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Dedication

 

For the ones who are buried but not forgotten.

For the voices drowned beneath dust and policy.

For Farah, for James, for Krotoa.

And for those still fighting to bring their stories into the light.

 

This is for the ones who walked through fire and wilderness,

not to be heroes -

but because the land called,

and they answered.

 

May the silence never swallow them again.

 

 

Prologue

Justice Dies On Courthouse Steps.
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Johannesburg — Constitution Hill

The heat pressed down like judgment.

It flattened the city into silence.

Constitution Hill rose above the streets in red brick and old scars, a place where South Africa pretended it had made peace with itself. Once a prison. Now a court. A monument to justice built on the bones of men who had lived without it.

Below the steps, the crowd waited.

Hundreds of them.

Black clothes. Masks. Placards raised but unmoving.

No chanting.

No singing.

Just a silence thick enough to feel.

Across cardboard signs, thick brush strokes bled into the morning light:

BOYCOTT PETROSA

WATER IS LIFE

NO MORE GHOST TOWNS

The Guardians of the Desert.

Activists. Land defenders. Environmentalists. Whatever name the news preferred that week.

They stood shoulder to shoulder, a dark wall facing the courthouse steps.

Behind them, television vans idled. Satellite dishes pointed skyward like metal flowers chasing signal.

Police lines held the perimeter.

Barely.

Sergeant Sarah Baumann stood halfway up the steps, stiff inside a uniform that still felt like borrowed clothing. The sleeves hung slightly loose at her wrists. Her shoulders carried the weight awkwardly, like armour she hadn’t grown into yet.

She kept her eyes on the crowd.

Not the signs.

Not the cameras.

The faces.

Crowds were patterns. Movement and intention disguised as noise.

She’d learned that much already.

Behind her, a line of cadets shifted in the heat. Their shields bumped together with soft plastic knocks. Nervous energy moved through them like static.

Kids pretending to be a wall.

Captain Farah Fortune stepped beside her.

Farah carried the uniform differently. Like it belonged to her.

Years of command had carved calm into the lines of her face. Her eyes moved constantly, measuring distance, reading mood, absorbing pressure the way seasoned officers do—without letting it show.

“They’re trying to incite a riot,” Sarah muttered. “That’s what these groups do.”

Farah tilted her head slightly.

“If you can’t empathise with them,” she said, “because of a stigma attached to their name…”

She glanced down at the sea of masked protestors.

“…you’re going to hate being a cop.”

Sarah didn’t answer.

Instead she scanned the edges of the crowd.

Most people watched the screen.

Some watched the police.

A few watched nothing at all.

Those were the ones she paid attention to.

Farah followed her gaze.

“What’s your gut say?” she asked.

Sarah took a moment.

The crowd was changing shape.

Not surging. Not yet.

Just tightening in places. Small shifts at the edges. People turning their heads at different times, as if they were listening to instructions she couldn’t hear.

“I don’t know,” Sarah said. “Something’s off.”

Farah looked at her for a second, then down at the square.

“That’s usually how it starts.”

At the edge of the square, a large LED screen flickered to life.

The courtroom feed.

The crowd leaned forward as one organism.

Inside the courtroom, the judge adjusted her glasses and shuffled documents. The defendants stood in a tight cluster beside their lawyers—corporate executives accused of diverting water infrastructure funds intended for drought relief.

The case had dragged for months.

Outside, the protest had dragged longer.

Most people watched the screen.

Some watched the police.

Some watched the cameras.

Sarah scanned the street beyond the barricades.

Parked cars.

News crews.

A half-finished construction zone fenced off with corrugated sheeting.

Nothing she could name.

Only pressure.

The screen crackled.

Inside the courtroom the judge began reading the verdict.

The words carried through speakers mounted along the building’s façade.

“…insufficient evidence…”

A ripple passed through the protestors.

Then the defendants exploded into celebration.

One of them—Elvis Mokoena—threw both arms into the air like a boxer claiming victory.

The square broke open.

Shouts.

Movement.

The silence shattered.

Sarah’s attention snapped back to the cadets.

“Hold the line!” she barked.

The crowd surged forward, pressing against the police barricade.

A woman shouted from the front.

“We have a right to protest!”

“This is peaceful!”

Placards slammed against riot shields.

Plastic cracked.

Cadets flinched.

Sarah stepped forward.

“Back off!” she shouted. “Move to the designated area!”

Her voice vanished inside the noise.

Someone hurled a sign.

Steel and plastic slammed against the front line.

A cadet panicked.

Batons came out.

Sarah spun around.

“Holster your weapons!”

Too late.

Behind her, engines roared.

A convoy of black SUVs rolled toward the courthouse.

Government vehicles.

Tinted windows.

Media cameras pivoted immediately.

Lieutenant General Kurt Klein stepped from one of the vehicles.

Silver hair slicked back.

Suit perfectly cut.

He moved toward the press microphones like a man arriving for the part of the day that mattered most.

Even now.

Even here.

Sarah caught his eye across the square.

He lifted a hand in acknowledgment.

Then Farah was moving down the steps.

Not toward anyone specific.

Toward the break in the line.

Toward the place where pressure was building fastest.

“Captain—” Sarah called.

Farah glanced back once, then kept going.

The noise swelled.

A sound cracked somewhere beyond the barricades.

Not loud.

Not yet.

Sharp enough to make Sarah turn her head.

For half a second the whole square seemed to hesitate.

Then the first blast tore through the street.

A rubbish bin burst apart in flame and shrapnel.

People screamed.

The cadet line collapsed.

Police scattered.

Sarah barely had time to inhale before the second explosion hit.

The VW Golf across the road lifted off the ground in a bloom of heat and metal.

Glass burst inward.

The air itself seemed to tear.

Sarah saw bodies thrown sideways.

Saw shields spin loose.

Saw Farah disappear in dust and fire near the edge of the construction site.

Then the shockwave hit.

The world turned white.

Sarah slammed into the stone steps.

For several seconds there was no sound at all.

Then everything came back wrong.

A high ringing in her ears.

Smoke swallowing the square.

People stumbling through it with blackened faces and open mouths.

The courthouse front vanished behind ash and debris.

Somewhere nearby, someone was praying.

Somewhere else, someone was screaming for a medic.

Sarah pushed herself upright.

Sirens wailed in the distance.

The press cameras were still rolling.

Through the smoke she saw security officers moving fast, closing around Klein, steering him toward the courthouse entrance.

Inside.

Away from the open square.

Sarah staggered toward the construction pit.

“Farah!”

No answer.

Dust drifted down through the air like ash after veld fire.

At the edge of the excavation, Sarah stopped.

Her vision swam.

Something struck the ground near her boot.

Wet.

Heavy.

She looked down.

For a moment her mind refused it.

Then she saw the torn fabric.

The insignia.

The sleeve.

Sarah dropped to her knees.

Below her, the pit was a blur of broken concrete, twisted rebar and smoke.

Around her, Constitution Hill howled.

And behind its walls, beyond the blast radius and the cameras and the dead, the machinery of government kept moving.
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Calgary, Canada

Snow fell without urgency.

It drifted through the streetlights in slow spirals, settling across the empty campus like a quiet decision. Midnight had already hollowed the university buildings out. Windows glowed here and there, but most offices had gone dark hours ago.

Sarah Baumann sat alone in the research lab.

The room smelled faintly of electronics and burnt coffee. Screens cast pale blue light across rows of empty desks. Outside, the cold pressed against the glass with patient persistence.

Her laptop hummed softly.

The paper glowed unfinished on Sarah’s laptop, references thinning out halfway down the page, tracked changes breeding in the margins like mould. The institutional portal sat open behind it beneath her staff profile, all clean fonts and polite threats:

Sarah Baumann
Senior Research Associate
Centre for International Governance Innovation
Annual Review Materials Due
Promotion File Pending
Outstanding Publication Requirement: Incomplete

In the top right corner, a yellow banner pulsed softly.

Submission window closes 23 March 2026, 23:59 MST.

She clicked over to her calendar.

The week opened in hard coloured blocks. Meetings. Review prep. Internal peer comments still unanswered. A red reminder pinned to Sunday night sat there like a blood clot:

PROMOTION DOSSIER DEADLINE — 5 DAYS

She stared at it longer than she needed to.

Five days.

Not enough time to finish the paper properly. Barely enough time to make it look inevitable.

She clicked back to the draft. The title still sounded smarter than the argument beneath it. Governance frameworks for transitional mineral corridors. Cross-border oversight. Community risk modelling. It was the kind of paper institutions loved because it made extraction sound like a management problem instead of a wound. The syntax was bloodless. That was part of its appeal. Nothing in it smelled of heat or trucks or the interior of clinics. Nothing in it admitted that whole systems survived by making harm look procedural.

Her eyes dropped to the empty sections still waiting for substance.

Case Study Integration
Field Evidence
Policy Relevance

That was the problem.

