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Chapter 1: Ashes and Arrival
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Naledi Khoza cut the engine and let the silence rush in like a held breath finally released. Heat from the bonnet curled into the cool morning air, the tick of metal fading under the weight of stillness. Beyond the windshield, the Franschhoek valley lay in smoky hues — charcoal ridges, soot-dusted vineyards, eucalyptus leaves hanging like scorched silk.

She reached for her clipboard but froze at the sound — muffled, urgent voices carrying over the slope. She slid from the bakkie, boots crunching on gravel, and followed the thread of sound past the bend in the track.

Two men stood beside a trellis: one tall and broad-shouldered, the other wiry, jacket too clean for the ash-streaked ground.

“I’ve got a buyer, Christiaan,” the wiry one said, voice sharp as pruning shears. “Sign before the debts bury you.”

The taller man’s reply was low, taut. “I’m not selling.”

“You can’t save this place,” the other snapped. “Look at it — half the vines are dead, the soil’s poisoned. You’ll go under before winter.”

Naledi’s chest tightened. Selling?

The wiry man caught sight of her, scowled, and strode away without a word.

The broad-shouldered man watched him go, then turned toward her. Rolled sleeves revealed sun-darkened forearms; a faded cap shadowed his face. His eyes were the colour of old oak casks — and just as guarded.

“You must be from the Department,” he said, tone clipped.

“Naledi Khoza — soil scientist,” she replied, holding his gaze. “I’m here to assess post-fire damage for the Department of Agriculture.”

He didn’t take her offered hand. “Christiaan Lategan. I own what’s left of this place.”

Her eyes flicked to the vineyard beyond him — rows of half-green, half-brown vines marching down the slope, soil cracked and blackened in some places, strangely dark in others. Even at a distance, she could see root stress.

“I’ve read the reports,” he said. “Apparently the Department cares about vineyards now.”

“I’m not here to debate policy,” she said evenly. “I’m here to stop your soil from bleeding out before the next harvest.”

A faint smirk tugged at his mouth. “You sound confident.”

“I know my work,” she replied.

They stood in the stillness, wind stirring charred leaves. Somewhere in the distance, a single bird called — lonely in the ruined quiet.
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