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			Leos tend to be full of primal, creative energy. This is a 
sign that embodies the fire that lives within us all.

			www.mindbodygreen.com

			The desire of gold is not for gold. It is for 
the means of freedom and benefit.

			Ralph Waldo Emerson

			The desire for gold is the most universal and deeply 
rooted commercial instinct of the human race.
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			Rooikat

			(Caracal caracal)

			Benny & Vaughn

		

	
		
			
			1

			Anjané van Tonder sat in the charge office of the Stellenbosch police station. Her right hand was gripping a large iPhone as if her life ­depended on it.

			On the other side of the weathered government-issue wooden table, two detectives were seated on equally battered government-­issue wooden chairs. They had introduced themselves as Warrant Officers Benny Griessel and Vaughn Cupido. Together they bent their heads to study the statement she had just painstakingly completed. In meticulously neat handwriting. Grammatically correct. Factual. They were frowning.

			She was twenty years old, she had written. In her second year of a bachelor’s degree in Arts and Literature majoring in Afrikaans and Dutch, and General Linguistics. She lived at Minerva ­Residence for Women.

			She had been robbed.

			Anjané was an attractive young woman, with long straight blond hair, big hazel eyes and a flawless complexion. The pursed rosy lips hinted at her frustration. Because these two – and this stark, sterile space – made her uncomfortable.

			Firstly: why were they shaking their heads, as if they didn’t understand her statement? It was all clearly laid out.

			Secondly: the Griessel detective looked . . . unreliable. Strange eyes. Almond-shaped and dark. And melancholy. Not heartsore-sad. Just melancholy. His hair was dishevelled. Too long for a man of his age. A face with some mileage to it. Rough mileage, booze mileage. His crumpled shirt and jacket screamed Pick n Pay Clothing over the middle-aged dad bod.

			Thirdly: the Cupido guy looked like a much better proposition. Strong and athletic and good-looking, even if the snow-white shirt stretched tightly over his midriff. Smartly dressed, hair short and precisely shaven. But the man had an attitude. Faintly superior.  She’d noticed, when they entered, the look he threw his colleague. One that said: Here we go again.

			She had rights. She was the victim of a devious crime.

			The Griessel dude looked up from the complaint form. ‘Miss,’ he said, ‘what exactly did they steal from you?’

			‘Not “they”. Kayla Venter. She stole my IP.’

			‘Your eye pee?’ Cupido asked, puzzled.

			She raised her eyes heavenward, as if seeking help from above. ‘My I. P.’ She repeated the letters slowly and clearly. ‘It stands for intellectual property.’

			They stared at her blankly.

			Her heart sank. How unlucky could a girl be? The two dimmest light bulbs in the police chandelier, and she was the one to get them.

			The Griessel guy said: ‘Okay. Miss, can you tell us the story from the start? In your own words.’ A touch of exaggerated patience in his voice, which she did not need.

			‘My statement is literally in my own words,’ she said.

			‘We’re just not feeling it, miss,’ said Cupido. ‘Please. Just take it from the top.’

			She drew a slow deep breath to calm down. ‘I posted an Insta story,’ she said. ‘Yesterday. And Kayla Venter stole my intellectual property.’

			‘An Insta story?’ said Griessel.

			‘Instagram?’ she said. ‘You do know about Instagram?’ She clicked on her phone.

			‘Yes, we know Instagram,’ said Cupido.

			‘Great. So, I posted this story on Instagram . . .’ She swiped her phone screen with her thumbs, and turned it to face the detectives, letting the Insta story play.

			Victoria Street, the road that runs through the heart of the ­university campus. The camera following a young woman walking. Long red hair, a short dress, athletic legs. Music too, ominous and threatening. As the redhead walked on unawares, words appeared on the screen, one after the other, in dramatic cursive:

			Rooikat.

			Ear.

			Rooikat.

			
			Hear.

			Rooikat.

			Disappear.

			The image faded to black.

			She looked at them expectantly.

			‘That’s your Insta story . . .?’ the Griessel one asked.

			‘That’s right. And then . . .’

			‘But what does that mean?’ Cupido asked, pointing at her phone.

			‘It’s a poem,’ she said.

			‘I get that. But what does it mean?’

			‘It’s an allegory.’

			‘Still not with you.’

			She sighed. She should have known. ‘An allegory is a poem that says one thing, but it also has a deeper meaning. A rooikat is a sly creature. It steals sheep and it has very big ears, there’s something like sixteen tiny muscles just to make the ears move. So, the poem just talks about a rooikat that can hear very well, but that won’t save it. It can still disappear. And the deeper meaning is, Kayla Venter can try spreading gossip about me – which isn’t true – but she will lose.’

			‘The girl in the video is Kayla Venter?’

			‘She is.’

			‘And then she stole your IP?’

			‘She did. And I have the proof,’ said Anjané. ‘Look . . .’ She tapped on the phone again, showed them the screen. ‘She took my story and she changed it and she posted it . . .’

			The same video. The same music. The same words. Until just before the end. Before the word ‘Disappear’, ‘NEVER’ appeared in blood-red letters.

			‘How can you steal a video that you are in yourself?’ asked ­Cupido.

			‘The poem,’ said Anjané. ‘She stole my poem. My IP.’

			They stared at her again. Like a pair of village idiots.

			The Griessel fellow’s phone rang. He took it out, then said to her, ‘Excuse me, I have to take this.’ And answered: ‘Colonel?’

			‘What are you going to do about this?’ Anjané asked Cupido.

			‘We’ll come right away, Colonel,’ Griessel said on the phone, and rang off.

			‘Miss,’ Cupido said in a serious tone, ‘intellectual property cases are way above our pay grade.’

			
			She’d thought as much. ‘Now who can help me?’

			‘Vaughn, the colonel wants to see us in his office,’ said Griessel. They both stood up.

			‘Miss,’ he said, ‘our best advice is to rather consult a lawyer. One specialising in copyright. This thing is more of a civil affair.’

			‘Then you can sue Kayla Venter,’ said the Cupido one. ‘For a lot of money. That should teach her a lesson.’

			‘But will you excuse us,’ said the Griessel one. ‘Our commander wants to see us.’

			‘Good luck, miss,’ said Cupido.

			‘Goodbye,’ said Griessel.

			They walked out.

			She could swear she heard the Cupido guy laugh, but she wasn’t absolutely sure.

			* * *

			In the car Cupido said: ‘What have we done wrong now, Benna?’

			‘Nothing,’ said Griessel, ‘so far as I know.’

			‘How did he sound?’

			‘You know Witkop. He always sounds the moer in.’

			‘Was he regular the moer in, or extra special?’

			‘Sounded like regular.’

			‘And he said “you must come now”?’

			‘He just said he wants to see us as soon as possible.’

			‘Benna, I think this is it . . .’

			‘What?’

			‘The Hawks want us back, partner. That’s what I scheme. No more IP theft, stolen bicycles and lost cell phones. Back to the big time, pappie. At last.’

			‘I don’t know, Vaughn . . .’

			‘Trust my instincts, Benna. Trust my instincts.’

			* * *

			Griessel and Cupido jogged down the corridor of the first floor of the South African Police Services’ Stellenbosch detective offices, three kilometres west of the Eikestad charge office.

			Cupido knocked.

			
			‘Yes,’ said the voice from inside.

			They went in.

			Lieutenant Colonel Waldemar ‘Witkop’ Jansen was the detective branch’s commanding officer. He was close to retirement age, a small and grumpy grey-haired terrier with a snow-white Chaplin moustache. He scowled from behind his desk, but they knew it wasn’t necessarily a reflection of his mood.

			‘Morning. Sit,’ said Jansen.

			They greeted him and sat down.

			‘When you transferred here, from the Hawks, I thought you were two arrogant windgatte,’ said the colonel.

			They waited.

			‘I was wrong. Your work is good. Your dockets are by the book. Now, receive me clearly, I can’t promote you yet. You stay warrant officers. But I’m going to move you. To S and V.’ Serious and ­Violent Crimes was the only specialist team at the Stellenbosch ­Detective Unit.

			‘Thank you, Colonel,’ said Griessel.

			Cupido was disappointed. He said nothing.

			‘Ja, don’t be too grateful. It’s twenty-four hours on call, seven days a week. No more of only every fourth week on standby. Our 
S and V team is still understaffed, you will have to carry a heavy load. You receiving me?’