The paper needed a live case. Not theory. Not another polished recitation of other people’s damage turned into literature review. Something immediate. Something with enough political charge to look dangerous from a safe distance. Something that could make her file read less like maintenance and more like ascent.

She leaned back in the chair and looked again at the portal banner.

Outstanding Publication Requirement: Incomplete.

The words landed with all the quiet humiliation of a system that never needed to insult you directly because it had dashboards.

If she missed the deadline, the promotion review slipped.
If the review slipped, so did the funding track.
If the funding track slipped, so did everything she had spent the last few years pretending was still coherent.

She checked the calendar a second time, as if the date might have softened.

It hadn’t.

Five days. Four, if you still count what’s left of today.

That was when the thought arrived—not noble, not even especially hidden once it formed.

If something real crossed her desk now, something urgent, field-based, politically combustible, something she could fold into the application as active research rather than stale analysis, it could change the file. Not save it entirely. But sharpen it. Make her legible again in the right rooms.

She hated herself for how quickly the instinct took shape.

Not because it was selfish.

Because it was familiar.

She closed the tab and opened another.

Satellite images filled the display.

Bands of desert.

Wind-scoured ridges.

The Kalahari.

The images were stitched together from drone surveys and orbital scans—thermal signatures layered over terrain maps. Software traced patterns across the sand: migration routes, water sources, erosion patterns.

Algorithms searching for meaning in landscapes that had outlived empires.

Sarah leaned back in her chair.

Her eyes burned.

She hadn’t slept.

Again.

A ceramic mug sat beside the keyboard. The coffee inside had gone cold hours ago, a dark skin forming across the surface.

Her cursor hovered over a blinking coordinate marker.

Heat distortion anomaly.

The program flagged it automatically.

She watched the little red dot pulse.

Out there, in the desert she had not seen in six years, the sand remembered every disturbance.

Vehicles.

Animals.

Bodies.

The software could read those disturbances days later. Sometimes weeks.

She had written half the code herself.

Pathfinder.

The grant proposal had called it environmental monitoring technology. A polite phrase that satisfied ethics boards and funding committees.

But the system had been built for something else entirely.

Tracking movement where no roads existed.

Tracking people who didn’t want to be found.

Sarah stared at the blinking coordinate.

The Kalahari waited on the screen like a memory she had sealed off.

Behind her, the building creaked as the heating system kicked on.

The sound snapped something loose in her mind.

A flash of noise.

Sirens.

Smoke.

She squeezed her eyes shut.

Not now.

Her hand drifted to the ring on her finger.

Two thin bands of gold, fused together where the metal had worn smooth.

She twisted them slowly.

The habit had become unconscious over the years.

Her phone buzzed against the desk.

The sound cut through the quiet lab like a blade.

Sarah frowned.

No one called her this late.

The screen lit up.

One name.

KLEIN

She stared at it for several seconds.

The phone kept vibrating.

Finally she answered.

“Hello?”

Static crackled across the line.

Then her father’s voice.

Calm.

Controlled.

“Still awake.”

Not a question.

Sarah leaned forward, rubbing her eyes.

“You’re calling from six thousand miles away,” she said. “I assume you didn’t dial to ask about my sleep schedule.”

A pause.

She could hear voices behind him.

Office noise.

Phones ringing.

“Where are you?” she asked.

“Work,” Klein replied.

Of course.

He always was.

Sarah turned her chair toward the window. Snow swirled across the parking lot outside.

“What do you want?”

Another pause.

Longer this time.

When Klein spoke again his tone had changed slightly.

More deliberate.

“There’s been a death.”

Sarah said nothing.

She watched the snow collect along the edges of the empty road.

“Where?” she asked finally.

“The Northern Cape.”

The words landed like a stone dropped into water.

Her chest tightened.

“The Kalahari,” he added.

Silence filled the space between them.

Six years.

She hadn’t been back in six years.

“Not my problem,” she said.

“You’re not a cop anymore.”

“That was your idea.”

Klein ignored the comment.

“The victim is a young San woman,” he said. “Her body was found outside a settlement near Mier.”

Sarah’s eyes flicked back to the laptop screen.

The satellite map still glowed there.

The Kalahari spread across the display in endless shades of sand.

“What does this have to do with me?” she asked.

“She was assaulted.”

The word hung in the air.

Sarah felt something tighten behind her ribs.

“Local police ruled it exposure,” Klein continued. “Heatstroke.”

“Which means they’re not investigating,” Sarah said.

“No.”

Sarah leaned forward slowly.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard.

The red coordinate marker pulsed again on the screen.

“Then call someone who cares,” she said.

“I did.”

A beat.

“I called you.”

She laughed once.

Dry.

“That’s flattering, but I’m not in the police anymore.”

“No,” Klein agreed. “You’re a researcher now.”

The way he said the word made it sound like a temporary inconvenience.

“You helped design the Pathfinder system,” he continued. “It’s currently being tested in cross-border conservation zones.”

Sarah’s stomach tightened.

“I know what my own software does.”

“Good,” Klein said.

Another pause.

Then:

“We believe it’s connected.”

Sarah didn’t say anything, she just looked back at the satellite image.

Wind patterns had shifted across the dunes.

Even from orbit the land looked restless.

“What do you want, Kurt?” she asked.

“I just want you to observe.”

“Observe?”

“You’ll travel to Mier as part of a research initiative,” Klein said. “Environmental monitoring. Drone mapping.”

Sarah laughed again.

“You’re using me as a patsy.”

“I’m giving you access.”

“To what?”

“Whatever you find. You keep”

The paper assignment 

“And if I say no?”

Klein didn’t answer immediately.

When he did, his voice had softened.

“You’ve been running from that day for six years,” he said.

The words struck deeper than she expected.

“I’m not running,” she said quietly.

“No?”

“No.”

She stared at the snow outside.

“Then why haven’t you come home?”

The question settled into the silence between them.

Sarah’s jaw tightened.

“Because home blew up,” she said.

Neither of them spoke for several seconds.

Finally Klein cleared his throat.

“Your flight leaves tomorrow evening,” he said.

She blinked.

“You already booked it.”

“Yes.”

“You’re unbelievable.”

“You’re welcome.”

Sarah leaned back in her chair, staring at the ceiling.

The heating pipes rattled above her head.

“I’m not a cop anymore,” she said again.

“No,” Klein replied.

“You’re something more useful.”

Before she could respond, the line went dead.

The lab fell silent again.

Sarah stared at the phone in her hand.

Slowly she set it down.

Her gaze drifted back to the laptop.

The Kalahari filled the screen.

An endless landscape of wind and heat and old scars.

The red coordinate marker blinked patiently.

Like a heartbeat.

Sarah reached for the mouse.

For a long moment she didn’t move.

She looked back at the blinking cursor.

The portal wanted completion.
The calendar wanted proof of usefulness.
The institution wanted a version of her that arrived on time, properly argued, and professionally hungry without ever looking desperate.

And beneath all of it sat the quieter truth she had stopped naming honestly: going back would not only mean memory.

It would mean material.

A case.
A paper.
A promotion line.
A way forward she could still call work.

For a long moment she sat there with the cursor pulsing at the end of an unfinished sentence, watching it blink like a small, mechanical heartbeat.

It was not the paper that was incomplete.

It was the life around it.

Then she opened the flight confirmation Klein had sent.

Departure:

Calgary — Johannesburg

Twenty hours.

She closed the email.

Closed the software.

Shut the laptop.

The room went dark.

Outside, the snow continued falling.

Soft.

Silent.

Relentless.

And somewhere on the other side of the world, the desert waited.

Not patiently.

Just permanently.
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The Flight

Calgary International Airport was almost empty at that hour.

Most of the lights in the terminal had dimmed to a tired yellow. Cleaning crews moved slowly between rows of plastic seats, their carts squeaking across the polished floor. The giant departure board flickered overhead, reshuffling cities and times with quiet indifference.

Sarah Baumann stood at the gate window.

Beyond the glass, snow clung to the wings of the aircraft waiting on the tarmac.

A Boeing bound for Frankfurt.

The first leg.

Her reflection hovered faintly in the window—pale, tired, unfamiliar. She looked older than she remembered. Or maybe the lighting was just honest.

She checked the boarding pass in her hand.

Calgary → Frankfurt → Johannesburg

Twenty hours of distance.

Not enough.

Behind her, passengers began lining up as the boarding announcement echoed through the gate.

“Passengers traveling to Frankfurt, we will now begin boarding Group Three.”

Sarah didn’t move immediately.

Her hand drifted to the rings on her finger again. The metal felt colder than usual.

She wondered briefly what the desert would feel like now.

If it would still smell the same.

If the wind would still sound like it used to when it moved across dry grass and empty roads.

Or if memory had softened all of it.

“Long way to go.”

The voice came from beside her.

Sarah turned.

