rag, The Stellenrust Sentinel. He traffics in conspiracy theories and thinks every man in a uniform is a criminal. He will try to make this into something it is not. You would be wise to avoid him.” 



“The truth is usually simple,” Elias said, the statement feeling like a betrayal of the unease coiling in his gut. 



“The truth is what the evidence says it is,” Mahlangu corrected smoothly. “And the evidence in that room says a tired, lonely man made a permanent decision. We will issue a statement expressing profound grief, praising the Mayor’s service, and urging respect for the family’s privacy. You will need to draft something from the municipality. I suggest you do so before the sun is fully up.” 



It was a dismissal. Elias was being managed, ushered from the scene. He clutched the evidence bag in his coat pocket, the teeth of the unknown key pressing against his fingers. 



He drove back to the municipal offices through a town slowly waking up. Stellenrust, nestled in a fold of the Langeberg mountains, was a study in contradictions. Quaint, whitewashed Cape Dutch buildings stood next to modern, glass-fronted banks. Neat, oak-lined streets in the historic center gave way to sprawling, dusty townships on the outskirts. It was a town of immense wealth and profound poverty, of stunning natural beauty and deep, historical scars. Mayor Venter had been the man balancing these forces. And now the balance was broken. 



His office on the third floor of the town hall was spacious but sterile, a monument to his predecessor’s bureaucratic inertia. Boxes of unfiled reports lined one wall. He dropped the evidence bag on his desk. The key clinked against the polished wood. 



He pulled out his own key ring, a heavy jangle of steel and brass. He laid them side by side. His keys were all standard-issue, stamped with municipal logos and numbers. The mayor’s key was different. Older. It had a weight to it that felt significant. He held it up to the grey light filtering through the window. There were no markings, no numbers. Just worn, intricate swirls on the bow. 



A soft knock came at the door. Before he could answer, a young woman slipped inside. She was small, her shoulders hunched as if trying to make herself even smaller. She wore the drab uniform of a municipal clerk. Her eyes, wide and fearful, darted from Elias to the key in his hand and back again. 



“Mr. Mbeki?” she whispered. “I am Lindiwe. Lindiwe Khumalo. From the archives.” 



“Yes, Lindiwe? What can I do for you?” Elias placed the key back on the desk, his manner deliberately calm to offset her obvious anxiety. 



“I… I work the late shift sometimes. Filing. I saw the news about the Mayor on my phone.” She took a step closer, her voice dropping even lower. “He was in here yesterday. Late. After everyone had gone.” 



Elias leaned forward. “In my office?” 



She nodded vigorously. “I thought it was strange. He never comes to this floor. He sent the manager—the old manager—to his office. But last night, he was here. He was at your desk.” 



A cold trickle of apprehension ran down Elias’s spine. “At my desk? Doing what?” 



“I do not know. I just saw him through the glass.” She gestured to the frosted pane in his office door. “He was looking through the drawers. He seemed… agitated. Not like himself.” She hugged herself, shivering. “And then he took something. A small, flat thing. From the bottom drawer. He put it in his pocket and left.” 



Elias’s eyes were drawn to the bottom drawer of his desk. It was locked. He had assumed it was empty, like most of the others. He had planned to find the key for it eventually. 



“What did he take?” Elias asked, his own voice now a whisper. 



Lindiwe’s gaze fell upon the antique key on his desk. Her eyes widened further, pure terror flashing in them. “I have to go,” she blurted out, already backing towards the door. “I should not have come. Please, do not tell anyone I was here.” 



“Lindiwe, wait—” 



But she was gone, the door clicking shut behind her, leaving Elias alone with the ghost of the mayor’s final hours, a terrified clerk, and a key that fit a lock he could not find. The clean, simple truth Colonel Mahlangu had presented was beginning to crack, and from the cracks, something dark was beginning to seep through. 



The silence Lindiwe Khumalo left behind was deafening. It was a vacuum filled with the hum of the fluorescent lights and the frantic thumping of Elias’s own heart. Agitated. Looking through the drawers. Took something. The mayor’s serene, composed death scene now seemed like an elaborate piece of theatre, and Elias had backstage passes to the panic behind the curtain. 