			‘Ja, Colonel.’

			‘You up for it?’

			Cupido stood to attention. ‘Colonel, that is how we roll. That is how we worked at the Hawks too,’ he said. ‘Day and night. And they are going to take us back any day now, and we will be working like that in any case.’

			‘Chances are not good,’ said Jansen.

			‘Colonel?’

			‘Sounds like you haven’t heard yet . . .’

			‘Heard what, Colonel?’ Griessel asked.

			‘Brigadier Manie. Top dogs have pushed him out. Probably ­because he’s an honest policeman.’

			Brigadier Musad Manie was the commander of the DPCI – the Directorate of Priority Crime Investigations, generally known as the Hawks – in the Western Cape while Griessel and Cupido were ­attached to that elite unit.

			
			‘Jissis,’ said Vaughn Cupido.

			‘The service has become a swamp,’ said Jansen, ‘and the skarminkels in Pretoria are pulling us deeper into it. We thought state capture1 was over. But they are still sitting there. The corrupt ones. Behind the scenes. Never thought I would be so glad to retire.’

			It was the first time that they had heard Witkop Jansen say a ­negative word about the police. They sat in silence, shocked.

			‘So?’ asked Jansen eventually. ‘Are you ready for S and V?’

			

			
				
						1 State capture is the illicit control of the state for personal gain by corporations, the military, politicians, etc, through the corruption of public officials.
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			What do you do if a lion charges you?

			It was one of the women who asked, in her Texan accent.

			Nine Americans, late at night around the campfire deep in the ­Okavango. Four middle-aged couples and a sprightly widow in her late sixties. Above them the Milky Way hung suspended, the dome of the night-sky cathedral. But the tourists’ attention was not on the breath-­taking firmament. Their eyes were fixed on Christina, their field guide. They called her ‘Chris’. Or ‘Chrissie’. A lovely young woman in the fire’s soft light, highlighting her honeyed complexion, long plait of black hair down her back, her elegant neck and cheekbones.

			Chrissie smiled. Foreigners always asked that question. Casually, the tone hinting that they weren’t scared. Merely curious.

			She said, ‘If you run, you’ll only die tired.’ She waited for the ripple of nervous laughter to subside. Then she explained to them that Usain Bolt could run at forty-four kilometres per hour. Forty-­three point nine nine to be exact. A lion could reach eighty kilometres per hour.

			Chrissie was a seasoned and skilful storyteller. She knew the value of the pause in a story. So she waited until only the crackle of the fire and the frogs’ hearty chorus could be heard.

			She said a lion’s charge was mostly for show. A test. His roar was deafening, very intimidating. He wanted to terrify you, put you to flight. And if you fled, you were cat food.

			‘What you do is confront him.’ She stood up from the camp chair. Planted her hiking boots wide, lifted both arms high, opened her palms. ‘You become the biggest version of yourself that you can possibly be. You roar back at him. As loud as you can. Clap your hands. Show no fear. He’ll stop charging. They always do. When he stops, you start moving backwards. Very, very slowly. Always facing the animal. If he moves, you freeze. If he stops, you withdraw.’

			They were hanging on her every word.

			
			She slowly lowered her arms. Sat down. ‘The trick,’ she said, ‘is to allow them to retreat with dignity. You know, like men in general.’

			They laughed again, as they always did. At the joke and the release of lion-fuelled tension. She knew what the next question would be: ‘How many times have you been charged by a lion?’ About four or five times, she would answer. Then, as was her way, she would reach for the hunting rifle, the Ruger Hawkeye. And say she had been working at Letsatsi Lodge for four years. She had never needed to fire the weapon. But she always carried it with her. And she knew how to use it. Tomorrow morning they could relax and enjoy their walking safari. They would be completely safe.

			Before the question had been asked, Chrissie became aware of movement, a presence on the edge of the fire-lit circle. A vaguely remembered silhouette, a half-familiar tread. She turned her focus towards it. And recognised the face from her past.

			Her heart began to beat a little faster.

			The man in the half-light nodded at her. A subtle signal, a gesture that said: I am here to see you. Then he disappeared behind the lapa’s pole fence, in the direction of the bush pub.

			* * *

			Rousseau. Ian or Ivan. Something like that. He used to work for Ehrlichmann in Zimbabwe back in the day. Seven, eight years ago. Ex-soldier. Tall, big shoulders and hands, quiet and kept to himself. She’d liked him.

			She pondered on this as she finished her campfire chat with the Americans. Then she excused herself and went to find him.

			He was sitting with half a beer remaining, stood up when she ­entered. She recognised the same pale blue eyes, short reddish-brown beard. ‘Hello, Flea,’ he said with a polite smile.

			It was odd to hear that name again. She let it pass for now. ‘­Rousseau,’ she said. ‘What are you doing here?’

			He waited until she sat down beside him: ‘Do you want something to drink?’

			‘No, thank you.’

			He nodded, slowly picked up his beer and took a sip. Looked at her. ‘I have a job offer.’

			She raised her eyebrows.

			
			Rousseau checked to see if the barman was within earshot. ‘We want to steal twenty million dollars,’ he said, quietly, so only she could hear. ‘And we need you.’

			She looked intently at him, scanning for any sign that he was ­joking. Until she felt the slight shock of adrenaline. He was serious.

			‘Who is “we”?’ she asked.

			‘Me and Brenner and two others. With you we will be five.’

			Brenner. She remembered Brenner. She’d been wary of him. ‘Why me?’

			‘We’re going to need a honey trap. And a cool head. And we hope you still have contacts to exchange the dollars.’

			‘I don’t know . . . They are very old contacts.’

			‘We have a Plan B. Bit risky, so it will be great if you can try . . .’

			‘Whose dollars are they?’

			‘That’s what makes it so good. There are no victims. It’s part of the Chandas’ stolen state capture money. They couldn’t get it out of the country.’

			She knew about the three Indian businessman brothers who’d ­allegedly helped to loot her birth country, in cahoots with the former president. It was the hottest topic of conversation for all the South Africans who came here nowadays.

			‘Where is the money?’

			‘You’ll have to say first if you’re in,’ he said with an apologetic smile.

			His eyes were sadder than she remembered. There was a scattering of pepper and salt in his beard.

			‘How long do I have to think about it?’

			‘What time does the hopper arrive tomorrow?’ He was referring to the Cessna Caravan that flew tourists and supplies in and out daily.

			‘Ten o’clock.’

			He nodded. That was how long she had to decide.

			She suddenly recalled his first name.

			‘Igen,’ she said. ‘My name is Christina now. Chrissie.’

			‘And your surname?’

			‘Jaeger.’

			He ruminated on it. ‘Chrissie. Jaeger.’ Then: ‘I like it.’

			‘Is Ehrlichmann still alive?’ she asked.
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			She lay on her bed with her earphones on, listening to Nigel Kennedy playing Beethoven’s violin concerto. She was deep in thought.

			After midnight she picked up the rifle, walked down to the water. She took one of the mokoros and began poling it eastwards. The moon was a crescent just above the horizon.

			She thought about Ehrlichmann.

			Igen Rousseau said he’d been shot by ivory poachers. More than a year ago, just south of Kariba.

			So their numbers dwindled. The generation of conservationists who had grown up in a more pristine Africa. Whose love for this continent and its wildlife was a consuming fire. Who believed that they could still save it all.

			Like her father.

			Ehrlichmann had sat down beside her during the WWF elephant census. They drank coffee together, watched the sun rise, listened to the birds waking up. Then he said quietly, full of compassion: ‘I knew your father. I thought Louis van Jaarsveld was the most ­brilliant tracker I ever encountered.’

			She didn’t answer.

			‘And I think you will be even better than him.’

			That was before she tried to smuggle the diamonds.2

			She had wondered what Ehrlichmann would think of her then. Because eventually they would all have found out about it – him and his companions. That was why they wanted to recruit her now for The Big Robbery.

			She heard a hippo snort, blowing air out as it surfaced in the next channel. She wasn’t worried about them. It was the giant crocodiles that bothered her.

			
			It took her another twenty minutes to reach the sandy beach where they had eaten her father.

			She dragged the mokoro out, turned it over. She sat down on it, rifle across her knees.

			‘I’ve come to say goodbye, Pa,’ she said.