A man stood leaning casually against the window frame, hands tucked into the pockets of a dark overcoat.

Mid-fifties.

Clean-shaven.

Expensive watch.

The kind of man airports were built for.

He nodded toward the boarding pass in her hand.

“Johannesburg,” he said. “Not a short trip.”

Sarah folded the pass slowly.

“Neither is Frankfurt,” she replied.

The man smiled faintly.

“Business or family?”

“Neither.”

He studied her for a moment.

Not rudely.

But with a kind of practiced curiosity.

“First time in South Africa?” he asked.

“No.”

“Returning home, then.”

Sarah said nothing.

The boarding line began moving.

Passengers shuffled forward with the quiet obedience of people who had already surrendered to travel.

The man stepped forward with her.

“Work takes you there?” he asked.

She glanced sideways at him.

“You always interview strangers in airports?”

“Only when they look like they’d rather be anywhere else.”

That earned a small breath of amusement from her.

“Environmental research,” she said.

“Ah.”

The man nodded thoughtfully.

“Mining?”

The word caught her off guard.

“No,” she said.

“Conservation.”

“Of course.”

They reached the boarding scanner.

The airline attendant checked the man’s passport first.

He stepped through.

Sarah followed.

Inside the aircraft cabin the air smelled faintly of recycled oxygen and stale coffee.

She found her seat near the middle of the plane.

Window.

Good.

She preferred having one direction she didn’t need to watch.

The man from the gate appeared again moments later.

He placed a leather bag in the overhead compartment above her row.

Then he sat down in the aisle seat beside her.

Sarah raised an eyebrow.

“That’s unfortunate.”

He chuckled softly.

“Coincidence,” he said.

She doubted it.

The aircraft door closed with a hollow metallic thud.

Engines began humming outside.

Passengers settled into the slow rituals of long-haul flight: headphones, blankets, quiet resignation.

Sarah stared out the window.

The snow-covered runway glowed beneath floodlights.

Somewhere behind them the terminal doors closed.

A boundary crossed.

“Environmental research,” the man said beside her.

“Mm.”

“You’re familiar with the Northern Cape?”

Sarah didn’t look at him.

“Why?”

“Because conservation work there usually intersects with something else.”

“And what would that be?”

“Minerals.”

Sarah turned her head slightly.

The man’s eyes remained on the seatback in front of him.

Calm.

Observant.

“Diamonds are not the only thing they’re after,” he continued casually. “Manganese. You know, the rare material in everything future tech.”

His tone remained conversational.

“People like to talk about land rights,” he added.

“But the real story is always under the ground.”

Sarah watched him carefully now.

“Who are you?”

He smiled.

“Just on business.”

“That’s vague.”

“Deliberately.”

The aircraft began taxiing slowly toward the runway.

Outside, snow swirled beneath the engines.

“You’ll find South Africa hasn’t changed,” he said.

“High crime rate. Lack of personal safety.”

“Brain Drain.”

He finally turned to meet her gaze.

She nods. “You’re an expat.”

“You know what's the common benefit South African expats say about returning home?” He continued confident in himself.  “Improved quality of life, stronger family connections, and a lower cost of living.”

He paused.

“But most of all… the weather.”

The plane turned onto the runway.

Engines roared.

Passengers pressed back into their seats.

The aircraft accelerated into the dark.

Snow fell away beneath them.

The man continued speaking as if the conversation had never paused.

“Funny how white people are always expats.” He said, “The rest of us are immigrants.”

Sarah leaned back slightly.

“I never called myself an expat,” Sarah said.

A beat.

“And I’m not white.”

His expression didn’t shift.

“I bet you still get treated like you are.”

Sarah felt something tighten behind her ribs.

“No more talk.”

Sarah shrugged lightly.

“I’m sorry if I offended you.”

“You didn’t.”

“He said, you’re smarter than you look.”

“Who?”

“Your father.”

Her eyes hardened.

“My father?”

“Ya,” the man said.

“My boss.”

The aircraft climbed through a layer of cloud.

Moonlight spread across the cabin windows like frost.

For several seconds neither of them spoke.

Then Sarah said quietly:

“You’re not flying back on business.”

The man smiled again.

“And you’re not returning home. At least not for good.”

“If you work for him, you’re a cop.”

“What? You don’t like the police.”

“SAPS doesn’t exactly inspire confidence.”

He studied her expression carefully.

“Try again,” he said.

“Intelligence.”

The words landed gently.

Which made them worse.

The cabin lights dimmed as the plane leveled off.

Passengers around them began drifting toward sleep.

Sarah kept watching the man.

“So, he sent you here to be my capparone?” she asked.

“Because misunderstandings can be dangerous.”

“For who?”

“For everyone.”

He reached into the seat pocket and pulled out the airline magazine.

The conversation was apparently over.

After a moment, he said one final thing without looking up.

“The thing about the past,” he said.

“Is it remembers everything.”

Then he opened the magazine.

And did not speak again.

Sarah turned back to the window.

Far below them the city lights of Calgary faded into darkness.

The aircraft continued east.

Toward morning.

Toward Johannesburg.

Toward the past.

Toward something that had already begun moving long before she boarded the plane.
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Chapter 1

The North Remembers

“A Boer makes a plan, but a bushman already has one”
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The road north out of Upington looked like a clerical error.

A strip of gravel laid across too much silence, as if someone in an office far away had signed off on the idea of access without ever standing here long enough to feel what the land thought of being crossed. Wind pushed red dust across the bonnet of the bakkie in thin restless sheets. The desert didn’t resist. It inspected.

Sarah Baumann sat in the passenger seat with one elbow against the window and her sunglasses folded in her lap.

She had stopped counting kilometres some time before Kakamas. Distance changed character out here. It stopped being measurable and became moral. Every stretch of road asked the same question in a different way:

What exactly are you doing back?

Lucky drove with both hands on the wheel. Too correct. Too aware of being watched, even when no one was speaking. His HAWKS jacket sat heavy on his shoulders, sleeves shoved up, the stitched lettering beginning to peel at one edge. New enough to still mean something to him. Old enough for the institution not to deserve it.

He looked younger in daylight than he had at the airport. Early thirties, maybe. Hard to tell with men who had learned to hold tension in the jaw like discipline. There was still a kind of neatness to him. A belief that things had names and that once named, they could be moved. Logged. Preserved. Brought into line.

Poor bastard.

Outside, the Northern Cape unfolded in long dry statements.

Telephone poles.

Collapsed fencing.

A windmill leaning over an empty borehole like a pensioner praying into a grave.

Farther out, low hills crouched in the heat, colourless until the light shifted and the iron beneath them showed through. The land looked stripped, then patient, then stripped again. Sarah remembered that trick. The Kalahari never gave you one face for long enough to trust it.

She watched a herd of goats pick through scrub on the horizon and felt, not homecoming, but recognition without comfort.

Calgary had taught her the soft violence of insulation. Clean corridors. funded language. Ethics panels. Grant proposals that used words like resilience and stewardship and stakeholder engagement while money moved under them toward the same old appetites in better tailoring. There, extraction wore a lanyard and spoke in complete sentences.

Here, it had always smelled more honest.

Her phone vibrated once against her thigh.

She looked down.

KLEIN

Of course.

The name sat on the screen with its usual composure. No urgency. No explanation. Just presence. Her father never called like a man reaching outward. He called like a system checking whether a part was in place.

She answered without greeting.

“Commissioner.”

Static breathed once through the line. Then his voice.

“Would it kill you to call me dad?”

“I’m trying to blend in.”

“Good. You’ll find that the locals have a proclivity for sniffing out fruadsters.”

“I already met one of them.”

Lucky glanced over without moving his head. One eyebrow lifted, then settled.

“You there already?” Klein asked.

“I’ll get a nosebleed if we go any further north.”

That almost got a smile out of Lucky. Almost.

“How does it feel being back?” Klein asked.

Sarah turned her face toward the window. Dry hills. Fence line. A patch of scorched ground where something had burned recently and nothing had yet bothered to grow back.

“Some things never change.”

“That’s usually the case.”

His tone stayed even. That was the trick with him. Nothing in the voice. No rough edge to hold. No anger to brace against. People like Lucky probably still mistook that for calm.

“Local cooperation?” he asked.

Sarah let the question sit there for a beat.

“Define cooperation.”

Lucky’s fingers shifted on the wheel. A tiny tightening. He was listening harder now.

“Contractors will be of more help to you. Half of them are former law enforcement.” Klein asked.

Sarah frowned.

“What contractors?”

A pause.

Not long. Not dramatic. Just long enough for the shape of a lie to sit down between them.

“Nothing,” Klein said. “Just trying to help.”

She watched a derelict loading platform slide past behind a barbed fence. Corrugated siding, sun-flayed logo, one rusted chute hanging open like a tongue.

Used to be, the signage said MINING AND ENERGY. Now the paint had faded enough that all you could really read was MINING.