He stared at the locked bottom drawer of his desk. It was an old, solid piece of furniture, the wood dark and scarred from decades of use. The lock was a simple, keyed mechanism, brass worn smooth with age. He pulled on the handle. It didn’t budge. 



He turned his attention back to the evidence bag. He emptied its contents onto his blotter. The wedding band, the glasses, the pen. And the key. He picked it up. It was too large, too ornate for the desk lock. That was a relief and a frustration. But Lindiwe’s reaction… she had looked at this key and seen a ghost. 



He needed to find what it opened. 



Rising from his chair, he moved to the office door and turned the lock. The click echoed in the quiet room. He was now officially operating outside of protocol. He was the new manager, prying into the affairs of his dead boss with a key that technically wasn't his. A wave of professional vertigo hit him. This was how careers ended before they began. 



He started with the obvious. He tried the key on every cabinet, cupboard, and locked drawer in his office. It fit none of them. He moved out into the corridor, the key cold in his sweaty palm. The municipal building was a warren of offices and storage rooms, a patchwork of renovations built around a historic core. He focused on the older parts of the building—the basement archives, the records room with its towering, wooden cabinets, the disused stationery cupboards that hadn't been opened in years. 



For an hour, he conducted his futile search, his excuse ready if anyone asked—he was just familiarizing himself with the building's infrastructure. He received a few curious looks from early-arriving staff, but his new title was a shield. No one questioned him. 



His frustration was mounting, a tight ball in his chest. He found himself in a narrow, dimly-lit corridor on the ground floor, lined with the doors of former broom closets converted into dead filing storage. The air smelled of damp paper and dust. He was about to turn back when he saw it, almost hidden in the shadowy recess at the end of the hall. 



A door. Older than the others, made of solid, dark wood, scarred and unpainted. The handle was tarnished brass. And the lock was not a modern pin-tumbler, but an old, heavy-duty lever lock. The kind that would take a large, ornate key. 



His breath caught in his throat. He approached slowly, half-expecting it to be a mirage. He reached out, the key feeling impossibly heavy. He slid it into the lock. It went in smoothly, all the way to the bow. He held his breath and turned. 



Clunk. 



The sound was solid, final, a sound of mechanisms that hadn't been moved in years agreeing to cooperate. He pushed the door open. 



The room was a windowless box, no more than six feet square. A single, bare bulb hung from a wire in the ceiling. He fumbled for a switch, found it, and clicked it. The bulb flickered to life, casting a weak, jaundiced glow over the contents. There were no files, no boxes, no forgotten treasures. Just one thing. 



A small, fireproof safe, bolted to the concrete floor. It was grey, industrial, and utterly impersonal. And set into its front was another lock. A modern, combination lock. 



Elias stared at it, a fresh wave of defeat washing over him. He had the key to the room, but not the combination to the safe. The mayor had layered his secrets. He knelt down, running his fingers over the cold, steel face of the safe. It was utterly featureless save for the combination dial and a small, keyhole below it. He instinctively tried the antique key in this smaller lock. It didn't fit, of course. This required a different tool entirely. 



He was about to stand up, to retreat and consider his next move, when a glint of something on the floor, tucked just behind one of the safe's bolted legs, caught his eye. He reached for it, his fingers brushing against gritty concrete. 



It was a spent bullet casing. 



He picked it up. It was small, a .22 caliber. He rolled it between his thumb and forefinger. It was clean, no significant dust, as if it had been dropped recently. In a forgotten room, behind a locked door that only the mayor's key could open, lay a single, spent shell casing. 



The image of Mayor Venter, the single, neat gunshot wound to his temple, flashed in his mind. The police would have the bullet. They would have logged the caliber. He didn't know what it was, but he knew, with a cold, sickening certainty, that this little piece of brass did not belong here. It was a tear in the fabric of the simple narrative, a tiny, metallic scream in the silent room. 



He pocketed the casing, his hand trembling slightly. He switched off the light, locked the door, and stood alone in the dark corridor, the key and the casing burning like twin brands in his pocket. The suicide was a lie. And he was now the only one who knew. 