			

			
				
						2 See the novel Trackers (2011) for complete details.
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			The first meeting with her co-conspirators felt surreal, like an out-of-body experience.

			A middle-class house in Rooihuiskraal, Pretoria. She rang the front doorbell, heard children in the yard next door laughing and kicking a ball around. She hadn’t left the Okavango for four years, so to be back in a city again felt strange and pleasant and disconcerting all at the same time.

			Brenner opened the door. Wearing a white T-shirt and rugby shorts. Barefoot. He looked pretty much the same in her eyes. The wrinkles on his face perhaps a bit deeper, but he was still lean and fit. The short-cropped hair, stubble beard. Intense eyes. The alpha male. He was an ex-Special Forces soldier, and he still kept that aloofness. The aura.

			His smile was thin, just as she remembered. But still a faint hint of warmth, a controlled concession to nostalgia. ‘Christina Jaeger,’ he said as if he wanted to memorise the name. He had known her as Cornél van Jaarsveld, in those days. She couldn’t remember whether he had ever called her ‘Flea’.

			‘Brenner,’ she greeted him.

			‘Glad you’re here. Come through, we’re in the back.’

			He looked at the rucksack she was carrying. ‘You can leave that here,’ he said, pointing at the couch. ‘No, it’s okay,’ she said and followed him through the lounge and the kitchen. A man’s house. Practical. Painfully tidy. Painfully suburban.

			Out through the back door. The other three were sitting in the yard on garden chairs. She smiled inwardly. How very South African – planning a robbery around the altar of the braai. The fire crackled and smoke trailed lazily skywards, an offering of atonement to the gods of malfeasance. Beside the fire was a wire garden table laden with meat and braai sandwiches in iconic oval Hart aluminium roasting pans. She wondered who had made the ­sandwiches.

			
			The three men stood up in unison. Igen Rousseau greeted her warmly. She didn’t know the other two – a muscleman and a strange wiry figure. They looked at her with open curiosity.

			She wondered what had been said about her before she arrived.

			‘This is Christina Jaeger,’ Brenner said. ‘She knows Ig. This,’ he said, pointing at the muscular one, ‘is Themba Jola. Themba was a Parabat, but I don’t hold that against him.’ The Xhosa man was wearing a sleeveless shirt, as bodybuilders always did, to best display the fruits of their labours in the gym. But she liked the way he shook her hand, with a broad and easy smile.

			Beside Jola stood the peculiar figure. He had strongly East Asian ­features, but there were other genes in the mix. Long hair down to his shoulders, jet black and straight. From under the edge of the short sleeve of his shirt a dragon tattoo trailed down his arm. Physically smaller than the rest, yet he still had an intensity about him. ‘Jericho Yon,’ ­Brenner introduced him. ‘Best bush pilot in Africa. We just call him “Jer”.’

			Yon nodded, his hair bouncing. Shook her hand with a soft grip. He has clever eyes, she thought.

			Inside the house the doorbell rang. ‘That’ll be Nicky,’ Brenner said. ‘Sit down, I’ll fetch him.’ He walked towards the back door, then turned to say: ‘No names while he’s here.’

			She took her rucksack off and put it next to the vacant chair beside Igen Rousseau, and sat down. ‘Nicky?’ she asked him. ‘You said we were five.’

			He smiled. ‘Nicky is . . . Wait, don’t let me spoil the surprise.’

			* * *

			Nicky was fat, thirty-something. He was wearing military boots, khaki camo trousers and a green T-shirt that stretched across his rather significant belly. He held a cigarette between his fingers. ‘Howzit,’ he said and fist-bumped each in turn.

			‘This is Nick Berry,’ Brenner said. ‘Nicky, you understand if I don’t introduce anybody?’

			‘Better that way, better that way,’ said Nicky. He reached ­Christina, drew deeply on his cigarette. ‘Jissis, you will do for a honey trap,’ he said suggestively, his eyes on her breasts.

			While Nicky found a seat, she gave Brenner a look that said: What’s this idiot doing here?

			
			‘Nicky won’t be taking part in the execution of the operation,’ he said.

			‘I could be,’ said Nicky. ‘Any time, any place, I’m ready.’

			Brenner was at the fire, stirring the coals. ‘Tell them, Nicky. Tell them why you’re here.’
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			As if he’d been waiting for his big moment, Nicky launched in: ‘I saw the money. I was this far from the fucking money.’ He gestured with his thumb and index finger less than a centimetre apart. Then he took a final drag on his cigarette and flicked it towards the fire.

			He missed completely.

			‘Nicky works for Ace Security,’ Brenner said. ‘They guard the depot where the money is.’

			‘It’s more of an old warehouse,’ said Nicky, eager for the limelight. ‘It was a large retailer’s, back in the day. Then they made it into this, like, fortress. They divided it into these strongrooms, sort of mini-vaults, separated with helluva thick walls and moerse doors. There’s other stuff in those vaults, not just the dollars . . .’

			‘Other stuff?’ asked Jericho Yon with a frown. He sounded ­annoyed and his accent held slight Cape undertones. ‘What other stuff?’

			‘I don’t know, dude, we never saw the inside of the other vaults.’

			‘So how do you know there are dollars?’

			‘We’re getting to that,’ said Brenner.

			Yon gave a slight nod. His hair barely stirred this time.

			‘Tell the story, Nicky,’ said Brenner.

			Fat Nicky’s self-esteem was slightly dented. He took out a fresh cigarette, not looking at Yon while he spoke. ‘So, we were four guys on a shift. Every shift is eight hours. And it’s eight hours of doing fuck all, because nobody ever comes there, you just sit there talking shit with the animals and watching the camera and walking up and down the aisle.’

			He snapped his Zippo open and lit the cigarette, snapped the lighter shut again. Deftly but deliberately, as though he’d practised.

			‘The aisle is a long passage between the vaults, and you wonder what’s in them, ’cause nobody’s breathed a word to you. But you know it’s something, because the place is a fucking fortress. So one  day we were on second shift, four o’clock to midnight, and at six o’clock HQ phoned to say a dude was coming to drop off a key at half past six. And another dude was coming at eight to get the key and check something in a strongroom. HQ gave us code names for them, then they had to come and give us the right code name. Romeo and Foxtrot. Romeo was not allowed in, he could just drop off the key. Foxtrot was the main mac, he was allowed in. He would go into the vaults, but we were not allowed to escort him, we had to stay in the control room. Cameras to be switched off. The control room is in front by the door. Helluva door, bulletproof one-way glass with a view of the parking lot. Beside the control room there’s a kitchen and the bog. Anyway, half past six dude number one, Romeo, arrives and hands in a key. A big special key, with these holes in it. And we knew, the key would fit one of the strongroom doors, we just looked at it, we didn’t do anything. And we waited for the eight o’clock Foxtrot dude, and the other guys on the shift went to make coffee, and one went to piss, and left me alone with the key, and I got an idea. I took pictures with my phone. Of the key, not the guy who was pissing,’ Nicky said and waited for them to laugh.

			Only Igen Rousseau smiled. Just to be polite, Chrissie thought.

			Nicky sucked on his cigarette, blew out the smoke. ‘Anyway, about a week later I took the photies to a pal of mine. He used to be a locksmith, but now he installs motorised garage doors. But he still knows about it. He said no, that’s a Z-Tech Chromium, it’s heavy duty, high security, but check here, this is the serial number, clearly on the photo. You can order those keys online. But there’s one, like, catch. If you just want to order the key, you have to have proof of purchase. For the whole lock. So I schemed, let me try. And I ordered two locks, moer expensive, nearly four thousand rand for the two. The proof of purchase was a fucking PDF file, and if you know what you’re doing, it’s fuck all to change a PDF. I faked it with the photie’s serial number and waited a month and then I ordered the key.’

			He crushed the cigarette under his heavy boot.

			‘And then I walked the aisle, every shift, and I would try another vault door. Every shift I tried one door. When I knew the other dudes were playing cards or making coffee or whatever. ’Cause you can’t take the chance that the other dudes would see what you’re doing on the CCTV. And so it was the fifth one. The fifth ­strongroom.  And I checked what was inside, and there was this fucking huge pile of dollars, all wrapped in plastic.’

			‘How do you know it’s twenty million?’ asked Yon, tossing his long black hair over his shoulder, his voice devoid of respect.

