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The cold air bites as Detective Captain Harry Mason steps out on to the landing and watches the bleak forecourt of the rural police compound through the fog of his own breath. A single spotlight illuminates shadowy human figures moving about in the pre-dawn darkness. Army, local police, and men of the Serious and Violent Crimes Unit spill out of military-issue camouflage tents, carrying duffel bags, metal detectors, bulletproof vests and automatic weapons towards mud-splattered all-terrain vehicles. The ones who could not sleep this late-August night have already packed and are now huddled in small groups, sipping steaming coffee and chain-smoking cigarettes as they talk in hushed voices about what lies ahead. On the purple horizon a slice of sun tints the rust-coloured coal-smoke suspended over a township. It has been burning Harry’s eyes and lungs ever since he stepped off the helicopter last night here in Maclear, Eastern Cape.




A heavy boot scuffs the bare concrete doorsill behind him and a gloved hand lands on his shoulder.




‘Have you decided what you’re going to do yet?’




Harry shrugs the hand off. ‘No.’




‘I want you to know there are other people’s lives at stake in this. Children. And a wife.’




‘They are the only reason I’m still weighing things up.’


‘That’s a harsh thing to say, Harry.’


‘I don’t think so.’




Senior Superintendent Russell Swarts lets the conversation

 drop off into a silence that makes them both uncomfortable.




‘Jirre,’ he eventually says again, ‘I miss early mornings like these, especially out on the farm. You should come sometime. Nice drive up to Limpopo, it is.’




Harry steps aside to make room for the man to pass. ‘I’ll think about it.’




‘You ready for this?’ asks Swarts.




‘Just about.’




‘Have you seen Naidoo this morning? The rest of my Ballies?’




‘They’re down there, talking to Moraal.’ Harry takes another sip from his mug of instant coffee, which would taste little more appealing than brake fluid if it were not for the freezing dawn. He has not been this cold since his childhood in England. A short way off, the rest of the men from Harry’s task team, or at least Swarts’ inner circle – his Ballies, as he calls them – are studying a map with an army officer.




‘Looks like we’ll be able to head out by five,’ he says.




‘Ja. Looks like,’ replies Swarts. ‘I’m surprised by the locals; I wouldn’t have thought they’d be up for an operation patched together this quickly.’




Harry glances at the man slurping coffee next to him. Swarts is almost a head taller than himself, and his well-kept beard framing an egg-shaped face shows more grey than brown. From the glow in his superior’s cheeks, Harry guesses there is a liberal dash of brandy already floating in the coffee.




Swarts turns to him. ‘Now all we need is for your informant to be right, and the darkies up in those hills not to know that we’re coming for them.’




    




‘My guy hates my guts, but he wouldn’t bullshit me on this.’




‘The first thing you learn working narcotics as long as I did is this: don’t ever trust someone based on his past record, especially if he’s in the business of leaking information.’




‘I’ll bet on this one,’ replies Harry, hoping he sounds more confident than he feels. This is by far the biggest operation in which he has participated. That they are here based on information that was supplied to him, and only him, means that if something goes wrong, it will be him taking the fall.




‘A hundred grand and extras is a lot of money for a rat.’ Swarts laughs. ‘If those guns are there, your guy’s going to earn more than I will get out of my goddamned pension. Jesus, imagine that: thirty years on the force doesn’t beat a rat’s confession.’




Harry smiles non-committally.




‘You’re still not going to tell me who it is?’ asks Swarts.




‘I don’t think so.’ Harry shakes his head, feeling more amiable now that they are back on familiar terrain.




‘You’re not planning to walk off with all that money yourself, are you?’ But before Harry can reply, Swarts slaps him on his back. ‘Only joking, Bond! Don’t justify that with an answer, please!’




It was one of the first things Harry Mason had to come to terms with when he rejoined the service: the abundance of quirky and fickle nicknames that police officers give each other. And the Serious and Violent Crimes Unit, or SVC, was no different. Sometimes you got lucky, with one like ‘Bond’, or ‘Super Supe Russie Swarts’. You can live with those. Others were not so lucky. Like the German,



    

 Gustav Vok, who started police college with him. That Vok sounded like ‘fuck’ in Afrikaans did not help him at all, and he dropped out after only a year of service once the pimps and prostitutes on their beat in Rosettenville learned of his surname.




‘Well then,’ says Swarts. ‘Let’s hope it’s not our funeral.’ He tosses the remainder of his coffee out on the weeds growing up against the wall of the station. ‘Let me go talk to that idiot Naidoo. Snored like a blimming sawmill the whole night, I tell you.’




His heavy boots clomp down the remainder of the concrete stairs. At the bottom Swarts turns around and faces Harry with a childlike grin – the first smile Harry has seen in days. ‘I love it!’ He stretches out his arms. ‘All of this, Harry – I don’t want to give it up.’




‘Maybe you don’t have to,’ he replies. ‘Just do what needs to be done.’




‘An end comes to everything, even to us.’ Swarts shakes his head and his face becomes serious. ‘If one of the yokels manning this shithole for a station hasn’t already ridden ahead to tell them we’re coming, they’ll see us from miles away, if they know what they’re doing. These dagga growers are as used to raids as I am to my wife’s blimming Tuesday bobootie. We’re heading into deep shit, Harry, no matter which way you look at it. It’s this kind of thing that decides whether you’re fit for the SVC. Remember that. And remember who has your back.’




Harry acknowledges his commander by raising his coffee mug in a silent toast. The sudden chill he feels prevents him from opening his mouth, however.