As if the rest had only ever been public relations.

“You’re keeping me in the dark,” she said.

“You were never a good liar.”

The answer came too cleanly.

Her eyes narrowed behind the windshield glare. The landscape flattened as they drove, broadening into that familiar false openness, the kind that made people from cities think visibility meant honesty.

It didn’t. Out here, it only meant there was nowhere to hide your machinery.

“Why me?” she asked.

Lucky glanced sideways again. This time he didn’t bother pretending not to listen.

Another pause from Klein. Slightly different now. Less tactical. More paternal, which was worse.

“You know the terrain.”

“No,” she said. “I studied it. Never walked it.”

“Memory is still knowledge.”

“That’s a comforting thing to tell bureaucrats.”

He ignored that.

“You understand the communities.”

That nearly made her laugh.

Understand. Such a beautiful administrative verb. It covered ignorance so elegantly. A whole career could be built on that word. Understand communities. Understand land use. Understand traditional dynamics. Then you flew home and billed per diem.

“Do I?” she asked.

Klein did not answer directly.

“There’s a body,” he said. “A young girl. You know what that means in a place like this.”

Sarah looked at the road ahead. The heat shimmered so hard it turned distance into liquid.

Yes, she thought. I know exactly what that means.

It means the dead arrive late.

It means everyone already knows and no one official knows yet.

It means by the time the state gets there, the land has had time to take testimony.

But beneath those came another meaning, quieter and more poisonous.

It means you need someone like me because I can stand in the room and make it legible to the right people.

Not the grieving. Not the locals. Not the ones who had lived beside the wound long enough to smell it coming.

The right people.

Sarah kept her voice flat. “Who found her?”

“Local channels.”

“Which means?”

“It means what it always means. Fragmented reporting. Heat. Distance. Bad roads. Competing jurisdictions.”

He said it lightly, but she heard the machinery inside it: disaggregate, delay, dilute.

“You sent me a babysitter,” Sarah said. “Not to help me. To manage me.”

Klein didn’t answer immediately.

“I sent you someone who knew the ground,” he said.

“That’s not what I said.”

He held her gaze.

“No,” he said. “You’re right.”

Not apology. Not explanation.

Just recognition.

She leaned her head back against the seat.

The bakkie rattled over corrugations. Lucky swore under his breath and steadied the wheel.

Then Klein said, almost idly, “Keep me informed.”

He ended the call before she answered.

No goodbye.

No request for caution. No expression of concern. Just instruction, clipped into shape and dropped into her lap.

Sarah lowered the phone slowly and placed it face down in the cup holder.

Lucky cleared his throat.

“Babysitter, huh?”

She let that go. Sensible.

The bakkie bounced through another stretch of washboard road. The dashboard hummed. Something loose in the glove compartment clicked in a repeating rhythm that began to feel accusatory.

Lucky tried again. “You’ve been quiet since the airport.”

“I’m observing.”

“That’s comforting.”

She turned to look at him properly for the first time since they’d left town.

He had the kind of face institutions liked recruiting in brochures. Alert. Competent. Young enough to imply reform. Black enough to imply progress. Serious enough to imply continuity. If he did his job well, someone would eventually put him in front of a camera and call him the future.

If he did it very well, they would break him first.

“You always talk this much?” she asked.

“Only when I’m driving someone important.”

“Who says I’m important?”

Lucky gave a one-shouldered shrug.

“My boss.”

“He says you’re always right, even when you’re wrong.”

“He says a whole lot of nothing, too.”

She looked back out the window.

“You should probably lower your expectations.”

That got a short breath out of him. Not quite laughter. More like he’d briefly considered allowing himself a personality.

They drove in silence for a while.

A cluster of rusted machinery appeared beside the road—conveyor sections, buckled supports, a hopper open to the sky. Abandoned but not gone. Nothing ever really went away in the north. It just stopped being profitable enough to maintain and became part of the weather.

Sarah watched it pass into the rear-view mirror.

“Mining?” she asked.

“Used to be.”

“What happened?”

Lucky shrugged again, but it was a different shrug now. Less casual. More practised.

“They found something better somewhere else.”

“They? You’re working for them?”

He smiled faintly, eyes still on the road.

“You ask good questions for an academic.”

She kept her voice neutral. “And you give bad answers for a cop.”

“Lets keep it simple,” she said. “I sleep. You drive.”

She positions a neck pillow and rests her head against the window.

As her eyes begin to close, they hit corrugated road. The dashboard rattles. Everything rattles. Sarah can’t take it anymore.

The road bleeds into the horizon.

“Isn’t there an alternative route?”

“This is the alternative route,” he said snarky.

“They just finished maintenance on this road and raised the road level - at their own expense.”

“Who?” She asked.

“The three thousand farmers of the North West. 'n boer maak altyd 'n plan.”

“This road is a death trap.”

She studied the country sliding past the glass. On paper, these landscapes had improved over the years. New terms. New frameworks. Corridor development. Regional integration. Public-private partnerships. Climate-adjusted extraction strategy. She had seen the language in reports out of Ottawa, Brussels, Pretoria. Everywhere the same polished dialect pretending not to describe conquest because conquest had become unfashionable.

The words changed first.

Then the fencing.

Then the roads.

Then the names on the trucks.

The land itself only changed when somebody had figured out how to write a justification before the drilling started.

A thin line of smoke appeared on the horizon.

Not wildfire. Too narrow. Too disciplined.

Lucky saw it too and sat up slightly.

“What’s that?” she asked.

He squinted. “Could be a tire fire. Protest, maybe.”

“About what?”

He gave her a look this time. A real one.

“You really have been gone too long.”

Sarah said nothing.

Because yes.

She had been gone.

Long enough for the vocabulary to mutate. Long enough for the people who stayed to develop new ways of hearing her voice before she even finished a sentence. Too local for the foreigners. Too foreign for the locals. White enough to be distrusted on sight, South African enough to be resented for leaving, useful enough to be invited back only when utility outweighed discomfort.

The road dipped, then rose. 

Bright Sun, white sand, blue skies, only thing missing is swaying palms and turquoise clear sea. This is Askram. 

PRAIRIE BUSH PILOTS FLYING 20 ROTAX 915IS ENGINE AIRCRAFT OVER KOO PAN. A GROUP OF MINERS WATCH THEM FROM THE SIDE OF THE ROAD. ALL WEARING WHITE HARD HATS AND BLUE OVERALLS. 

KIDS RUN TOWARD ZINC HOMES THAT SIT BENT AND TWISTED LIKE A PLASTIC CUPS TOSSED IN A FIRE. WHILE SCRAMBLERS AND 4-WHEELERS TEAR UP DIRT ON THE SIDE OF THE ROAD.

The reality of informal settlement life in the most beautiful province in South Africa. A playground for the rich.
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The black smoke rises above a line of windmills ahead.

Lucky slowed slightly.

The road dipped into a shallow valley.

Then the protest appeared.

Hundreds of workers filled the road ahead.

Men and women in dusty overalls stamped their boots in rhythm. Shovels rested on shoulders like rifles. Handmade signs bobbed above the crowd.

NO TO GHOST TOWNS

NO WATER FOR DRILLING

PAY US A LIVING WAGE

Their chanting rolled across the desert like distant thunder.

“One bullet! One thief!”

“Dubul’ ibhunu!”

The phrase cut through the heat like a blade.

Kill the Boer.

Kill the farmer.

Sarah watched the protestors as Lucky slowed the bakkie.

“Comfortable?” she asked.

Lucky didn’t answer.

The crowd parted slowly as the vehicle approached.

Not welcoming.

Just curious.

A man stepped forward and slapped the side of the bakkie as they passed.

Dust and sweat smeared across the window.

Sarah met his eyes.

He didn’t look away.

Then they were through.

The protest disappeared behind them like a storm that had decided not to break yet.

The bakkie climbs again and the world thins out. The road stops pretending it’s a road and becomes a suggestion scratched into red earth. Heat rises off it in waves like the land is exhaling. Every time the tyres hit a rut the suspension answers with a dull complaint.

A small group came into view at the side of the highway where a service track cut away toward fenced land. Twenty, maybe thirty people. More women than men. A few children. Hand-painted placards. Smoke from two oil drums. One old tractor parked sideways across the entrance with a chain looped through its steering wheel.

Sarah turned in her seat to keep them in view as they passed.

A woman near the drums saw the bakkie and stepped forward. She raised one hand—not waving. Not greeting. Just marking witness.

Sarah held her gaze until the road curved.

Then they were gone.

Lucky exhaled through his nose.

“Gone too long?” she asked.

He took a moment before answering.

“Times change.”

“For who?”

“For people with maps arriving before water does.”

The line sat between them.

Better than most things he’d said so far.

“You write that yourself?” she asked.

“No. My uncle.” A pause. “Before he stopped voting.”