			Chrissie shared that sentiment. She knew men like Nicky Berry. Too lazy or too dumb to be a policeman or a soldier, but seeing themselves as action men too – in uniform, often with a firearm on the hip, bragging about how brave they would be if they only had the chance.

			‘Dude, I did the math,’ Nicky said. ‘I measured the stack like this. It’s a mix of hundreds and fifties and twenties. If it was just ­twenties, in that size, then that’s already seven, eight million. But with the mix . . . I’m not saying it’s exactly twenty million. It might be ­eighteen, or twenty-five. But it’s still a shithouse full of money. Think of the exchange rate, dude. Just fifteen million dollars, times fifteen, that’s two hundred and twenty million rand.’

			She suppressed the impulse to shake her head. Nicky thought they would get the full exchange rate for the stolen dollars. They would be lucky to get five rand on the dollar. But that still came to seventy-­five million rand. Divided by five people meant fifteen million each. More than enough.

			She wondered what Nicky was going to get out of the whole ­business.

			‘Okay,’ said Brenner. ‘Thanks, Nicky. We’ll excuse you now. You understand.’

			Nicky stood up, very reluctantly. ‘Okay. Cool.’ He looked at Chrissie. ‘Cheers,’ he said. ‘See you again.’

			She didn’t react, waited along with the others in the uneasy silence that settled as Nicky walked to the back door. Igen Rousseau and Themba Jola raised their hands to wave.

			When the back door closed, Yon said: ‘Ten per cent for that fat fuck. Jissis.’
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			Brenner spread the meat out on the folding braai grid. Chops and sausage. ‘That’s the price we’re paying to keep him out of the operation,’ he said.

			‘Where did you find him?’ asked Christina.

			Brenner smiled his thin smile. ‘I was married to his sister.’

			She hadn’t known he’d been married.

			‘Even Recces fuck up some of the time,’ said Themba Jola.

			Brenner nodded. ‘Doesn’t work if you’re never home. She’s a sweet girl. Not like Nicky at all . . . He’s the black sheep of her ­family.’ He settled the braai grid over the coals, turned to Christina. ‘He heard from my ex that I was back from Zim. He came to see me. With this proposition.’

			‘Probably wanted to lead this Op too,’ said Jericho Yon.

			Christina felt uneasy about Nicky’s involvement. ‘If the Chandas hear their money’s been stolen . . . They’ll look at the security guys first. They’ll know it’s an inside job.’

			‘Good point,’ said Igen Rousseau. ‘But firstly, “they” . . .’ he said, making air quotes with his fingers, ‘. . . aren’t going to report it to the police. It’s stolen government money. Secondly, Ace Security rotates their people. Nicky hasn’t been working at the depot for four months. There would be no reason to suspect him.’

			‘He’s the sort of idiot who would take his ten per cent and splash it on flashy cars and girls,’ said Yon. ‘I know his vibe. He’s a weak link.’

			Brenner turned the grid over. ‘Jer, there are risks. There always are.’

			‘It’s how we manage it,’ said Themba Jola.

			‘And if he begins blowing his money conspicuously . . . I’ll ­manage it,’ said Brenner.

			‘Four months since he was at the warehouse. How do we know the money is still there?’ Christina asked.

			‘Because his Ace colleagues are still guarding the place.’

			‘How do we know it’s the Chandas’ money?’ she asked.

			
			‘Remember Nicky telling us about the second man who came? Foxtrot? The one who picked up the key, the one who could go into the safe?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Nicky said two weeks after that he was watching the news on TV. About the Zamisa Commission, the judge who investigated state capture and corruption. Next thing they were showing Foxtrot’s photo, and they said his name is Ishan Babbar.’

			She didn’t recognise the name. ‘Who?’

			‘Ishan Babbar,’ said Brenner. ‘He’s . . .’

			‘A piece of work,’ said Themba Jola.

			‘He worked for State Security,’ said Brenner. ‘Under the former president, Joe Zaca. Did all the dirty work. And the Zamisa Commission lawyers say he’s the one who introduced Zaca to the Chandas. Middleman, and everyone’s enforcer.’

			‘How certain is Nicky that it was him?’

			‘Dead certain.’

			‘An enforcer?’ she asked.

			‘If you don’t do what the Chandas want, they send Babbar to encourage you,’ Rousseau said.

			‘Or eliminate you,’ said Brenner.

			‘Is he the one who will investigate the robbery?’ Chrissie asked.

			‘Yip. But there’s no way he will find us.’

			‘Unless Fatty fucks us over,’ said Jericho Yon.

			‘I’ll handle it,’ said Brenner.
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			They ate inside, around the table.

			The men talked sport. Rugby and soccer.

			She still questioned herself: What am I doing here? Between these men and the chutney and tomato sauce and white paper serviettes.

			She trusted Rousseau and Brenner because Ehrlichmann had trusted them.

			And she had trusted Ehrlichmann because of what her father had said about him. That he had integrity. That he wanted to conserve and protect Africa’s natural world for all the right reasons. Not for money or fame or a TV series on National Geographic. But because he loved it all so passionately.

			She also trusted Ehrlichmann because, in the few months she had spent with him, she had seen that it was true.

			Brenner pushed his empty plate aside. He placed his knife and fork precisely and looked around at the group. ‘Okay, let’s get to work. There are a few rules. Number one: cell phones. We – Ig and I – recruited each one of you personally; we never used your cell phone numbers. We will keep it that way. I’m going to give you each a new cell phone in a minute. You must never phone from it, use Telegram only. It’s already installed on your phone. If you aren’t familiar with it, it’s a messaging app, encrypted, it’s safe. Never send a message to anyone except one of us. Number two: no alcohol, no drugs. You can drink all you like when this is over, but until then, not a drop. Number three: no set routines. We will never meet twice at the same location. But try to vary your own routine too. Never the same coffee shop or restaurant or supermarket twice. And number four, I’m sure I don’t really need to tell you: you don’t talk to anybody about the operation. Any questions about the rules?’

			Nobody had any questions.

			Brenner nodded at Igen.

			
			Rousseau said: ‘D-Day is Saturday, April third. Why April third? It’s Easter weekend. The security guys are going to be unhappy, not in the mood for work. If they sound the alarm, we hope the response will be slower than usual. We are aiming at eighteen hundred, when the shift has been on for two hours, with another four before the next shift arrives. Four hours to get as far away as possible. And April third means we have twenty-eight days from now. We think it’s enough time to plan, rehearse, and get the vehicles. But the big question is . . .’ He looked at her. ‘Can you line up the dollar dealers in that time?’

			‘I’ll have to go to Cape Town.’

			Brenner and Rousseau exchanged a look.

			‘What?’ Christina asked.

			‘We thought your contacts were in Zim,’ Rousseau said.

			‘Or further north,’ said Brenner.

			She just shook her head, secretly grateful they knew so little about that time.

			‘Can you go tomorrow?’ Brenner asked.

			‘Yes.’

			‘How quickly do you think you can tie it down?’

			‘I don’t know. They are old contacts . . .’

			‘More than a week?’

			‘I hope not.’

			‘Okay,’ said Rousseau. ‘Let’s clear the table. It’s time to show you what we’re dealing with.’
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			Rousseau had a file, blue as the African sky. He opened it, took out a few photographs.

			They were of an unobtrusive single-storey building, somewhat dilapidated, in what appeared to be an industrial area. A broad tarred space in front of the building.

			‘This is the depot,’ Rousseau said. ‘In Spartan. Near Kempton Park.’

			‘Looks like a dump,’ said Jola.

			‘I think that’s exactly why they chose it,’ said Jericho Yon.

			‘They also chose it because of the distance from the road,’ said Rousseau. ‘This section of tar was the parking lot, when it was still a warehouse. Look, there’s the camera that covers the parking area. The security guards can see you coming a long way off. Towards the only entrance. They bricked up all the others. The entrance is a double door of steel and concrete. Beside the door – you can’t see it very well from here, it’s in the shade – is a window, about three ­metres wide, one metre above the ground. Double-glazed ­bullet-proof glass, one-way vision outwards. They can see you, but you can’t see them. There’s an intercom box below the window, so they can hear what you have to say while you are outside. The building is perfect for its purpose. There are no weak points . . .’

			‘What about the roof?’ Themba Jola asked.

			‘Flat roof, reinforced concrete.’

			‘Okay.’

			‘The weakest link is the people,’ said Brenner.

			‘The security men,’ said Rousseau.