Back in the sterile sanctuary of his office, Elias placed the spent casing on his desk blotter. It sat there, a small, brash accusation against the polished wood. The .22 caliber was often considered a minor round, a tool for target practice or small game. But at close range, directed at the temple, it was more than sufficient. An assassin's round. Quiet, efficient, easily muffled. 



The thought arrived unbidden, and he shivered. 



He needed to know what was in that safe. He couldn't go to Colonel Mahlangu. The Colonel’s performance of weary authority now seemed like a carefully staged play, and the bullet casing was a prop from the wrong scene. He couldn't trust the police. The realization was as chilling as the metal in his pocket. 



His eyes fell on the business card tucked into the corner of his desk blotter. Daniel Pretorius, Editor-in-Chief, The Stellenrust Sentinel. Mahlangu had called him a pest. A pest, by definition, is a creature that thrives in the dark places the clean, orderly world tries to ignore. 



Elias picked up his phone, his finger hovering over the number. This was the point of no return. To call the press was to declare war on the official story. He thought of Lindiwe Khumalo’s terrified eyes. He thought of the mayor’s folded, placid hands. He dialed. 



The voice that answered was brisk, slightly distracted. “Pretorius.” 



“Mr. Pretorius, this is Elias Mbeki. The new municipal manager.” 



A beat of silence, then a shift in tone. The distraction vanished, replaced by sharp, focused interest. “Mr. Mbeki. I’m sorry for the circumstances of your introduction to our town. A tragic day.” 



“Yes,” Elias said, choosing his words with the care of a man crossing a minefield. “I was wondering if you might have time for a coffee. This morning. There are… aspects of the municipal transition I’d like to understand better. A background briefing, off the record.” 



Another pause, longer this time. Daniel Pretorius was no fool. A brand-new manager doesn’t call the town’s most notorious muckraker for a background chat on the morning his boss kills himself. 



“The Blue Crane Café,” Pretorius said. “On Church Street. Thirty minutes. And, Mr. Mbeki? Come alone.” 



The café was a bohemian enclave tucked between a lawyer’s office and an antique shop, its windows steamy against the morning chill. The smell of roasted coffee beans and baked goods was a welcome assault after the antiseptic smell of death and bureaucracy. Daniel Pretorius was already there, seated in a corner booth with a clear view of the door. He wore a worn leather jacket and his intensity was a tangible force field around him. He did not stand as Elias approached, merely gestured to the seat opposite with a slight nod. 



“You took a risk calling me,” Pretorius said, dispensing with pleasantries. His eyes, a piercing blue, scanned Elias’s face, reading the stress and the sleeplessness there. 



“I’m beginning to think not calling you was the bigger risk,” Elias replied, sliding into the booth. 



A waitress came and went with two cups of black coffee. Once she was out of earshot, Elias leaned forward. “The mayor’s death. The official story…” 



“Is a plate of warm shit served on fine china,” Pretorius finished, his voice low. “Venter was a lot of things—arrogant, pragmatic, a political animal—but he wasn’t suicidal. The man was a fighter. He loved power too much to simply let it go.” 



“You sound sure.” 



“I’ve been reporting on this town for fifteen years. I know its rhythms. This…” He gestured vaguely in the direction of the mayor’s house. “…is a discordant note. A note played by someone who wants the music to stop. So, what did you find? It must be good to bring you to my door before your first week is out.” 



Elias hesitated for only a second. Then, he reached into his pocket and placed the spent .22 casing on the table between them. He didn’t slide it, just let it lie there, a silent, damning exhibit. 



Pretorius’s eyes locked onto it. He didn’t touch it. He didn’t even seem to breathe for a moment. Then, he looked back at Elias, a new, grim respect in his gaze. “Where?” 



“A locked room. In the municipal building. A room only the mayor’s key could open.” 



“And the safe?” Pretorius asked, as if it were the most natural follow-up question in the world. 



Elias felt a jolt. “How did you know about the safe?” 



“Because men like Venter don’t just have secrets. They have archives. They have insurance. A locked room is a start. A safe is the prize.” He finally picked up the casing, holding it up to the light from the window. “This wasn’t found at the scene. Mahlangu’s press statement was predictably vague on the specifics, but he’d never omit a detail like a second location. This is a problem for someone.” 



“For who?” 