They hit smoother gravel for a stretch. The tyres changed song. Sarah watched the road unspool and thought of conference rooms in Calgary where men with good shoes described frontier instability as a temporary obstacle to implementation.

Temporary for whom.

She took out her phone again, more from instinct than intention, and stared at Klein’s call log.

Keep me informed.

The phrase annoyed her more the longer it sat there. Not because of what it meant. Because of what it assumed. That information naturally moved upward. That her role here was to gather, translate, and deliver. That whatever she found belonged, by default, to the channels that had sent her.

She slid the phone away.

“Does everybody report to him?” she asked.

Lucky’s brow tightened. “To Klein?”

“Mm.”

“He’s not exactly in the line.”

“No,” Sarah said. “Men like him rarely are.”

Lucky glanced at her again, measuring now.

“I thought he was your father.”

“He is.”

“That sounded like an insult.”

“It was an observation.”

He looked away.

For a while, the only sound was gravel and wind and the long dry complaint of the suspension.

Then, cautiously: “You don’t like him much.”

Sarah almost answered too quickly and stopped herself.

Love and dislike were peasant categories where Klein was concerned. Too soft. Too direct. He preferred utility, disappointment, strategic patience. Even his affection had often felt subcontracted.

“He believes in outcomes,” she said.

Lucky nodded slowly, as if that explained something and not enough.

“Don’t you?”

“Everyone believes in outcomes,” Sarah said. “The interesting part is what they’re willing to burn to get there.”

He let that sit.

Ahead, the road narrowed between two long fence lines that ran toward a gatehouse in the distance. New fencing. Not farm fencing. Higher. Straighter. Reinforced at the base. The kind built by people who wanted to protect equipment from people rather than people from anything else.

Lucky saw her looking.

“Solar concession,” he said.

Sarah kept her eyes on the wire.

“Looks militarised for solar.”

“They say copper theft.”

“And what do you say?”

He smiled without humour.

“I say fences always arrive before benefits.”

That was better.

That was much better.

The gatehouse fell away behind them. More scrub. More hardpan. More sky too large to be decorative.

Sarah rested her forehead lightly against the cool edge of the window. The glass trembled with the road. The heat outside made the world look unfinished. She could feel the old northern map beginning to stir somewhere under language: distances measured in wells, in shade, in which family still spoke to which, in who could cross whose land without asking and who had to wait at the fence.

She no longer belonged to that map either.

And yet the body had brought her back into it.

Not Klein. Not duty. Not nostalgia. Certainly not justice in the clean academic sense. The girl in the desert. That fact had cut through the rest. A body refused abstraction. You could build an industry out of euphemism, but a dead child ruined the grammar.

Unless, of course, you got there early enough.

Her eyes opened.

“What did Klein tell you?” she asked.

Lucky took too long to answer.

“That there’d been a body found.”

“And?”

“And that you were coming in as support.”

“Support to who?”

“To the investigation.”

She turned toward him fully.

“That isn’t what I asked.”

His jaw flexed.

The rookie neatness slipped for the first time, and she saw the strain beneath it. Not dishonesty exactly. Pressure. The discomfort of a man discovering he was carrying two versions of the same instruction and had hoped not to be asked to compare them.

“He said there were sensitivities,” Lucky said finally.

“What kind?”

He gave a dry little laugh. “The expensive kind.”

That, at least, sounded true.

“Political?”

“Probably.”

“Corporate?”

A beat.

“Probably.”

“Cross-border?”

He didn’t answer.

Which was answer enough.

Sarah looked back at the road and felt something cold and fine begin arranging itself inside her.

Not fear.

Recognition.

This was not a case she had been called to assist.

This was a site of managed perception, and she had been inserted before the shape of the record hardened.

The body was real. The girl was real. But around that reality something else had already begun moving—slower, cleaner, better funded. Not to erase the event. Erasure was amateur work. No. The smarter systems learned to curate truth. To sequence it. To decide which fragments arrived first and which remained local long enough to rot.

The desert remembers everything, she thought.

But memory and proof had become different species.

“What’s HAWKS doing this far up north anyway?” she asked suddenly.

Lucky frowned as if the question had come from somewhere behind him.

“Same reason you’re here-?”

He opens the cubio and hands her a printed out letter with a police stamp including date/time from his station’s Commissioner of Oats.

“Your missing signature is the last one at the bottom there. It basically says you will agree to hand over all information pertaining to our investigation, willingly, of course-”

He adjusted his grip on the wheel.

“We’re after the same thing.”

He looks her up & down. She hands it back to him unsatisfied.

“So, you’re an “ideas pirate”? You can’t stop me from doing my job, so you want to copy my homework.”

He snorted once despite himself.

“You don’t trust the police, I get it-”

“NO, you don’t.”

Then he thought about it. Actually thought.

“My uncle was SAPS,” he said. “Public Order. Marikana broke something in him. After that, he said if decent people stayed out, the rot would just keep hiring.”

Sarah looked at his profile. The sun cut hard across one side of his face, sharpening the fatigue there.

“And did that convert you?”

“No,” he said. “He said: Corruption is a ball of snow that eventually became an avalanche. It just motivated me enough to try to prove him wrong.”

“Did you?”

“Depends on the day.”

That answer she liked.

“Today?” she asked.

He looked at the smoke on the horizon, now thinning into the white glare.

“Today I fetched an academic from the airport because a very connected man wanted her in Mier before anyone else had time to object.” He paused. “So I’m leaning toward no.”

Sarah turned away before her expression could shift.

Respect was too generous a word. But something adjacent to it moved briefly through her.

The first buildings appeared almost without warning. Not town exactly. More the suggestion of one. A sprawl of low structures crouched against the heat, tin roofs flashing, satellite dishes tilted toward distant weather. A school wall painted with a slogan about tomorrow. A dry sports field. A bottle store with a steel shutter half down.

Children stopped their game to watch the bakkie pass.

An old man outside a spaza lifted his chin once at Lucky and not at all at Sarah.

Two women at a tap went still as the vehicle rolled by. Their eyes tracked the HAWKS jacket first, then Sarah’s face, then the dust the tyres lifted around them.

There it was.

Not curiosity.

Accounting.

Who are you with.
Who sent you.
How long until you leave again.

Sarah felt it in her chest like a bruise she had earned years ago and never let properly heal.

“You from here?” Lucky asked quietly.

The question came late.

“Not all coloured people are from the Cape.”

The answer came faster.

He snorted.

“Joburg,” he said confidently.

He nodded as if that meant exactly what he suspected it meant.

The town thinned again at the edges, giving way to wider compounds and administrative buildings trying to look permanent. Ahead, behind fencing and acacia shade, the lodge appeared.

Too white.

Too composed.

Its verandas ran long and cool-looking under the roofline, with stone planters and polished signage and enough discreet security hardware to make hospitality feel like theatre. Not luxury exactly. Something more regional and more telling. A place built for consultants, contractors, officials, and men who liked the bush best when there was generator backup and imported whiskey.

A place where violence could be discussed in linen.

Lucky slowed at the entrance.

Sarah looked at the cameras mounted under the eaves.

Small domes. Good coverage. New.

“Research lodge?” she asked.

“That’s what the sign says.”

“And what is it really?”

Lucky pulled the bakkie to a stop.

He turned off the engine. The silence after the vibration felt sudden and staged.

Then he looked at the building for a moment before answering.

“A place where people come to study the land.” 

“And occasionally forget there are people on it,” she said. 

Sarah watches the horizon through the windscreen. The dunes are not dramatic out here. They are patient. They fold and unfold in the distance like slow muscle. Camelthorn trees stand spaced out across the basin as if someone placed them deliberately, a sparse inventory of survival. There is nothing to soften the light. It hits bare and hard, turning everything the colour of blood that has dried.

Ten minutes later the land opens into a wide, shallow bowl.

An airstrip cuts across it—flat, pale, too straight for nature. Beside it sits a cluster of low buildings: tin roofs, water tanks, a small gate with a flag snapping itself apart in the wind. The compound looks temporary in the way permanent things do when they’re built in a place that doesn’t want them.

Lucky slows and turns onto the gravel track.

“What is this place?” Sarah asks.

“Lodge.”

“For tourists?”

“Sometimes.”

“And the rest of the time?”

Lucky doesn’t answer. His hands tighten on the wheel. He drives like someone who knows the road is watched.

Inside the compound, sound gathers.

Not conversation. Not laughter. A low collective energy that smells of sweat and dust and something sharp underneath—tension coiled tight enough to hum.

A horse pen dominates the centre like a stage nobody asked for. Men line the rails in a loose half-circle. Their posture is casual on purpose—arms hooked over wood, shoulders slack, weight resting on one leg—but their eyes are fixed. Hungry. Waiting to be entertained.

