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To my children,

Always trust your intuition. Use your imagination. Stay curious, stay kind, and remain children for as long as you can.

The world is a beautiful place, but sometimes it can also be a very hard one.

Post-traumatic stress and depression claim countless lives every year. They are silent battles fought quietly behind closed doors, often unseen by those around us.

Writing—along with other creative pursuits—has helped me fight back against that darkness.

If you ever find yourself struggling, please seek help. Speak to someone you trust. There is strength in reaching out, and courage in choosing to keep going.

Face the darkness in a positive and constructive way. Fight it, grow through it, and remember that hope is always stronger than silence.

For those who fight their battles quietly — you are not alone.

“The devil is in the hidden details.”

The Highveld keeps its secrets.

When a series of brutal murders spreads fear across the quiet towns of Mpumalanga, Detective Hannes finds himself drawn into a case that refuses to follow logic.

The victims have no connection. The crime scenes reveal almost nothing. And the killer moves like a ghost across the vast Highveld landscape.

As the investigation deepens, Hannes begins to notice something others have missed — small details, hidden patterns, and the unsettling feeling that someone is always one step ahead.

But the truth hiding behind the murders is darker than anyone expected.

Because sometimes the greatest danger isn’t the monster everyone is hunting.

Sometimes it’s the one hiding in plain sight.

On the Highveld, silence carries far.

Across the open land, a single sound can travel for kilometers—wind through dry grass, the distant rumble of a truck on an empty road, or the echo of a gunshot swallowed by the night.

Most people believe the Highveld is empty.

They are wrong.

Out there, beneath the endless sky, men have buried secrets for generations.

Some are forgotten.

Others are simply waiting to be found.
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Chapter 1 – The Body in the Grass
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Hannes crushed the cigarette under his boot, reached into his pocket, and took out his asthma inhaler. The condition had been getting worse over the past few months. It took three quick sprays before he held his breath, coughed for a while, and finally felt the air move again.

“A3, BL...” The radio crackled to life.

It came again, sharper this time: “A3, BL.”

He was pulled from his daydream. Walking over to the vehicle, he keyed the mic. “Send for A3. Code 03 — situation report.”

The reply came through the static. “Forensics and pathology are on their way. They’ll be there shortly. Over.”

“Copied,” he said, hanging the mic on its bracket.

“Omtrent fokken tyd,” he muttered to himself.

They’d been out here for more than three hours — going on four. After more than two decades, he still couldn’t get used to this African time. Everyone seemed unfazed by urgency. Always late to work, always taking their time — except when payday came around.

“Zulu!” Hannes called.

His partner walked over quickly, breath misting in the cold night air.

“LCRC and pathology are on their way,” hannes said to Zulu “Why don’t you sit in the vehicle for a bit, warm up? I’ll stand guard.”

Zulu  nodded, Hannes  walked back toward the scene.

In front of him, forming a stark contrast against the dead yellow grass of the open veld, lay the body of a young African woman. Her tight-fitting sequined outfit reflected the lights from the vehicles, leaving little to the imagination.

The once bright, oxygen-rich blood on her chest and the ground beside her had turned dark and sticky like tar.

No older than twenty-eight, he thought.

Without realizing it, his hand reached for another cigarette. He lit it, inhaled deeply, and stared at the body.

A drink would go down well right now, he thought. It’s been a long day — and it’s going to be an even longer night.

—-
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WHAT FELT LIKE AN ETERNITY later, red and blue lights appeared in the distance, flashing against the horizon. Behind them followed the rapid strobes of the ambulance and the softer yellow glow of pathology.

From this distance, it almost looked like a party. Just not the kind anyone wants to end up at, he muttered.

The lights bounced closer over the uneven ground. “The disco lights,” he said under his breath. The patrol van stopped beside his vehicle, and he waved the ambulance to park nearer to the scene.

He flicked his cigarette butt onto the dirt path, where it joined the growing pile. He made sure it wouldn’t form part of the scene — not that it mattered much. These days, forensics rarely found anything useful anyway.