“For the person who staged the suicide,” Pretorius said, placing the casing back on the table and pushing it gently towards Elias. “Keep this. Hide it. It’s a key, just like the one in your pocket. And it unlocks far more dangerous things than doors.” He took a long sip of his coffee. “You’ve just moved from being a bystander to a player, Mr. Mbeki. And in this game, the board is rigged, and the other side doesn’t just want to win. They want to erase you from it.” 



As Elias left the café, the casing a lead weight in his pocket, he felt the eyes on him. Not paranoia, but a hunter’s instinct. The quiet of Stellenrust was no longer peaceful. It was the silence of a predator holding its breath. 



The rest of the day passed in a blur of grim formalities. Elias drafted the municipality’s anodyne statement, full of “profound sadness” and “steadfast commitment to service,” each word tasting like ash in his mouth. He attended a hastily convened council meeting where the acting mayor, a nervous man named De Klerk, spoke in hushed, reverent tones about Venter’s legacy, while the other councillors watched each other with the wary eyes of sharks in chummed water. The official story was hardening into fact, and Elias’s private knowledge felt like a dangerous, radioactive secret. 



He found himself analyzing every glance, every murmured condolence. Was Councillor Naidoo’s grief a little too performative? Was the brusque efficiency of the Public Works director, a man named Oosthuizen, a mask for something else? He was seeing ghosts in the machinery of government, but after the bullet casing, he trusted the ghosts more than the machinery. 



His phone buzzed as he walked back to his office, the screen showing an unknown number. A cold dread seized him. He answered cautiously. “Mbeki.” 



“It’s Daniel.” Pretorius’s voice was a low, urgent crackle. “Don’t go back to your office. Not yet.” 



“Why? What’s happening?” 



“I have a friend in the evidence room. A small, discreet inquiry. The bullet they recovered from Venter’s study was a 9mm. Standard police issue.” 



Elias stopped walking, his blood running cold. He stood frozen in the middle of the bustling corridor. “A 9mm? But the casing…” 



“Is a .22,” Pretorius finished. “Which means the gun at the scene was a prop. A stage weapon. The real shot, the one that killed him, was from a different gun, a quieter one. They cleaned it up, placed the 9mm in his hand, and fired a round into the wall or a suppressor to get the GSR on his hand. It’s a classic clean-up. Professional.” 



“The Quiet Man,” Elias whispered, the name surfacing from the depths of the briefing documents he’d skimmed about provincial political history—a ghost story used to explain inconvenient deaths. 



Pretorius went silent for a moment. “Where did you hear that name?” 



“It was in some old files. A legend.” 



“He’s no legend,” Pretorius said, his voice grim. “And if that’s who they used, then this goes far deeper than a municipal squabble. Listen to me. My friend also said Colonel Mahlangu personally logged the 9mm as evidence an hour ago. He never does that. He’s covering his tracks, making sure the chain of custody is pristine and leads exactly where he wants it. If he’s involved, your office is not safe. It might already be compromised.” 



Elias’s gaze swept the corridor. A clerk walked past, offering a sympathetic smile. A cleaner buffed the floor further down the hall. Were any of them watching him? Reporting on him? 



“What do I do?” Elias asked, the weight of it all pressing down on him. 



“Act normal. Grieve publicly. Go home at the usual time. But before you do, you need to find that combination. The safe is the only thing that might tell us what Venter knew that got him killed. Check everything. His personal effects. Did you get anything else from the scene?” 



“Just his personal items. A wedding ring, glasses, a pen.” 



“The pen,” Pretorius said instantly. “Check the pen.” 



The line went dead. Elias stood there, his heart hammering against his ribs. He had to go back to his office. It was a risk, but a greater risk was to deviate from his routine now, under the Colonel’s watchful eye. 



He walked in, his senses heightened. Had the angle of his chair shifted? Was the stack of papers on his desk slightly neater? He couldn’t tell. He locked the door behind him and went to his desk drawer where he’d placed the mayor’s effects. He took out the expensive fountain pen. It was heavy, lacquered black with gold trim. He unscrewed the cap. The nib was clean, unused. He shook it. Nothing. 