In the round pen a young roan colt thrashes against its reins, panicked muscle under skin, flanks rippling. Hooves slam metal with a rhythm like thunder held back. Dust explodes around it in pale bursts and hangs in the air as if the pen is generating its own weather.

A handler leans with the animal, not against it. He’s soaked through with sweat, jaw set, eyes wide. He holds the line like it’s the only thing keeping him from being dragged into a lesson.

Sarah takes it in without comment. The smell hits her when she opens the door—hot manure, diesel, old sweat, and the metallic edge of fear. Not the colt’s fear. The crowd’s.
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The smell of sweat, dust, and tension coils thick in the heat.

The round pen sits like a small arena at the centre of the compound—wood rails, churned sand, the kind of circle men build when they want a creature to prove something. Inside it, a roan colt hammers the fence with panic. Hooves slam metal like thunder trapped in a box. Its flanks ripple, eyes white-rimmed, breath coming hard. The animal doesn’t understand performance. It only understands pressure.

Krotoa holds the line with both hands, drenched through, jaw clenched. He leans with the colt, not against it, the way you lean with a storm when you know you can’t beat it, only ride it. The reins burn into his palms. The colt bucks again—hard—and Krotoa jerks back, swearing under his breath, frustration cutting clean across his face.

Herero wranglers cheer from the rails—loud, guttural, voices punching the air like drums. Across from them, in the shade, San cattleboys watch without noise. Quiet. Still. Always just outside the centre of things. Their faces give away nothing. Their eyes don’t.

Samson Maharero stands at the rail as if he was born there. Hat brim low, posture calm, gaze fixed. He doesn’t shout. He doesn’t need to. The place bends to him without being asked.

“He hasn’t broken him yet?” he mutters, more observation than complaint.

BJ Mulder doesn’t take his eyes off the pen. His face is cracked earth and creased lines, a man carved by sun and disappointment. “Desert horses can’t be domesticated,” he says. “They just let you think they can.”

James Jacobs leans on the fencepost beside him, battered Stetson low over his eyes. He watches the colt with a kind of tired affection, like he’s seen this same fear in men with badges. “Drop him in the Kalahari heat,” he says. “Knee-deep in sand. He’ll break faster than a dune surfer in January.”

Samson’s mouth twitches. Not a smile. Something thinner. “Show them how the Herero ride, son.”

The colt slams sideways, skids in the sand, and Krotoa nearly goes down with him. A blast of dust hits the rail. James doesn’t move, but the dust clings to his shirt like an accusation.

Martinus steps in, brushes James off with the back of his hand—half helpful, half claiming—and in doing so peels back the dust just enough to reveal the patch sewn tight to James’s chest.

Bureau of San Affairs.

The letters sit there like a jurisdiction stitched into skin.

“Congrats,” Martinus says, voice dry. “You’re one of us now.”

James snorts as if it’s a joke that stopped being funny years ago.

BJ scans the horizon beyond the compound, the flat line where land becomes distance. “SAPS still taking their time,” he says. “Over a week now.”

“Until the MEC releases funds to her own road agency, don’t expect visitors to arrive on time,” Samson replies, politician certainty in rancher clothes. “She’s not SAPS. Researcher from Canada. Expat.”

James makes a soft sound that isn’t approval. “Great,” he says. “Another foreigner hoping to make a name in the dust.”

Across the yard, drunken laughter cracks the afternoon.

A knot of white contractors loiters near the paddock—pale skins burnt raw, tactical gear worn like costume, bodies loose with alcohol and entitlement. They watch the pen like it’s a show put on for them. One of them jeers as a San cattleboy swings into a saddle with quick, practiced ease.

“Look boys,” a voice slurs. “Bushman cowboys.”

The cattleboy’s smile flickers, then dies. He keeps his posture straight anyway. Pride is cheaper than safety.

Dietrich steps out of the knot, beard tangled, eyes sharp with drink and cruelty. He spits into the sand like he’s marking territory. “Get off the horse, bushman,” he growls. “Go shovel shit.”

The cattleboy dismounts without protest. No pleading. No show. Just a quiet fury held behind the eyes like a blade kept sheathed because the crowd wants an excuse.

Gyma watches from the edge—alone under her hat, satchel strap creaking in her fist. She doesn’t intervene. She doesn’t look away. Her face stays still, but her attention is a kind of record.

Dietrich raises his voice for the rail. For Samson. For the idea of an audience. “I should be leading the search,” he barks. “BJ, you never send a bushman to do a man’s job.”

“A Boer makes a plan,” James replies, voice level, “but a bushman always has one.”

Dietrich’s smirk wobbles, recovers. “Liability,” he repeats, tasting the word like it makes him important. “Spell it for me.”

James lifts four fingers as if he’s counting. “P-O-E-S.” Then he looks up and gives Dietrich the middle finger with the lazy precision of a man who isn’t afraid of consequences because he’s lived through worse. 

“Liability.”

The cattleboys laugh—too loud, too fast. The laughter doesn’t feel like joy. It feels like cover.

In the pen, the colt throws itself again. Krotoa goes down hard in the sand and rolls free, cursing, fists clenched at the rail. Xetro moves from the shadows to catch him—silent, efficient, always close without being noticed.

“I’ll show you how it’s done,” Dietrich says, already climbing the fence, drunk confidence climbing with him.

“Don’t,” Samson warns.

But Dietrich’s hearing is softened by alcohol and pride.

James is already over the rail before anyone can stop him. Smooth. Fast. Not heroic. Just inevitable. He drops into the pen with the colt and raises his hands, palm open, body loose. He speaks low to the animal—words without meaning, tone that carries calm like a scent.

Martinus shakes his head under his breath. “Daar gaan hy weer.”

BJ doesn’t stop him. “Let him go.”

James edges closer. The colt’s nostrils flare. Its legs tremble under the tremor of its own fear. James keeps his shoulders down, gaze soft, hands open. He’s not trying to dominate it. He’s trying to convince it the world won’t eat it.

Then—movement over the rail.

A toy snake arcs through the air and lands in the sand with a soft, stupid thump.

The colt explodes.

It goes vertical, pure panic, and the pen becomes violence. James hits the ground hard, his body folding like a sack, breath punched clean out of him. Dust blooms. The rail shakes. Laughter erupts—ugly, loud—men feeding on impact like it’s a sport.

Dietrich stands at the fence, chest puffed, delighted with himself. “Out there,” he says, voice thick with smugness, “danger comes from anywhere. If you’re not ready, you’re a liability.”

James pushes up on one elbow, spits blood into the sand, and stands without help. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand like he’s wiping away the taste of being laughed at.

He looks at Dietrich. “Tell me you’re not a fighter,” he mutters, “without telling me you’re not a fighter.”

Dietrich doesn’t laugh this time. He breathes. Big chest. Small man. Brandy courage burning behind his eyes. He steps forward into the pen like the dust owes him respect.

“Again,” he says. “Do it again.”

Samson watches from the rail, expression unreadable beneath the hat brim. He doesn’t give Dietrich what he wants—no spectacle in his face. But his chin dips once. A small permission. A quiet verdict.

James moves.

Not fast like a brawler. Fast like a man who knows exactly where a body gives. He closes distance in one step and drives a fist into Dietrich’s gut—hard enough that Dietrich’s lungs forget their job. Dietrich folds, the sound he makes small and humiliating. James hits him again in the same place. Same lesson. Same point.

Dietrich staggers up on anger alone and swings wide, drunk and sloppy. James lets the punch die in empty air and drops him with a short, surgical shot. Dietrich hits the sand with a dull thud and lies there blinking at the sky like he’s been surprised by gravity.

James walks over him and plants a boot on his chest—not cruel, just final. Dietrich’s hands paw at James’s ankle with useless rage. His dignity slips in the dust where everyone can see it.

“Out there,” James says quietly, echoing Dietrich’s line back at him, “danger does come from anywhere.”

He presses a fraction harder, just enough to make the lesson undeniable.

“And if you’re not ready,” he adds, “you’re not a liability.”

He pauses.

“You’re just noise.”

He lifts his boot away like he’s done with him.

Samson’s voice comes from the rail, calm as disposal.

“Take him out to the back,” he says.

No anger. No satisfaction.

Just administration.

“And put him out of his misery.”

BJ doesn’t look at Dietrich. He turns back to the colt. Its leg shakes, but it stands.

BJ drops into the pen slow and deliberate, as if time belongs to him. The colt flinches at his presence, then freezes. BJ raises a hand and speaks to it in a language older than insult.

“Sjöe,” he murmurs. “Sjöe. Sjöe.”

The tension drains from the colt in small increments under his touch. BJ doesn’t wrestle it. He guides it into a lope, a calm circle, a moving prayer. He keeps his eyes on the animal, not the men, because men want conflict. Animals want clarity.
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Lucky steps out first. He scans the perimeter with the quick, automatic movements of a man who doesn’t trust open space.

Lucky exhaled slowly.

“Welcome to Mier.”