He blamed television — shows like NCIS and YouTube tutorials teaching people how investigations worked. Easier, he thought, than admitting the truth: corruption had drained the coffers, and the members were underpaid, overworked, and hopelessly behind.

—-
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THE DRIVER CLIMBED out — Mashinini. Hannes knew him by surname only, a tall, slender African man with grey in his beard and temples. Hannes guessed mid- to late-fifties, maybe older. It was hard to tell; Africans always seemed to age slower than the rest of them.

They shook hands in the traditional manner — a loose grip, palms shifting to the thumbs and back again — followed by the shortened Zulu greeting, “Sawubona.”

Hannes gestured to the body and gave a quick overview.

“A passer-by found her next to the footpath while taking cattle to the stream. She’s got a stab wound to the chest. No response when we arrived. We suspect she’s deceased.”

To an outsider, it might’ve sounded absurd — the woman was obviously dead. No one could lose that much blood and live. But as a SAPS member, he wasn’t qualified to pronounce death.

Mashinini crouched down, checked vitals, then stood. They both knew she’d been gone for hours.

He walked back to the ambulance, took out his report book, and began writing.

“Name, age, address of deceased?” he asked.

“Unknown,” Hannes said. “Once LCRC’s done, we’ll search the body, but I doubt we’ll find anything. With the clothes she’s wearing, there aren’t many places to hide ID. No purse or clutch either — we checked.”

Another forty minutes passed before LCRC arrived. The ambulance had already left for another call.

—-
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A FORENSIC VAN PULLED up. Hannes recognized the man who stepped out immediately — Warrant Officer Nkosi. They’d been in the same intake. Nkosi had made sergeant four years before Hannes and now held the rank of warrant officer.

“Hannes!” Nkosi called. “Long time no see, brother!”

They shook hands warmly. Despite Nkosi’s seniority, there was no resentment — Nkosi was hardworking and had simply had better luck with promotion. They shared a history: police college, the same station, two years on the same shift before Hannes transferred to Breyten in Mpumalanga.

“Sorry I took so long,” Nkosi said. “Hectic day — house robbery turned violent. Gruesome scene. What have you got for me?”

“Murder. Unknown African female, approximately twenty-eight. Signs of a stab wound to the upper chest.”

Nkosi grabbed his camera bag and handed Hannes a clipboard for the paperwork. Ten minutes later, the flash of the camera died away.

—-
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HANNES PULLED ON GLOVES and checked the victim for identification — nothing. But tucked into her bra, he found a small smartphone, cracked and bloodied. The knife had almost gone through it. It might’ve saved her from the first strike but not the second.

“A shame,” he said. “It almost saved her life. Think you can recover anything from it?”

“I’ll bag it and see what the lab can do,” Nkosi replied. “But don’t get your hopes up.” He took a photo, bagged the phone, and marked it.

“Anything else?”

“I doubt it. Just stick around till they load the body.”

Hannes waved to the pathologist.

The patrol members stayed in their van — as did Zulu. No one wanted to help load the body. He couldn’t blame them; it was mid-July on the Highveld, bitterly cold, and handling the dead carried its own cultural weight.

Once the body was secured, he greeted the pathology team and turned back to Nkosi.

“Don’t you want to transfer to our unit?” Nkosi asked. “You’d get promoted faster.”

“Nope, I’m fine,” Hannes said, lighting another cigarette. “Seen enough death for two lifetimes.” He took a long drag. “Nightmares keep me up most nights.”

He stared into the night sky, voice low. “You know, I don’t think modern humans are meant to see so much death and blood.”

“Agreed,” Nkosi said softly.

Hannes realized how dry his throat was. His Coca-Cola had been finished hours ago.

“Well, I’ll be seeing you,” Nkosi said. “Still have a few other scenes to attend. Hamba kahlé.”

“Yeah, you too, my friend. Drive safe. Look after yourself. Hamba kahlé.”

They shook hands — the same way they had a hundred times before — neither knowing if their paths would ever cross again.

Hannes climbed into the vehicle, took out his last cigarette, and lit it. Two packets down already. You’ve got to slow down, he told himself.