			‘Nicky says they are unmotivated, underpaid and over-confident. Bored. Nothing ever happens. Now and then a salesman will ring the intercom, they ignore it and wait until he leaves,’ said Brenner. ‘There are no deliveries, the stuff in the safes was there from the beginning. Nothing is ever removed, nothing is ever brought in.’

			
			‘They play poker, watch YouTube and porno on their phones, they make coffee or tea, eat and complain,’ said Rousseau.

			‘And they talk about sex,’ said Brenner.

			‘Apparently a lot,’ said Rousseau.

			‘And that’s what we are going to use.’

			* * *

			She wanted to call an Uber, but Rousseau said he would drop her off.

			He drove a single-cab Toyota Hilux, ten years old or so, unflashy, inconspicuous. On the N1 past Doringkloof he asked: ‘Why did you agree to this?’

			She looked out the window at the slow-moving traffic. ‘I trust you. You and Brenner.’

			‘No. I mean, why did you give up your Letsatsi job? You . . . It’s your passion.’

			‘To take rich tourists with hangovers on walking safaris?’

			‘No, I mean, the bush. Africa . . . Sorry, probably none of my business.’

			‘I know what you mean,’ she said. ‘And it’s okay.’ She pointed outside, at the mass of crawling cars, the grimly staring people. ‘Look. It’s either this . . . This meaningless existence, this soul-­destroying life of nine to five in a job you don’t really like. And every year you owe the bank more, and it’s load-shedding and roads with more potholes every day, and more broken traffic lights, you are literally watching your country and your world slowly imploding in front of you . . . Or you are a field guide in an African illusion. An illusion that only exists in pockets of reserves and in the minds of Americans and Europeans. The Africa of my father and Ehrlichmann is dead. The pockets are shrinking. I want to leave before . . .’

			‘Before your heart breaks.’

			‘Yes. Before my heart breaks.’
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			On the plane she listened to Rossini’s sonatas for strings and thought about Rousseau’s question again.

			Her answer was just the ear-tips of the truth-hippopotamus. Enough to divert him from the topic.

			What if she told him the whole truth?

			Would she have said: ‘Igen, when you knew me seven years ago, my philosophy of life was “Fuck the world”. That is what the world deserved. This world, that broke everything that was good and right and beautiful. Such as what? Like my father. This world betrayed and rejected and mocked my father. Because he was different. This world, breaking the planet. Destroying ecosystems. Devastating communities. I think about my father’s stories a lot, about the time he was living with the Bushmen. The harmony, their compassion, respect for each other and the environment they survived in. It’s gone, Igen, all gone. Not only the environment, the values too. ­Shattered. Gone.

			‘It was my “Fuck the world” that drove me to do stuff. No, that’s not an excuse, it’s just an exposition of what happened. And then when everything went pear-shaped, I had to go into hiding. Two years in Europe. Then four years in the Okavango, it became my refuge. Away from the wider world, nearer to what I knew and loved, and closer to my father.

			‘And so slowly I came to my senses. I processed the anger and pain. Regained my balance. Became comfortable. And bored, I have to confess. And then, a few months ago I read about the elephant cow, the last one of her kind remaining in the Knysna forest. The others had all been murdered. They started seeing the old cow again. The game warden photographed her. And he said it was if she was walking the forest trails searching. For her herd. It touched me deeply, in a strange way, Igen. Because she held out hope that she would find them. Can you imagine, the loneliness, the longing, how  she grieved and still hoped. And you know, elephants do grieve. You were with Ehrlichmann long enough to see that with your own eyes.

			‘Then I wondered, why did I feel it so strongly, why did it make me so deeply sad? That’s when I realised, Igen, that I am like her. I was there, in the Okavango, because I hoped, in one way or another, that I would find my herd. And then I realised I would not. My herd are dead. And I had to get out. But how? And then you came with your offer and I knew.

			‘That’s why I said yes.’

			She wondered what would Igen say to that?

			It was part of the truth. But she would not tell him that, nor the full truth. Keep your weaknesses hidden. Because people are like the giggling spotted hyena. They search out your weakness. And unlike lions, where you can stand your ground and yell at them to go away, there was no escape if spotted hyenas hunted you in the dark.

			* * *

			It was six years since she had set foot in the Cape. The city had changed, and lost something in the process. A piece of its character, she thought. Some of the texture.

			Altman’s offices were on the corner of Loop and Riebeek, on the first floor of a pretty old Victorian double-storey. She knew he wouldn’t willingly grant her an appointment, so she waited on the pavement at a coffee shop. Until lunchtime. Altman would not have changed. He was a lunchtime man, he had said expansively. He worked from early morning until one, and then enjoyed good food and good wine in a good restaurant. ‘You’ve got to earn it, ketzele. And I earn it every day.’ His words as she sat opposite him at the table and watched him slice through the bloody beef fillet.

			She waited for one o’clock. She ordered decaf. And sipped it slowly.

			She remembered seeing him the first time, and she thought: I was so fucked up, back then. Sore, hurting. So angry. So reckless and fearless.

			It was synchronicity, back then. She hadn’t known how she was going to sell the uncut diamonds. Until she by chance picked up the newspaper, a Cape Argus that someone had left at the Chizarira Airport in Zimbabwe. On the front page was a picture of the white  lawyer and Coloured gang boss in front of the High Court in Cape Town. The caption read: Lawyer David Altman and Restless Ravens leader Willem ‘Tweetybird’ de la Cruz, after their victory in the Cape High Court yesterday.

			Eight days later she was sitting in Altman’s office with a propo­sition.

			‘Take off your clothes, ketzele,’ he’d said to her.

			‘Fuck you.’

			‘I want to make sure you’re not wearing a wire. Either you take off your clothes, or you get out of my office.’

			So she undressed. Totally. His twirled his finger to show her to turn around. And then she saw the sly smile as her looked her up and down.

			‘Nice,’ he’d said.

			‘Fuck you.’

			Then she dressed again and they came to an agreement.

			Angry, fucked up, reckless and fearless.

			She’d asked him over lunch what ketzele meant. ‘It’s a Yiddish term of endearment. It means “kitten”.’

			The diamond affair was a mess.

			She sipped her decaf and wondered what he would say when he saw her again.
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			She walked along the sidewalk, trailing him.

			He’d aged. The stride wasn’t as self-assured, his curly hair had gone entirely grey. But the suit was still tailored, cufflinks shiny. She spoke his name and he turned around. For a second his face lit up at the sight of a pretty young woman, and then recognition slowly dawned. His bushy eyebrows rose and dropped, his mouth opened, eyes flashing with rage and dismay.

			Eventually he said: ‘Kusemeq,’ taking a step back.

			‘I have a proposition,’ she said.

			‘Go away.’ He turned and began walking up Loop Street, away from her. Not looking back.

			She caught up and fell in step beside him. He was a head taller than her, but he looked shorter than she recalled. ‘Twenty million dollars, in hundreds, fifties and twenties. I need someone who can trade. An electronic transfer in exchange for the cash.’

			His pace slowed momentarily.

			That was encouraging. ‘I’ll take eleven rand to the dollar,’ she said.

			He kept on walking. At the junction with Strand Street they had to wait for the traffic light. Other people around them. He didn’t look at her.

			The light turned green. He walked on. She walked with him. She gave him a chance to gather his thoughts.

			Past Mad Macs Motorcycles, he paused. ‘You almost got me killed. If they didn’t shoot Tweetybird, they would have come for me.’

			He was twisting the truth, but she let it pass. ‘Ten rand to the dollar.’

			He stared at her. ‘You’re something, ketzele. You’re really something.’

			She didn’t react, just waited.

			The look in Altman’s eyes began to change, slowly. From rage to admiration. Till it was the same gaze as the day she’d stood naked in front of him. ‘Want some lunch?’ he asked.

			* * *

			
			The restaurant in Parliament Street was called FYN. The high ­ceiling and the lighting took her breath away.

			The manager greeted Altman by name. Their table was next to the window. She looked through the menu.

			‘It’s a big number,’ he said. ‘Twenty million.’

			‘But you’re a big operator, David.’

			‘Is the money hot?’

			‘That’s the beauty of it. Cold cash. There won’t be any media headlines, no law enforcement attention.’

			‘My, my, you’re not the little babe-in-the-woods ketzele any more, are you? How old are the notes?’