“I thought we were going to the Kalahari,” she said.

“Mier is close-by the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park-The land of great thirst. Below our feet is the largest underground lake in the world. Ironic, neh?”

Lucky says it like a warning and a joke at the same time.

“Mier is where the locals last saw the suspect, where the lake leads to the mouth of a cave.”

“A Cave?”

“I know. An oasis in the middle of the desert. Maybe it was a mirage? Click language is all metaphors and consonants anyway.”

Sarah follows, boots crunching on gravel, her headache pulsing in time with the heat.

A burst of colour moves at the edge of her vision.

Women—SAN dancers—step into the yard with a practiced, controlled grace. Beads clack softly. Anklets chime. Their clothes catch the light and throw it back in small flashes. It’s beautiful and sharp, like a blade polished to look ceremonial.

Sarah’s body stiffens before her mind decides it should. A reflex. Touch is context. Context is threat.

One of the dancers drapes a rough-woven cloth over Lucky’s shoulders—Xētsi. He accepts it with a nod that reads like diplomacy, like he belongs here more than he does. His face stays composed, his smile practiced.

Another dancer approaches Sarah.

Sarah flinches.

The cloth settled on her shoulders like borrowed skin.

It’s small—just a hitch in the shoulders, a tightening around the eyes—but it’s enough. Enough to mark her as foreign. Enough to mark her as a body that keeps its own borders.

The dancer pauses, then withdraws without offence, expression unreadable. The fabric in her hands falls back against her hip, quiet as a decision not to force a thing.

Sarah exhales slowly. She hates that her reactions speak before she does.

A voice cuts through the yard.

Not loud.

Just owned.

“The last time foreigners came this far north… my people ended up speaking Afrikaans.”

Sarah turns.

Samson Maharero walks toward them with the measured calm of a man who doesn’t hurry for anyone. Every step says he belongs to this place more than the buildings do, more than the airstrip does, more than the flag does. His clothes are clean. His shoes don’t know dust. That’s a kind of power too.

His gaze lands on Lucky first, then on Sarah. He takes them in the way you take in a figure on a contract—value, risk, leverage.

Lucky straightens and extends his credentials. “Chief Samson. We spoke on the phone.”

Samson glances at the ID like it’s a novelty. “Sphiwe Lucky,” he repeats, tasting the words. “Two names. You a man or a brand?”

Lucky gives a practiced laugh, as if he’s heard the line before and decided it doesn’t hurt. “Just Lucky.”

Samson’s eyes flick to Sarah. “And her?”

“This is Ms. Baumann,” Lucky begins. “She’s with a research institute in—”

“We’re wasting time,” Sarah cuts in.

Lucky’s head snaps toward her. A warning in his eyes: Don’t.

Sarah ignores it. She’s tired. She’s hot. She’s been sitting inside airplanes and airports and bureaucratic air for too long. She came here for a body, and she can already feel the system trying to turn it into paperwork.

Samson’s smile appears, thin and clean. It doesn’t reach his eyes.

“People here would say you’re another foreigner trying to make a name,” he says.

Sarah meets his stare. She doesn’t blink. “And what do you say?”

Samson doesn’t answer directly. He never answers directly. He turns his head slightly and gestures with a small movement of his chin toward the horizon, where red dunes fold into eternity and the sky presses down like a lid.

“This is Mier,” he says. “Land of beauty—”

He pauses, letting the line find its own weight.

“—and things buried too deep to name.”

The colt screams in the pen—a high, desperate sound. The handler’s arms strain. The crowd leans in a fraction, feeding on it.

Sarah follows Samson’s gaze across the dunes. For a moment the desert feels less like a place and more like a presence. Waiting. Watching. Old enough to outlast whatever men are currently digging into its ribs.

Sarah lifts her hand and adjusts the rings on her finger. Not vanity. Control. Something to do with her hands so they don’t show what she’s thinking.

“Good,” she says, voice quiet, flat. “Let’s start digging.”
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Chapter 2

The Hunt For Sivle

“Khomani don’t die in the desert, they die in the settlements.”
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The clinic smelled of bleach and dust.

Not clean. Not really. Just treated.

The building had once been a schoolhouse. You could still see it in the proportions of the rooms, in the long rectangular windows set too high for comfort, in the hooks where maps or arithmetic charts had once hung before policy changed and funding thinned and the state learned how to leave without using the word leave. Two of the old classrooms had been turned into examination rooms. The rest held broken desks, rusted filing cabinets, warped anatomy posters curling off the walls, and plastic crates filled with paperwork gone soft at the edges from heat.

The fluorescent tube above the entrance buzzed with the persistence of something too cheap to die properly.

Sarah stood just inside the doorway and let the light settle on her.

The room was smaller than she had expected. Smaller than the silence in it. A steel examination table stood in the centre, bolted to cracked linoleum. The white sheet over the body was thin enough to be insulting. It mapped the shape beneath it too clearly. Narrow shoulders. Bare feet. A head turned slightly to one side as if sleep had simply hardened into a refusal.

Lucky stopped near the door with his arms folded. He was trying to occupy the room like authority. The room did not accept the arrangement.

Across from the table stood two women.

One held the metal frame so tightly her knuckles had gone the colour of chalk. The other stood just behind her, hands resting lightly on her shoulders, not comforting so much as preventing collapse. Neither spoke. Neither wept. The first woman stared at the sheet with the blank fixation of someone who had already crossed the first threshold of grief and discovered there was no floor on the other side.

The second woman watched the room instead.

Her eyes moved slowly from Lucky to Sarah, then to Samson, then back to Sarah again, taking stock the way people did when officials arrived late and wanted the dignity of being called help.

“Who are they?” Sarah asked quietly.

Samson answered from behind her.

“The mother,” he said. “And her sister.”

Sarah nodded once and stepped farther inside.

The mother looked older than grief alone should have made her. There are kinds of deprivation that prepare the face for mourning long before mourning arrives. Sleeplessness. Waiting. Clinic queues. Men with trucks. Water that doesn’t last. The skin around her mouth had tightened into the permanent effort of endurance.

The sister was younger. Not young-younger. Late twenties, maybe. Hard eyes. Shoulders square. A faded green doek tied at the back of her head. She did not look away when Sarah met her gaze.

There was no challenge in it.

Challenge implied belief in equal standing.

This was assessment.

Who sent you.
What will you take.
How much of my sister’s daughter will survive your paperwork.

Sarah gave the smallest nod. The woman did not return it.

A man behind the counter cleared his throat.

“About time someone from government showed up.”

The voice was dry with the Northern Cape and sharpened by the kind of resentment that had stopped expecting results years ago.

Sarah turned.

The man speaking looked like he had been baked down to essentials. Sun-blackened skin, pale grooves across the forehead where a hat usually sat, beard going grey in pieces rather than gracefully. He leaned one hip against the counter as if comfort and contempt had become interchangeable.

BJ Mulder.

Ranch owner. Caretaker of the lodge. One of those men who had learned how to belong in remote places by attaching himself to whoever funded permanence.

Lucky straightened beside the door.

“We’re here now,” he said.

BJ looked at him without moving.

“After a week.”

He pointed at the generator humming in the corner, as if that explained everything and perhaps it did.

“You know what diesel costs out here?”

No one answered.

The mother bent suddenly over the sheet. A sound escaped her then. Not a sob. Something lower. Rawer. A sound without performance in it. Not grief for witnesses. Grief from the body itself.

It moved through the room and settled in Sarah’s chest before she could stop it.

For one stupid second she thought of Farah.

Not the blast. Not the white bloom or the heat. Something smaller. Farah at twenty-two standing in a corridor with a file under her arm, impatient with everyone, hair pinned back badly, alive enough to be irritating. The memory came and went before Sarah could hate herself for it, but it left an afterimage. A violation of category.

Document, she told herself.

Observe.

Do not bring your own dead into the room.

“Can we see her?” she asked.

BJ glanced at the sister.

The sister gave a single, curt nod.

BJ stepped forward and folded the sheet back.

The room changed shape.

The girl was younger than Sarah had prepared for.

Nineteen, maybe twenty. The age at which institutions still liked to call people girls when they were dead and women when they were useful. Her skin had taken on the pale grey cast of slow heat death. Bruises darkened the throat. The lips were split and dry. Dust still clung in the fine hairs along one cheek despite someone’s attempt to clean her.

The worst damage lay lower.

Sarah looked.

Forced herself to keep looking.

There was tearing. Bruising. The ugly swollen geometry of sexual violence after the body has lost the power to defend its borders. A familiar catalogue. She felt the old professional reflex reaching for terminology, for compartment, for sequence.

Then she saw the beads.

A snapped necklace tangled in dried blood at the hollow of the girl’s collarbone. White and blue beadwork. Cheap thread. Hand-done. Three of the beads had pressed themselves into the skin hard enough to leave shallow marks.