As they drove back to the station, Zulu was fast asleep. Hannes envied him — though he’d never admit it out loud.
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Chapter 2 – Quiet Roads and Cold Offices
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The drive back to the station was short but deadly quiet. The silence was deafening, and Hannes couldn’t bring himself to break it. The SAPS didn’t exactly prioritize creature comforts — if a patrol vehicle didn’t come with a radio installed, it stayed that way. Entertainment wasn’t on the budget.

When they arrived, Hannes nudged Zulu awake. “We’re here,” he said. “Time to finish our work and get ourselves home.”

The first thing Hannes did was head straight for his office. He kept a few emergency supplies there — extra packets of cigarettes and a bottle or two of Coca-Cola — for nights like this.

His office was nothing special. A standard government cubicle painted in pale colors, with matching blinds and furniture that was bland but functional. The only personal touches were a small potted succulent, a few old photos, and his SAPS training certificates. One blue-letter commendation from a previous commander — for hard work and dedication — hung slightly crooked on the wall. He’d never admit it aloud, but it was one of his most prized possessions.

He closed the office door, pulled a packet of Camels from the drawer, lit one, and inhaled deeply. The smoke drifted through his nostrils as he exhaled slowly. He knew it was against regulations — and technically the law — but tonight he didn’t care.

I’m really getting too old for this, he thought.

Even though he was only in his mid-forties, he felt ancient — tired, burnt out, and hollowed by years on the job.

He looked absentmindedly at the crime docket still in his hand, then tossed it onto the desk. From a nearby locker, he grabbed a full two-litre bottle of Coke, the cap hissing loudly as he opened it.

He drank thirstily, the sweetness cutting through the dryness in his throat. Coca-Cola — the world’s most consumed drink — was his go-to. He was addicted to it, and he didn’t deny it. That, and cigarettes. His two highest vices.

—-
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HE BEGAN FILING THE statements and evidence notes, marking each page carefully, underlining headings and case numbers. He didn’t have the energy to get into trouble over something trivial like a missing underline or a skipped page number.

A soft knock came at the door.

“Ngena,” he said — come in.

The door opened slowly. It was Zulu.

“Sergeant, is there anything else I’m needed for, or can I go home? I’m finished. Really tired.”

“No, go ahead, Zulu. I’ll finish up here and head home soon myself.”

“I’ll tell the branch commander in the morning that you’ll be a little late. We’ve already done six hours over shift — I’m sure it’ll be fine if you come in a few hours later.”

“Appreciated,” Hannes said, nodding.

“Siyabonga, sala kahle,” Zulu said — thank you, stay well. He closed the door behind him.

—-
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FOR THE BETTER PART of an hour, Hannes checked and double-checked the statements, summarizing and cross-referencing each one.

This was the unseen world of detectives — the endless paperwork that followed every crime. The part nobody made TV shows about. And if one page was filed wrong, one signature missed, an accused could walk free on a stupid technicality.

Not that many murder cases in South Africa were solved these days anyway.

It was getting harder by the year. Technology made criminals smarter, the law gave them more rights, and corruption bled the system dry. He glanced at the mountain of case files on his desk and muttered, “Another one for the pile.”

He finished compiling the serious crimes report and emailed it off.

By then, the ashtray was overflowing and the bottle of Coke nearly empty.

He turned off the lights on his way out. No need to add to the government’s bill, he thought. Not that one light makes much difference — but if everyone did their part...

—-
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THE DRIVE HOME WAS slow. The town’s few tarred roads were riddled with potholes, the asphalt breaking apart under the endless weight of coal trucks. The infrastructure decayed faster every month — corruption, neglected maintenance, and “lost” tenders eating away at what was left.

He was dead on his feet when he pulled into the driveway at one in the morning.

His wife and kids were asleep. Even the dog barely lifted its head as he came in.

He skipped the microwave — he knew there’d be a plate waiting — and went straight to the bar in the corner of the dining room.