			‘Recent. Three to four years.’

			He nodded. It was good news. ‘I’ll have to shop around. Split it up. It’s too big for just one transaction.’

			‘I need one transfer. I show the cash, you make the transfer. Right there.’

			‘You won’t get ten rand to the dollar. You’ll be lucky if I get you four.’

			‘I can get eight-fifty,’ she lied.

			‘Five.’

			‘No.’ But she would take it if he refused to budge. It was fair, under the circumstances. And it meant they would get a hundred million rand. Eighteen million each, even after Nicky Berry got his ten per cent.

			‘Then I suggest you take your eight-fifty.’

			‘Okay.’ She stood up.

			‘The food here is fantastic,’ he said.

			‘Goodbye, David.’

			‘Six. Take it or leave it.’

			She sat down again.

			He smiled, pleased with himself. ‘Have the gamefish sashimi. It’s sublime.’

			* * *

			When they had finished eating, he wiped his mouth on the linen serviette, leaned back and looked at her. ‘You remember that day at my office, when I told you to undress?’

			She stared back at him.

			
			‘There is one thing I will never forget about that moment. Your eyes, ketzele. Now, don’t get me wrong, the rest of you was spectacular. But your eyes . . . I had never seen such intensity. Such pure fury. That, I’ll take that to my grave.’
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			Every fourth day she moved to a new Airbnb flat in Pretoria – ­Moreleta Park and Waverley, Lynnwood and Faerie Glen. Just herself and her rucksack and duffel bag. She used Uber, DiDi and Bolt.

			The rucksack was ready to grab and run. Her survival pack. In the bottom, in a concealed, sewn-up bag, were three passports and enough foreign currency – euros and dollars – to live on for six months. On top of that, compactly and neatly folded, were two pairs of socks, a tightly rolled pair of tracksuit pants, two T-shirts, a bra, two pairs of panties and a thin windbreaker folded into its own bag. Then a cosmetics bag, toilet bag, sunglasses in a case, regular spectacles in a case, a box of tampons, her purse, a box with spare earphones and cables and a phone charger. And the phone. Mostly for music.

			The duffel bag held the rest of her clothes.

			In each new flat, in each new neighbourhood, she was aware of how strange it was to be here. She had never stayed longer than a few months in a city or town. The first two years of her life – with her mother – didn’t count. She couldn’t remember any of it. The two years at Alldays, before her mother died. While her father was tracking for hunting outfits in Botswana and Zimbabwe.

			She couldn’t remember a thing about her mother. And her father never wanted to talk about her.

			It didn’t matter.

			Her father, Louis, came to fetch her. She grew up in the bush with him. The city was foreign to her, she didn’t like it. People hid behind walls and electric fences, the streets deserted at night, lonely dogs barking, barking, barking.

			Her first priority with each flat was to find a Woollies Food store. She got everything there. Then she sought out the closest gym, and went running on the treadmill, earphones playing Shostakovich or Tchaikovsky.

			
			At night she would read. With Vivaldi or Corelli or Bach playing very quietly in the earphones, until sleep overcame her.

			Occasionally she would think about the woman who introduced her to this music. Professor Inès Fournier, the French woman who studied brown hyenas in the Kalahari, and hired Louis van Jaarsveld as tracker for seven months.

			Chrissie was eleven years old. Her real name was Cornél Johanna van Jaarsveld. Her father just called her Flea, because she was so small. Long skinny legs, with knobbly knees that mortified her. In the mornings she went out to the veld with him, in the afternoons she was home-schooled, despite her protestations, in the big tent. In the evening she had her books beside the fire, while Fournier’s music played. The professor was wise. She didn’t force herself and the music on Flea. But waited until Flea began to trust her and grow familiar with the notes. And when Flea began to ask questions about the music, the composers and the style, the eras from which it all came, Fournier answered her with stories. She told her how Edvard Grieg always carried a small cloth frog doll in his pocket for luck. How Mozart composed the breathtaking overture for Don Giovanni in a mere three hours – on the morning of the opera’s debut, and while suffering a horrible hangover. Chopin was buried with a small flask of Polish soil. Beethoven would count out exactly sixty coffee beans every time he brewed himself a cup. Handel ordered enough food for three men every time, and would eat all of it. Dvořák loved trains. Her favourite was the story of Mozart and Beethoven meeting, when Ludwig was still young. The professor said that if ever they could travel back in time, that was where she wanted to go. To eavesdrop.

			It was the closest Chrissie ever came to having a mother. She ­inherited both her love of music and an admiration for brown hyenas from Inès Fournier.

			* * *

			She went to Menlyn Park shopping centre to look for a dress, shoes and a handbag for the robbery. She saw young people constantly on their phones, and women dressed up to the nines, laden with shopping bags, mincing from shop to shop. Businessmen eating and drinking and looking her up and down with unwelcome interest.  People wandering, as if in a maze. Surrounded by canned music and canned air-conditioning and artificial light. I don’t want to live like this, she thought.

			She completed her purchases.

			On the way out she popped into Exclusive Books to see if there was a new Azille Coetzee. There wasn’t. She bought Sally Rooney’s Beautiful World, Where Are You and Marida Fitzpatrick’s Mara. She settled down at the Seattle Coffee Company with Rooney’s book and a decaf cappuccino. She became aware of someone watching her. The woman was sitting at another table facing her. Attractive, late forties. Elegant, in a dress and high heels. Wedding ring on her finger. Chrissie looked up, and straight into her eyes. There was an undercurrent of desire. A gentle invitation. For a split second she considered it. To be held. Hands on her body. Skin touching skin. Mouth on mouth. An hour or two or three of slow, all-encompassing pleasure. It had been eleven months since she had had any kind of loving contact.

			Not now.

			She smiled, shook her head slightly. A little wry smile of regret in return.

			Chrissie got up and left.

			She wondered about the woman and her loneliness.

			* * *

			She found the wig in Struben Street in the city centre. The streets were busy, dirty, loud.

			With a flood of relief she ordered an Uber and escaped to her flat.
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			Two weeks to D-Day.

			They met at Jericho Yon’s temporary flat in Lynnwood, eating rusks with instant coffee.

			She felt less remote, more present.

			Brenner said: ‘Right, let’s say Phase One was successful. Now we’re in the building. Phase Two is loading the cargo. The biggest factor is the weight. Bank notes are heavier than you think. If all the money was in twenty-dollar bills, twenty million would weigh about one and a quarter tons. That’s a helluva load for four people to shift . . .’

			‘Four people?’ Themba Jola asked.

			‘Remember, Jer is in the Hino outside. He’s the lookout, and he’s monitoring the radio,’ said Rousseau.

			‘Right,’ said Jola. ‘Makes sense.’

			‘Okay,’ said Brenner. ‘So, we take four trolleys along with us in the Hino, one for each. Just keep focus, do what you can do. Load up, push out, chuck in. As far back into the truck as you can. Don’t worry about being tidy, speed is everything. Take your trolley, don’t leave it behind, we load the trolleys in the back of the Hino too. Themba and I get in the back with the money, Ig and Chrissie take her Atos.’

			He pulled the blue file closer and opened it, took out a Google Maps printout and pointed: ‘Here is the warehouse.’ He drew his finger along the route. ‘We drive down Albatross Street to here, take the R21. Casually, some distance apart, there won’t be much traffic. The Hino always in front so we have Ig and Chrissie as backup. We stay on the freeways, R21, then the N1, then the N4 here at Doornpoort, take the R511 through Brits. The airfield is here. It’s about an hour and a half’s drive. Wish it was otherwise, but that’s where the plane is. There’s nothing we can do. Our biggest risk is ­roadblocks, traffic cops wanting to test for alcohol. Chances are low on the  ­freeways, only the last section on the R511 where that might happen, but we don’t think it’s likely. The Brits municipal speed cops won’t want to work that time Saturday of the Easter weekend. But make sure you have your driver’s licences with you, and the vehicles’ rental paperwork. At worst they stop us and want to take a look in the back of the Hino. Plan A is for Chrissie to jump out of the Atos and ­create a scene. Call Ig a swine and say he’s tried stuff with her, et cetera. If that doesn’t work . . . We take ten thousand in cash with us. If ­bribery doesn’t work, we take out our weapons. And then it’s a question of handling things as they unfold.’

			‘A snafu there will be,’ said Themba Jola with a sigh. ‘There ­always is.’