He examined the barrel, running his fingers over it. It was smooth. He pressed the gold clip. Nothing. He tried to twist the end, assuming it was a piston filler. It didn’t budge. Frustrated, he was about to put it down when he noticed a nearly imperceptible seam in the lacquer, not near the end, but just below the clip. He applied pressure there, twisting gently. 



With a faint, precise click, the top third of the pen rotated. He pulled, and it separated in his hand. It wasn’t a pen at all, but a cleverly disguised cylinder. And inside, coiled tightly, was a small, rolled-up slip of paper. 



His hands trembled as he unrolled it. It wasn’t a combination. It was a sequence of letters and numbers, handwritten in a tiny, precise script. 



*Q.M. - A34 - 7881* 



He stared at it. Q.M. The Quiet Man. A34 was a location, maybe a filing system. And 7881… a combination? A date? A code? 



It was the first thread. Frayed, cryptic, but real. And as he held it, he knew with terrifying certainty that he was no longer just uncovering a secret. He was pulling on it, and somewhere in the shadows of Stellenrust, something was beginning to unravel. 



The numbers and letters burned in Elias’s mind. *Q.M. - A34 - 7881*. It was a key, but one that fit a lock he couldn't see. A34. It had to be a location within the archives, a filing system. The 'Q.M.' prefix confirmed it was the heart of the mystery. He had to get back to that safe. But not now. Not with the building still humming with the day's morbid energy. 



He performed the rest of his duties like an automaton. He signed condolences, he nodded at sympathetic remarks, he projected an image of somber competence. All the while, his mind was in the dark, silent room with the grey safe. He thought of Lindiwe Khumalo. She was the only one who had seen the mayor's panic. She was a loose thread, and he feared for her. He tried calling the extension for the archives, but there was no answer. 



As evening fell, he did as Pretorius advised. He left at the usual time, making a show of looking weary and defeated. He drove to his rented cottage on the outskirts of town, went inside, and turned on the lights. He waited in the growing darkness, watching the street from a crack in the curtains. Fifteen minutes passed. Thirty. A car slowed, its headlights sweeping his front garden, then moved on. Paranoia or a warning? He could no longer tell the difference. 



An hour after full dark, he slipped out the back door, through the overgrown garden, and into the lane behind his property. He pulled the collar of his jacket up against the chill and began the twenty-minute walk back to the town center, sticking to the shadows of the quiet, suburban streets. 



The municipal building was a dark silhouette against the star-dusted sky, a hulking presence of power and secrets. The main entrances were locked, bathed in the cold blue glow of security lights. He circled to the side, to a delivery bay where the smokers gathered during the day. He used his own key to a service entrance, the click of the lock sounding like a gunshot in the silence. 



Inside, the building was a different creature. The hum of computers and conversation was gone, replaced by the deep, resonant silence of an empty cavern. The only light came from emergency exit signs, casting long, crimson shadows. His footsteps on the polished floor echoed like heartbeats. 



He moved without switching on lights, using the memory of his earlier search. Down the stairs, through the labyrinthine corridors of the basement, to the forgotten hallway. Each shadow seemed to hold a watching presence. Every creak of the old building was the footstep of a pursuer. 



He reached the old wooden door. He fumbled for the antique key, his fingers numb with cold and fear. He slid it into the lock, turned, and exhaled as the heavy mechanism clunked open. He slipped inside, closing the door behind him, plunging himself into utter blackness. 



He found the pull-cord for the bare bulb and yanked it. The sudden, sickly light made him blink. The grey safe sat there, impassive and mocking. *7881*. It had to be the combination. 



He knelt, his knees cracking on the cold concrete. He wiped his sweaty palms on his trousers and reached for the dial. His mind went blank for a second, the numbers fleeing from him. Then they snapped back. Seven. Eight. Eight. One. 



He took a steadying breath and began to turn. Right, past zero, to seven. Left, past the first number, to eight. Right, directly to eight. The mechanism felt smooth, precise. He gripped the handle. This was it. He pulled. 



Nothing. 



The handle didn't budge. It was locked fast. 



A wave of despair washed over him. He had been so sure. He tried again, more deliberately. Right to 7. Left to 8. Right to 8. He pulled again. Nothing. It was the wrong code. 