From the shelf, he grabbed a handmade drinking horn — a gift from a friend who’d emigrated — and poured an unnecessarily large helping of rum and Coke.

It was an odd thing to see in a South African home, but Hannes was an odd man — to those who knew him, and even more so to those who didn’t.

His home bar was cluttered with mementos: rugby paraphernalia, trophies from his biking days, and handmade Viking ornaments.

He took five deep gulps and finally felt his body begin to relax — as much as it could after a day like this.

—-
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IN THE DIM GLOW OF his phone, he scrolled through TikTok, trying to drown out the day. His feed was full of meaningless clips, but his mind kept drifting back to the crime scene.

Something about it bothered him — gnawed at the back of his mind like a rat behind the walls. Did I miss something? he wondered. Or did I see something I shouldn’t have?

It was that detective’s itch again — the sixth sense that refused to rest. Something felt off, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.

The glass was empty now, as was half the packet of Camels. He considered another drink, but thought better of it. Three hours of sleep were all he’d get before reporting in.

Wash, rinse, repeat, he thought.

He undressed quietly, leaving his clothes on the chair. Though it was winter, he slipped into bed wearing only shorts and a vest.

He lay down and pulled closer to his wife. “Uh-uh,” she murmured in her sleep, pushing him away.

Same old story. Wash, rinse, repeat, he thought again, turning onto his side.

Within fifteen minutes, he was asleep.
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Chapter 3 – Wash, Rinse, Repeat
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Hannes woke with a start — heart racing, drenched in sweat, lungs burning.

The clock beside the bed read 04:50.

Less than three hours of sleep. He was still dead tired, but his mind was wide awake.

The nightmare was already fading, but he remembered standing at last night’s crime scene, surrounded by all his deceased friends and relatives. Their faces blank, their eyes accusing.

You’d think I’d be used to it by now, he thought.

Living with PTSD and depression most of his adult life hadn’t made it easier. The medication helped him stand, but it wasn’t a cure. Just another crutch.

Instinctively, his hand reached for the cigarettes on the bedside table. He lit one and inhaled deeply, lying there in silence until the last ember burned out.

—-
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HE SWUNG HIS LEGS OVER the bed and stood — slowly. His joints screamed in protest, and for the first five steps he moved like an old man. Then his body loosened, creaking into reluctant cooperation.

He grabbed his towel and tiptoed toward the bathroom for a much-needed shower.

The water hissed to life, steam filling the small room. He stared at his reflection in the mirror — at the receding hairline, the grey at his temples, the lines that hadn’t been there before.

“When did you get old, my friend?” he asked the man in the mirror.

He stripped off his clothes, adjusted the temperature, and stepped under the hot spray.

When he was done, he lingered there for a moment, letting the warmth ease his muscles before turning off the tap and switching to ice-cold water. The shock took his breath away, but it was routine — hot first, cold to wake him up.

It reminded him of his childhood — the years of growing up poor — and made him grateful for what he had now.

If only the kids could appreciate it the same way, he thought.

—-
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HE DRIED HIMSELF AND took a moment to apply lotion to his tattoos — the ones he could reach, at least. They’d cost him a small fortune he didn’t really have, and touch-ups weren’t in the budget.

Few of his colleagues knew he had them. SAPS regulations forbade visible tattoos — an outdated rule from the apartheid era, a leftover from British influence. Other countries allowed it, as long as they weren’t offensive or hateful. But not here.

He dressed quietly, careful not to wake his wife. Wash, rinse, repeat. Same routine every morning.

He paused for a moment, watching her. Ten years younger, red hair spilling across the pillow, fair skin and blue eyes soft in the dim light. She’d never admit it, but she was beautiful. Always finding flaws in herself — too this, too that.

Like every woman, he thought. But to me, she’s perfect.

—-
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HIS PHONE RANG, LOUD and sharp in the quiet room. The sudden sound made him jump.

The screen lit up with the name of the station.

He stepped into the hallway before answering. “Sergeant Coetzee.” He already knew — calls this early were never good news.

“Morning, Sergeant,” came the apologetic voice on the other end. “We’ve got people at the charge office reporting a missing person. The description matches the female found yesterday. How should we proceed?”