			‘Not going to happen,’ said Jericho Yon. ‘I’ve been working at the Brits Aerodrome for more than a year now. Never seen a speed cop on a weekend.’

			‘The airfield has a gate with a lock. Jer has a key, Ig will have a spare in his pocket. The PC-12 is in the hangar there, the one ­furthest south.’ He pressed a finger to the map. ‘Themba and I open the hangar, you drive in, both vehicles, and you close the doors. We offload the money, we take the photo . . .’

			‘What photo?’ asked Chrissie.

			She saw Yon and Rousseau exchange a glance.

			‘We’ll get to that,’ said Brenner. ‘We pack the money in boxes. The boxes all have a MedVet logo on them. It’s a real pharmaceutical company. Each box has a label saying it’s Horse Sickness vaccine. Then we weigh the boxes. Jer, tell them why.’

			‘The Pilatus PC-12,’ Yon said, ‘is a single-engine turboprop. Great plane. It belongs to the mine, the company I work for. With any plane it’s a question of the heavier the load, the shorter the distance you can fly. That’s why I’m alone in the plane, so we can transport the maximum amount of dollars. We weigh them, because we know we can take one thousand three hundred kilograms and fly to the Cape without refuelling. We don’t want to stop, because each stop is a risk. Inquisitive people, paperwork, all that jazz.’

			Brenner nodded, satisfied.

			‘So, we weigh the money, and we pack it in the boxes. And we load the boxes in the plane. If Jer has to land because of bad weather, or if we have to offload the money in the Cape for ­Chrissie’s contacts, there will be at least one layer of camouflage,  just in case anyone comes to look. The story is that it’s an emergency flight to get the vaccines to Cape Town. That’s what Jer is going to tell the mine. They like that sort of PR, especially if they don’t have to pay for the fuel. When the plane is fully loaded, Jer stays behind, he’s going to spend the night in the hangar. I drive the Hino back to the rental agency, Chrissie takes the Atos back. ­Chrissie and Igen get on the late-night FlySafair flight to Cape Town. Themba and I stay nearby; we fly early the following ­morning. Jer brings the PC-12 and the money Sunday morning, and we join him at Fisantekraal Airfield . . .’

			‘Winelands,’ said Yon. ‘It’s called Winelands Airport now.’

			‘Okay, Winelands Airport, where we will exchange the money. They do an electronic transfer to my account and I do the transfer to all of you. Right there. And from then on everyone is on their own. Any questions?’

			‘So we’re leaving Jericho Yon alone with twenty million dollars,’ Chrissie said. ‘And an aeroplane?’

			The men laughed. Jericho Yon took out his wallet and handed Rousseau a hundred-rand note.

			‘What?’ asked Chrissie.

			‘I bet him you would have something to say,’ Rousseau said.

			‘Of course I would have something to say.’

			‘I just hoped you’d trust me,’ said Yon.

			‘I don’t even trust myself with twenty million dollars,’ she said.

			Yon grinned. ‘Me neither.’

			‘The photo,’ said Brenner.

			‘We take a picture of Jer with the money and the plane, before we pack the dollars in the boxes,’ said Rousseau.

			‘And if Jer doesn’t arrive with the money, we send the photo to Ishan Babbar,’ said Brenner.

			‘With the address of Mrs Yon and their two daughters,’ said Rousseau.

			‘And just to make sure Mrs Yon and the kids don’t get on a plane to Dubai: Vern Abrahams was with me in 5SFR, way back. He’s got his own security business in the Cape now . . .’

			‘What is 5SFR?’ Chrissie asked.

			‘Five Special Forces Regiment,’ said Brenner.

			‘Recces,’ said Themba Jola. ‘Just below the Parabats in the food chain.’

			
			‘Vern is going to sleep over at Jer’s house that night,’ said Brenner. ‘To keep an eye on the family. He’s doing me a favour. And don’t worry; I’m paying him out of my share.’

			‘And you’re okay with that?’ Chrissie asked Yon.

			He shrugged. ‘I understand the set-up. Honour among thieves is a myth.’

			‘Everyone happy?’ asked Igen Rousseau.

			She just nodded.

			‘Right, Themba,’ said Brenner, ‘time to distribute the firearms.’
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			She listened and observed closely, noting all the men’s interactions. Occasionally she asked Igen and Themba questions. They were the two she felt most at ease with.

			Gradually, systematically, she learned about the team.

			She was reasonably certain that Rousseau was the real brains behind the operation. The one who had done most of the research, who’d worked out the strategy – about her role too. He was the one who’d originally identified her as a suitable candidate. She didn’t think he wanted to be the leader. He liked working out the logistics, identifying problems and solving them, the cerebral part of the project.

			Her perception of Brenner hadn’t changed. Formerly she’d been wary of him, the closed book, the enigma, the strong, silent one. No visible show of emotion. All business. Almost robotic. She kept her guard up with him. But he was a good leader, naturally commanding authority. And he inspired confidence in everyone about the task that lay ahead. Perhaps the coolest head if things were to go awry.

			She wondered about Brenner’s marriage. What was his wife like? Chrissie had to force herself not to create a female version of Nicky Berry in her mind’s eye. Siblings could be very different. But how was Brenner with his wife? Had he shown emotion with her? Was he sometimes loving and romantic? Or was the lack of that one of the cracks which had led to the eventual break-up?

			Themba Jola was the phlegmatic one, solid, jovial. Not a leader, but an excellent follower. Fitness fanatic. Firearm genius. From the conversations and references and jokes, she gathered that he and Igen had been in the same military unit overseas, where they had met. There was a camaraderie between the two, which they underplayed so as not to let anyone in the group feel excluded.

			
			From Jericho Yon’s answers to Jola’s carefully probing questions she learned something about the pilot’s background. Yon’s father was a married senior manager at a Taiwanese bicycle manufacturing company. During a business trip to Cape Town he’d had a short-lived but passionate affair with the Coloured receptionist of a five-star hotel. Jericho was the unintended consequence. The father had met his responsibilities regarding maintenance for the child, eventually helping the boy to realise his dream of becoming a pilot.

			Yon was the only one of the team who was married. His wife and two daughters lived in the Cape and he saw them two weekends a month. He had a permanent position with a mining company, and they had to schedule their planning sessions around his work timetable.

			Everything that she saw and experienced gave her confidence in them as a team.
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			Chrissie and Rousseau trained together at a shooting range at ­Zwartkops. She wanted to thoroughly familiarise herself with the 9 mm Smith & Wesson M&P Compact.

			He was done before she was. He stood behind her; she got the feeling that he was watching her.

			Afterwards they ate Woollies sandwiches under the blue gum trees. Igen produced a stick of beef biltong and a large jackknife. He carved off a piece, handed it to her.

			‘Who taught you to shoot?’ asked Rousseau.

			‘My father.’

			‘He did a good job.’

			‘Against his will.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘He said that’s what killed Africa. Guns. But he also knew that if you wanted to live in the bush, you had to know how to shoot. When it was life and death.’

			‘The Ehrlichmann philosophy.’

			‘Yes. And now they’re both gone.’

			They ate in silence. Then Rousseau ventured carefully: ‘Can I ask you something personal?’

			She looked at him, countered with her own question: ‘Igen, you were a soldier before you went to work for Ehrlichmann?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘What sort of soldier were you?’

			‘In my last four years I was a Pathfinder in the British 16 Air ­Assault Brigade.’

			‘Scary guys.’

			‘You could say so.’

			‘Then why are you so wary of me?’

			He laughed. ‘We’re all a little scared of you. Even Brenner.’

			‘What for?’

			
			‘You were scary. Back in the day.’

			‘I’m better now.’

			‘Okay.’

			‘What did you want to ask me?’

			‘You have a tattoo on your back . . .?’

			‘I thought you were watching my shooting technique.’

			‘Your T-shirt . . . Every time you took aim, part of the pattern showed. I didn’t mean to . . .’

			She laughed, pulled her T-shirt up at the back and turned it to him.

			He looked. ‘Brown hyena,’ he said.

			She nodded.

			‘Because they’re alpha females.’

			‘And solitary,’ she said.

			He thought about that for a while. ‘Of all the names you could choose . . .’

			‘Why Christina Jaeger?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Google,’ she said and smiled again.

			‘Google?’