For some reason that detail stayed.

Not the throat.

Not the violence between the legs.

The beads.

Because someone had tied them for beauty. Or for ceremony. Or because a young woman had dressed herself in the morning and expected the day to remain ordinary.

Sarah’s stomach tightened.

She leaned closer to the body, refusing the impulse to step back.

“There’s tearing,” she said quietly.

The nurse near the counter nodded. Mid-forties. Tired face. Efficient hands. Name tag chipped at one corner: CONNIE WEBBER.

“Vaginal trauma,” Connie said. “Severe.”

“You examined her?”

“I did what I could.”

Connie said it without apology, which made it worse.

“But I’m not a coroner.”

“Where’s the nearest one?”

“Upington.”

Sarah did the distance in her head even though she already knew it.

Too far. Too late. Too expensive. All the standard measurements by which rural death became administrative background.

“That’s nearly five hundred kilometres.”

“Yes.”

Sarah studied the girl’s forearms.

Scratches. Deep crescent abrasions. Bruising where fingers had gripped hard enough to leave memory in flesh. Defensive wounds. She had fought. Not theatrically. Not bravely in the clean mythic sense. She had simply refused to cooperate with her own destruction for as long as the body allowed.

“How long was she out there?” Sarah asked.

“Three days,” BJ said.

“She ran.”

The voice came from the doorway behind them.

Sarah turned.

Tall. Lean. Sun-darkened. Hat low over the eyes. A face made older by light and distance rather than years. James Jacobs stood there with his hands loose at his sides, as if he had not entered the room so much as been admitted by it. His stillness changed the air in a way authority couldn’t.

“He didn’t knock,” BJ muttered.

James ignored him.

“She didn’t die where they left her,” he said.

Sarah straightened.

“What do you mean?”

James stepped closer to the table, though not too close. Respectful of the body without making a ceremony of respect.

“Boot tracks,” he said. “Two men.”

“Police?”

He shook his head.

“Military grade.”

Lucky moved before he spoke, as though the word itself had pushed him upright.

“Pattern?”

“Composite heel,” James said. “Heavy sole. Foreign issue maybe. Not farm boots. Not station issue.”

He crouched near the table and looked at the girl’s feet without touching them.

“They dumped her in Nomads Land. Thirty kilometres south.”

“Why move her?” Lucky asked.

James gave the smallest shrug.

“Message.”

“For who?”

James lifted his gaze at that and for the first time Sarah saw something under the calm. Not rage. Rage was too simple. This was contempt with history in it.

“For everyone.”

The mother made a sound again, then spoke.

“They left her for the birds.”

Her voice was scraped raw. The sentence came out in Afrikaans first, then broke and half-repeated itself in English, as though language itself had become another task she could no longer afford.

Nobody answered.

Sarah looked down at the body again.

The cracked lips.

The bruised throat.

The beads.

Connie stepped closer, keeping her own voice low.

“She didn’t die immediately.”

Sarah glanced at her.

“How do you know?”

Connie pointed.

“Her feet.”

Sarah followed the gesture.

Blisters.

Severe. Torn. The skin on the soles had lifted in patches. Sand still clung in the broken places.

“She ran,” Connie said.

Not emotionally. Not dramatically. Like a nurse giving dosage.

“Until her organs failed.”

Sarah’s eyes stayed on the feet.

For one second the room narrowed to those blisters and the fact of motion. Heat. Sand. Panic. A body trying to go on after the body had already begun to close its own doors. She saw-not vividly, thank God, but enough-the girl running on damaged feet across open ground, necklace breaking against her throat, swallowing dust, believing distance might still be turned into rescue.

Sarah looked away first.

A failure.

Small, private, and immediate.

The sister saw it.

Sarah knew she had because when she looked up the woman’s gaze was already on her, sharper now, less merely watchful. Not accusing. Worse. Informed. The look women gave when they saw exactly where your professionalism ended and your helplessness began.

“Khomani don’t die in the desert,” James said quietly.

“They die in the settlements.”

Sarah frowned.

“Explain.”

James straightened.

“If the desert kills you, nobody owns it. If men kill you and leave you where we can see, that belongs to someone.”

The line sat in the room with more force than volume.

The sister spoke for the first time.

“You think police stop men like that?”

Her voice was level. Controlled. Not asking for reassurance. Asking whether they should bother humiliating themselves by listening.

Lucky stepped forward too quickly.

“We’re here now,” he said.

The words thinned in the air.

Sarah heard it. So did he.

BJ reached for a plastic evidence bag on the counter and set two items beside the body.

A blue school jacket.

A snapped beaded necklace, the rest of it.

The jacket had been torn down the front. Local college insignia stitched on the breast in yellow thread. The zipper was broken. One sleeve was stiff with dirt and something darker.

“First in her family,” BJ said.

No one looked at him.

“To graduate,” he added, softer.

The mother put a hand over her mouth. The sister’s face did not change, but something in her neck tightened.

Sarah stared at the jacket. Not because it was evidence. Because it made the girl’s life bureaucratically legible in a way the body alone would not. Student. Achievement. Future-facing. The kind of death newspapers noticed if it happened close enough to cities. Out here it would become local tragedy, then cautionary tale, then rumour, then weather.

Lucky cleared his throat.

“Did anyone see anything?”

BJ turned to him with a look of such plain disdain it almost felt merciful.

“You serious?”

Lucky held his ground, but only just.

BJ gestured toward the window. Outside, the red land lay flat and open under heat haze, as if exposure and knowledge were the same thing.

“Out here,” BJ said, “people mind their business.”

James folded his arms.

“Unless the men in boots come back for them next.”

Sarah looked again at the sister.

There it was.

Not grief now. Calculation. She had heard every word. She was measuring the room for cowardice, for compromise, for what kind of state had finally arrived. Not white saviour, not local cop, not rancher, not tracker. Just a chain of intermediaries around a dead girl.

Sarah’s hands had begun to shake.

Barely.

She clenched them until the tremor disappeared into muscle.

“Was there a rape kit?” she asked.

Silence answered first.

Then Lucky shifted.

“No.”

Sarah turned to him slowly.

“No?”

“We didn’t bring one.”

“You’re HAWKS.”

“I know.”

“You didn’t bring a rape kit.”

He exhaled and looked briefly, helplessly, toward the counter as though the kit might materialise if he was ashamed enough.

“A kit implies prosecution,” he said.

Sarah stared at him.

“Which implies jurisdiction,” he added.

“And jurisdiction implies politics,” BJ said.

Connie’s face hardened but she said nothing. Which told Sarah more than anger would have.

The room grew very quiet.

Not because everyone agreed. Because nobody needed the system explained to them. They were living in its conclusion.

Sarah looked down at the girl again.

Bruises.

Dust.

Beads.

Blisters.

A dead student in a converted classroom under a fluorescent tube that wouldn’t stop buzzing. The state had arrived without tools, without pathologist, without certainty of docket, and still expected to be recognised as the state.

Something cold settled into place behind her ribs.

Not outrage. Outrage burned too fast.

Recognition.

This was not neglect in the accidental sense. It had shape. Cost. Sequence. A geography. Some bodies were made to travel farther for dignity than others. Some deaths were too remote to inconvenience the right people. Some crimes arrived pre-decided as unsolved because solving them would require naming the men who crossed fences as if they owned the line between nation and contract.

She heard herself speak before deciding to.

“We document everything.”

Lucky hesitated.

“We don’t even have a suspect.”

Sarah pointed to the body.

“We have motive.”

“For what?” he asked.

“For terror,” the sister said before anyone else could.

Everyone turned to her.

She had not raised her voice. She did not need to.

“They took her because they could. They left her because they wanted us to see.” Her eyes moved from Lucky to Sarah. “You people always ask who did it. First ask who benefits when we are frightened.”

Samson, leaning in the doorway now, shifted almost imperceptibly. Even BJ went still.

Sarah held the woman’s gaze.

“What was her name?” she asked.

The mother answered this time, but the name came out broken by tears.

“Lethu.”

Connie closed her eyes briefly.

James removed his hat.

Lucky lowered his own gaze, perhaps out of respect, perhaps because he could not hold the mother’s face and the institution inside himself at the same time.

Sarah repeated the name once, quietly, to fix it.

Lethu.

The beads at the girl’s throat seemed to catch the fluorescent light for half a second.

No, not catch.

Accuse.

Sarah stepped toward the counter.

“Connie. I need photographs. Every visible injury. Hands, feet, throat, inner arms, clothing damage, jewellery, trace under nails if there’s anything left to take.”

Connie nodded once. The relief in it was slight but real.

“BJ, where are her personal effects?”

“Those are them.”

“All of them?”

“As far as we found.”

James spoke without looking away from the body. “As far as they left.”

Sarah took that in.

“Lucky, I want location coordinates, condition on recovery, full log of who handled her before arrival. Nobody touches anything else.”
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