Hannes took a deep breath, running through the options. Should he let the CSC handle it? Tell them about the murder? Or go himself?

“Have you told them anything yet?”

“No, Sergeant, we haven’t.”

“Good. Don’t. Proceed with the SAPS 55 forms. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes to speak to them.”

“Understood.”

The line went dead.

—-
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BACK IN THE BEDROOM, his wife stirred. “Everything okay?” she mumbled, eyes half-open.

“Got to go in,” he said quietly. “Something about last night’s scene.”

“Why do you always have to do everything?” she asked, irritation creeping into her voice. “Your standby ended last night. Let someone else handle it. The sun’s not even up yet.”

“You know how it is,” he replied. “If someone screws it up, I’ll just have to redo everything. Better I go and get it done right.”

She rolled her eyes, sighed, and turned her back to him.

He leaned down, kissed her cheek. “Love you. See you later.”

“Mmm,” was all he got in reply.

—-
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HE SWALLOWED HIS MORNING medication and a pain pill with a gulp of Coca-Cola, grabbed a muffin on the way out. Not because he was hungry, but to soften the pill’s burn on his stomach.

When he reached the car, something felt off. The driver’s door was slightly ajar.

Damn it, he thought. Did I forget to lock it?

But as soon as he looked closer, he saw the truth — the lock had been forced. His radio was gone. So were a few loose coins from the ashtray.

“Ma se kont,” he muttered — the Afrikaans curse slipping out before he could stop it.

Second time in as many months. Maybe the cameras he’d installed had caught something. No time to check now. Work came first.

He climbed in, started the car, and pulled out of the yard fast. The wheels spun on the gravel, engine whining in protest. Part of him was in a hurry to see the potential victim’s family. The other part was just angry — at the theft, at his wife’s attitude, at the endless repetition of it all.

But then, what’s new? he thought. Wash, rinse, repeat
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Chapter 4 – The Grandfather
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Hannes could hear the crying before he even entered the community service centre. The sound of grief — deep, raw, and unrestrained — carried down the corridor like a physical weight.

Inside, an African woman stood at the counter speaking to a constable. Her eyes were swollen, her voice trembling. She was clearly distressed, barely holding herself together.

Hannes didn’t need to ask — he already knew. This was the family of his victim.

As he stepped behind the counter, the constable pointed him toward the victim-friendly room.

“My shift commander is waiting for you in there, Sergeant,” she said quietly.

—-
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INSIDE, AN ELDERLY man sat in front of the desk. His jacket — an old sports blazer — was worn thin at the elbows, and a wooden cane rested against his leg. The clothes were faded but clean.

When Hannes entered, the man stood with effort and greeted him in fluent Afrikaans.

“More, my baas. Jy kan maar sit,” he said, gesturing to the chair.

(Good morning, master. You may sit.)

“Sawubona, Mkhulu,” Hannes replied — Good morning, grandfather.

The man’s appearance and mannerisms reminded Hannes of his own late grandfather, and he felt a quiet pang of recognition.

It didn’t surprise him that the old man spoke fluent Afrikaans; men of his generation had learned it in school under apartheid, though most never made it far in their education.

“No thank you, Mkhulu,” Hannes said, switching to Afrikaans. “You can sit. I’m still young.”

It always unsettled him when elders called white men baas — master — even after all these years. But he knew the word came from habit, not submission. Respect, not servitude.

—-
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“SERGEANT,” WARRANT Officer Ngwenya said, stepping closer. “This is Mr. Ndhlovu. He’s here to report that his granddaughter is missing.”

Ngwenya continued, “She went out yesterday afternoon with some friends to the local tavern but never came home. He tried calling her, but the phone’s been off since last night. Her best friend said she went to the toilet and never came back.”

Hannes nodded, listening as the old man silently handed him a photograph.

His heart sank.

The photo showed a young African woman, smiling proudly in a graduation dress, holding a diploma beside the very same man now sitting before him.

It was her. The victim.