*7881*. What else could it be? A date? July 8, 1981? That was before his time. He tried it as a date: 07-88-01. He spun the dial, his movements becoming frantic. He pulled. Still locked. 



He sat back on his heels, defeat a bitter taste in his mouth. He was so close. The answer was in his hand, and he was too blind to see it. He stared at the numbers on the slip of paper. *Q.M. - A34 - 7881*. Maybe it wasn't a combination at all. Maybe it was an index. A34 was a shelf. 7881 was a file number. And Q.M. was the section. 



He needed to find the A34 section in the archives. He needed Lindiwe. 



He switched off the light, locked the door, and moved back into the dark corridor. The thought of the vast, dark archive room was daunting, but it was his only lead. He turned a corner, heading for the main archive vault, when a sound froze him in his tracks. 



It was a soft, shuffling step. Then another. Not the settling of an old building, but the deliberate, cautious footfall of someone else who did not want to be heard. 



Someone else was in the basement with him. 



Elias pressed himself into a deep doorway, the wood digging into his back. He held his breath, his entire body taut as a wire. The footsteps were slow, measured, moving parallel to the corridor he was in. They weren't the confident stride of a security guard on a scheduled round. This was the pace of someone searching, or someone lying in wait. 



The sound of his own blood pulsing in his ears was deafening. He strained to listen, to pinpoint the location. The footsteps paused. A beam of light sliced through the darkness of the intersecting corridor ahead, sweeping across the floor. It wasn't the broad, institutional beam of a security flashlight. It was the tight, focused circle of a high-powered torch. 



The light retreated and the footsteps began again, moving away from him, deeper into the bowels of the archive level. He waited, counting to a full sixty in the silence, before daring to slide out of his hiding place. Every instinct screamed at him to flee, to get out of the building and never look back. 



But Lindiwe. The thought of her, small and terrified, clawed at him. What if she was down here? What if she had come back, seeking something, and walked right into the path of the person who had silenced the mayor? 



He had to know. 



Moving with a painstaking slowness that made his muscles ache, he crept forward, peering around the corner. The corridor was empty. The footsteps had faded. He followed the path the light had taken, his own progress a ghost of a sound. He passed rows of steel shelving units that rose into the darkness, creating canyons of stored paper and forgotten history. The air was colder here, thick with the smell of ageing files and concrete dust. 



He saw a faint glow emanating from one of the aisles ahead. A34. The designation was stencilled on a wooden sign hanging from the ceiling. His heart leapt into his throat. That was it. The section from the code. 



He edged closer, keeping to the deep shadows. The glow was coming from a torch placed on the floor, its beam pointing upwards, illuminating the scene in a stark, dramatic light. 



Lindiwe Khumalo was on her knees, her back to him. She was frantically pulling files from a bottom drawer, her movements jerky with panic. She wasn't alone. A tall, broad-shouldered man in dark clothing stood over her, his face in shadow. 



"Faster," the man murmured, his voice a low, guttural rasp that was devoid of any emotion. It was a voice used to giving orders that were never questioned. 



"I am trying," Lindiwe whimpered, her voice cracking. "The system was changed last year. The files from that period are not all digitized. They were moved." 



"The Quiet Man. A34. Where is it?" the man demanded, his impatience a physical force in the cramped space. 



"I don't know! I told you, it's just a code. It could be anywhere. Please, I have given you what I found. The transfer ledger. Let me go." 



Elias's blood ran cold. They were looking for the same thing he was. And they had Lindiwe. 



The man took a step closer. "The ledger is a list of names. I need the file. The source. Where does it point?" 



"I don't know!" she cried, a sob escaping her. "It's just payments. Marked 'Q.M. Services'." 



The man bent down, and the light from the torch on the floor caught the side of his face for an instant. It wasn't a face Elias recognized. It was hard, lean, with a network of fine scars along the jawline. It was the face of a man for whom violence was a trade. This was no bureaucrat. This was the clean-up crew. 



Elias knew he had to do something. He was unarmed, no match for the man. He looked around desperately. His eyes fell on a fire alarm box on the wall a few yards back down the corridor. It was a risk. It would bring the whole world down here. But it was the only thing that might save her. 
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