			‘I searched for the most popular name in my birth year. I didn’t like Jessica or Ashley or Nicole. Christina was number twelve on the list. And Jaeger . . . I like the feel of it.’

			‘You know it means “hunter”?’ He handed her the last piece of biltong, wiped the blade of the penknife carefully on his trouser leg and folded it.

			‘I know.’

			‘It suits you.’ He pushed the knife into his trouser pocket.

			He is a good man, she thought. And handsome. Perhaps, if ­circumstances were different . . .

			* * *

			One day before the robbery, she bought an electric clipper at Clicks. And Renew Cinnamon Red hair dye.

			That night she first used a pair of scissors to cut her hair in the bathroom. Three years’ growth. Long dark locks fell like black snow.

			Then she pulled the clippers through her hair leaving just a centimetre’s growth.

			
			She put on the gloves, mixed the two bottles of dye, shook well and carefully applied it.

			When the dyeing was done, she fetched the large fashionable glasses from the case in her rucksack. She went to the mirror and inspected herself. Her long, slender neck was emphasised by the short hair, the high cheekbones even stronger. She knew there were flaws in her beauty. The creases around her mouth made her look a bit mean, her jawline could be firmer. There was that tiny mark below her left eye. A scar from her childhood, a tiny notch in the lower lid, like a teardrop. She believed it softened the imperfections, with a hint of melancholy.

			Tomorrow she would hide it with some skilful make-up.

			She put the glasses away again.

			Then she tried on the blond wig.
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			Phase One was a visual, sensual assault on the four guards inside. The honey trap.

			If it didn’t work, they were fucked.

			Phase One was her responsibility.

			Ten minutes to six in the afternoon, on Easter Saturday. In ­Spartan, that soulless industrial area beside OR Tambo Airport. The streets were deserted. She parked in front of the big dingy warehouse. Thirty metres from the building. Determined. She opened the door of the white Hyundai Atos. Swung her feet out.

			Her pulse began to accelerate.

			Here we go.

			She hesitated a second in front of the security cameras. Tight white mini dress revealing her bare athletic legs, that lovely muscle definition. Blood-red stiletto heels, blood-red lips. Plunging neckline. Push-up bra. Long blond wig, very expensive, very convincing. She stepped across the hot paved surface towards the building entrance, white handbag slung over her shoulder.

			She’d been practising walking in the heels: it had been years since she’d worn anything like them. She still needed to concentrate.

			‘There was a young maid from Madras,’ Rousseau said over the tiny radio receiver in her ear. ‘Who had a magnificent ass.’

			He tried keeping her calm, his voice light and soothing.

			She took a deep breath, in, out, in, out.

			‘Not rounded and pink.’

			She kept on walking. Deep breath.

			‘As you probably think.’

			The large double door was to the left of her, the long bullet-proof window was straight ahead. She had no idea if they had seen her approach. ‘It was grey, had long ears, and ate grass.’

			Jericho Yon giggled in the earpiece, nervously.

			
			She stood still in front of the glass, pressed the intercom button and propped her hand on her tilted hip. ‘Well?’ she said and stared provocatively at the glass.

			No response.

			Shit.

			She had visualised this moment. Tried to think what the most credible action would be.

			She frowned, pressed the intercom button again, spoke in an irritable tone: ‘I don’t have all day.’

			Her heart was pounding. This was the first moment of truth. So much speculation over their reaction, mostly based on Nicky Berry’s insights. And he was an idiot.

			Total silence.

			She did what she thought was natural. Looked angry, turned away.

			‘What do you want?’ a voice over the intercom.

			‘This is fifty-one Derrick Street,’ she said and pointed at the bleached sign on the wall above the door.

			‘Yes.’

			She turned back. ‘So. You called. And here I am.’

			‘Called who?’ the voice asked.

			‘Naughty Nights. The escort agency.’

			‘You’ve got the wrong address, bokkie.’ And inside she heard at least two others laughing.

			She stared at the window. It wasn’t going to work. All the planning, all the preparation, and it wasn’t going to work.

			She looked angry. ‘Fuck,’ she said and spun around and flounced furiously away.

			‘Shit,’ she heard Themba Jola in the earpiece.

			‘Hang on,’ said Brenner. ‘Give it time to come to the boil.’

			Twenty metres away from the Atos. Swinging her hips.

			Fifteen metres.

			‘Hey!’ the voice shouted over the intercom.

			She stopped.

			‘Bokkie, wait. Come here.’

			She turned around, but didn’t approach. Her voice was angry: ‘What?’

			‘How much?’

			
			She had researched fees. ‘What the website says. Two thousand for an hour.’

			Silence.

			‘Hang on,’ Brenner repeated.

			‘There are four of us,’ the intercom said.

			‘No,’ said another voice inside. ‘I’m out.’

			‘Okay, three. There are three of us.’

			‘I only do one at a time.’ She put her hand on her cocked hip.

			She knew they were debating inside. The seconds ticked past.

			‘Okay,’ said the voice. ‘It’s a deal.’

			‘Thank God,’ said Themba Jola in her ear.

			Her heart pounded.
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			They had rehearsed the sequence over and over in Brenner’s sitting room. Tried out every possible scenario. Now she felt as though she had forgotten everything, adrenaline made her feel faint, plunged back into a surreal space.

			The huge double door opened. A big man with a wide moustache, a bit of a beer belly under the Ace Security uniform, stood there. Forty something. Ogling her bare legs.

			When that door shut behind her there would be no turning back.

			‘Show me the money,’ she said and stepped inside.

			He shut the heavy door behind her. Locked it.

			The aisle to the strongrooms led away from her. To her right was the entrance to the security control room, where they could look out the window. There were three more waiting. A painfully thin man, his grin exposing strange teeth, like a shark. A bespectacled fat man, and a young blond man, blushing furiously.

			Each one had a firearm on his hip.

			Moustache Man put a hand on her back and steered her into the control room.

			‘Hands off until I’ve seen the money,’ she said. To her own ears, her voice sounded shrill and panicky.

			He took his hand away. She walked into the control room. CCTV monitors, radios, the intercom, the view of the parking outside.

			Her cell phone began to ring. ‘That’s my manager. He’ll want to know if I’m okay.’

			They stared at her. She put her hand in her bag, reached past the pistol and took out her phone. She answered.

			‘You okay?’ Themba Jola asked.

			‘I’m okay. But they haven’t shown me the money.’

			Moustache Man put his hand in his pocket and took out the notes. He put them on the counter.

			All four were in front of her now.

			
			‘Okay, they’ve shown me the money.’

			‘Easy now,’ said Themba.

			It was no use. Because she knew the moment had arrived.

			She didn’t switch off the phone, kept the connection open, put it back in her bag. She gripped the pistol and pulled it out. She screamed as loudly as she could. ‘Hands on your heads!’ She swung and shot the radio, the sound was deafening, sparks flew, all four jumped in shock. ‘Now! Hands on your heads, or I’ll kneecap you!’

			That was the signal for the Hino to pull up to the door, and for Brenner, Rousseau and Themba to jump out. She had to control the guards until then, when she unlocked the door. This was the riskiest part of Phase One, where everything could go wrong.

			They stood transfixed, lust changing to something else. Dumbstruck. She fired another bullet into the nearest CCTV monitor. ‘Now!’ she screamed. The smell of the propellant was in her nostrils along with the stink of burning plastic.

			‘Fokkit,’ said the blond man. ‘I told you . . .’ It was the voice of the one who’d said ‘I’m out’.

			Moustache Man’s hand moved towards his holster. She aimed at the man’s leg. ‘Three, two, one . . .’ she shrieked, adrenaline fizzing through her veins, a cocktail of rage and fear.

			He lifted his hands to his head.

			She heard the Hino stop outside.

			The others all held up their hands.

			With her left hand she pulled the high heels off her feet and threw them into the passage. Edged backwards, step by step.

			Brenner banged loudly on the big door outside.

			She swapped the pistol to her left hand, keeping it pointed at Moustache Man. Walking backwards into the passage. She could still see all four of them.

			With her right hand she felt for the lock on the big door. She turned it. The door clicked open.

			‘Fuck,’ said Shark Tooth. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck.’

			Then Brenner and Rousseau and Themba were inside, balaclavas over their faces, pistols ready.

			Rousseau touched her hand, a gesture of admiration.

			It made everything feel real for the first time.

			She picked up the high heels and shoved them into her handbag.
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