A dull ache spread through Hannes’s chest. He swallowed hard and steadied his tone.

—-
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HE BEGAN WITH THE BASICS — the five W’s and an H.

When: She’d left around sixteen-hundred hours from her grandfather’s home.

Where: She and her friends went to Sibiyas Tavern — an “upscale” township spot known for its better crowd, fewer fights, and good music. Some said drug deals happened there, but no one had ever proven it.

Who: Mary had gone out with two friends — Thandi and Princess.

Why: She’d graduated from university the year before, the first in her family to do so. She had just been hired by a legal firm in Secunda and was set to start work the following week. They were celebrating.

What: She wore a tight-fitting dress, carried two phones — a Samsung and a Huawei P9 — and her purse with her ID. Her grandfather had given her R200 for the outing.

How: They had gone on foot — the tavern was barely a kilometre away.

Hannes took notes as the old man spoke, nodding silently. Then came the part he dreaded most — delivering bad news.

—-
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“MKHULU,” HE SAID GENTLY, “I’m very sorry to tell you this, but we found a young woman last night. She has passed away.”

The old man’s eyes filled instantly, tears welling until they spilled over.

“How? Where?” he managed, his voice barely holding.

“She was stabbed,” Hannes said softly. “We found her on a footpath near a farm just outside town — on the road to Carolina.”

The old man frowned, shaking his head. “What was she doing there? We don’t know anyone in that area. She was supposed to be at the tavern.”

“I know this is a shock,” Hannes said, “but time is important. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”

“Yebo, mapoyisa,” he whispered — yes, policeman.

Hannes led the grieving grandfather to his office, offered him a chair, and poured a glass of Coca-Cola.

The old man’s hands trembled as he took it. Grief, Hannes thought — though it could have been age or injury. He decided it didn’t matter.

He opened his notebook. “Mkhulu, can you tell me if—”

- Anyone might have wanted to harm Mary?

- Did she have a boyfriend?

- Was she in any trouble?

- Did she ever open a protection order?

- Any issues with money or debts?

- Any addictions?

- Anything unusual lately?

- Were her friends involved in something that might have affected her?

The old man shook his head to every question. No boyfriends, no enemies, no trouble.

That ruled out the usual motives.

—-
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FOR NEARLY AN HOUR, Hannes listened as the old man spoke of Mary — his granddaughter, his pride.

Her parents had died when she was a baby, leaving him and his wife to raise her. His wife had passed when Mary was ten, and from then on, he’d done it alone.

He’d worked his whole life at the local school — cleaner, groundskeeper, handyman. Every cent of his pension had gone to Mary’s education. She’d never disappointed him. She’d been loved by everyone.

When he finished speaking, his voice broke. “What will become of me now?” he asked quietly. “She was all I had. I’m an old man with nothing.”

He wiped at his eyes. “I don’t understand. Who would do this? Why my Mary?”

“I’ll take you home,” Hannes said gently. “But first — could I please have the numbers of her friends?”

The old man handed him his cellphone. “The last three numbers I called,” he said.

—-
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HANNES COPIED THE NAMES and numbers into his pocketbook, then returned the phone.

“They live near the crèche — same property, stand number 159,” the man added.

“I’ll drive you home,” Hannes said.

The trip was silent. Neither spoke a word.

When they arrived, the old man stepped out and stared into the distance for a long moment.

“Find the person responsible for this, umlungu,” he said — white man.

His voice trembled, but his eyes were sharp with pain.

As Hannes shifted the vehicle into gear, the old man spoke again, his voice softer now.

“I know about you,” he said. “People talk. They say you’re a good policeman — one who can be trusted. They say the tsotsies fear you.”

Hannes didn’t respond. He simply watched the frail figure shuffle toward his small home.

He’d heard it all before — the talk, the reputation. He brushed it off every time. He was just doing his job.

He started the engine, glanced once more toward the yard, and drove off toward stand 159.
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Chapter 5 – Dead Ends
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Hannes interviewed the victim’s friends first. Their stories matched the grandfather’s word for word — nothing useful, nothing new.
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