Swarts shakes his head, then turns towards Captain Sameer ‘Sammy’ Naidoo and the other Johannesburg SVC



    

 task team members, Franklin and Combrink. Just then the police helicopter that was parked overnight on the gravelly soccer pitch next door fires up its engines. Within seconds dust engulfs the temporary camp. Turning his back on an eruption of expletives from the forecourt, Harry re-enters the station to fetch his gear from an empty jail cell which had doubled as his field bed. As he checks his pistol and extra ammunition clips one last time, his mind returns to the dossiers he has in his possession, and what they mean to him.
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The investigation had begun in earnest when Supe Russie Swarts, whom some even called Super Supe, strolled into Harry’s new office one morning, barely three months after he had finally accepted Director Molethe’s cajoling offers to join Johannesburg’s Serious and Violent Crimes Unit. At first he was not inclined to do so, preferring to rejoin his old unit, where his friend Jacob Tshabalala was still stationed, but when he heard he would be reunited with the legendary Swarts, with whom he had briefly worked in the late nineties, Molethe soon had him hooked.




The office was replete with a new computer, internet connection and fax, and was his and his alone. The pitted brown wood and bare steel furnishings he had grown accustomed to during his first fifteen years of police work did not come close to the equipment he found here. The moment he had settled into the new office chair behind the L-shaped desk, and surveyed the clean expanse of its surface, something had felt right.




    




‘Mason,’ said Swarts, this being back before he had given Harry his nickname, ‘you’re the primary on this one.’




He lobbed a docket on the crowded desk, which already looked like a magpie’s nest with three months of accumulated paperwork, and made himself comfortable in one of two padded visitors’ chairs. Harry fished up the docket, briefly glanced at the address written on a yellow slip pasted on the front, and flipped it open.




‘That’s been floating around at station level forever, but now it’s found its way to you, my friend.’




The report detailed how a family of three had been barricaded in their small four-room home in Diepsloot before it was set alight with petrol bombs. The man, his wife and sixteen-year-old son had absolutely no chance of escape: the two exit doors had been jammed shut, while burglar-proofing already barred the windows. Paging through the sparse statements and investigative notes, Harry finally asked, ‘Why has this ended up here? It’s not our mandate to solve what the local precincts can’t crack, is it?’




‘Usually no, but the father was Christof Mohosh, a minor ward representative for the ANC, so the fact that he was a political player, coupled with the organization now suspected of ordering the killing, adds up to enough cause for the case to get diverted to SVC.’




‘Yes?’




‘I reckon you’ve already heard of the Abasindisi? Well, rumour has it they were responsible.’




The name ‘Abasindisi’ hung between them for a moment; so the group had shown its face again. ‘The Saviours’ was an organization formed in the mid-nineties, born out of the frustrations of migrant miners from the



    

 impoverished Eastern Cape. Angered by infrequent reports that their livestock back home was being stolen, that their wives and children were being assaulted and their houses razed to the ground while they were working away from home on the distant goldfields of the north, they decided to take the law into their own hands. They wanted someone more dependable than the police to watch over their families and meagre properties while they broke their backs underground. So they pooled their money and armed themselves by resorting to struggle-era arms dealers who had never entirely quit the trade. Largely by coercion they figured out who was raiding their homes, and finally retaliated by sending into the Eastern Cape assassins who were fellow miners unknown to the residents of the targeted villages.




It was not long after this that the raiders figured out how the Saviours were operating, and formed their own covert assassination units to strike back. Back and forth between remote villages these attacks continued – a see-saw of violence that turned an entire province into a war zone of retribution. And when families threatened to cancel their membership fees to the Abasindisi in an effort to stop this escalating violence, they themselves became targets.




‘I thought they’d been wiped out, the big boys put paid to.’




Swarts laughed as he leaned forward to pour himself a mugful of coffee from Harry’s percolator. ‘Not a chance, my friend. That won’t ever happen. Once the groundwork’s been laid for a successful racket, it won’t ever disappear. When the Gambino family was taken down in New York City, that didn’t mean the end of organized crime, did it now?’




    




‘But even back then, the Abasindisi’s activities always focused on settlements in the Eastern Cape; so you reckon they’ve finally moved on?’




Swarts nodded over a loud slurp of his coffee. ‘It was only a matter of time before all the blood spilled down there would creep back upriver to its source. We now know the orders to kill and raid came from the safety of the mining hostels up here on the Rand. Our victim, Mohosh, though himself of Tswana descent, had Xhosa family connections from near Tsolo, and could therefore easily have picked up a mark if he interfered too much with the Abasindisi or their allies. That’s if he wasn’t directly involved himself.’




Harry flipped through the docket again. ‘And so that’s for me to find out.’




Swarts toasted Harry with his own purple mug, which read I ♥ DAD, and winked. ‘You’ve got it, boet. This investigation isn’t one for the instant-coffee cops you get these days; I need an experienced officer with an open mind on the case. It’s not just the murderers we want, because we need to burn the entire spider’s web before this city becomes entangled in all the violence that’s been happening down there. You up for it, captain?’




‘Sure, Supe,’ Harry had said readily, without considering what he might find himself up against.




‘Good.’ Swarts nodded approvingly. ‘Their bloody little war isn’t spreading to my city, I’ll tell you that much.’
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The sun has finally clawed its way over the horizon, shedding weak light over a world of long dry grass and





 broken rock. The bleak grey air reminds Harry of London, though this expanse of golden wilderness all around him could not be more different from the city where he was born.




In the police pick-up with him are Swarts and the Maclear station commissioner, a man by the name of Moqomo. Three soldiers dressed in brown bulletproof vests which read SANDF in white letters are racing ahead on their scramblers; slung across their backs are R4 semiautomatic rifles. Occasionally their wheels kick up gravel from the heavily rutted road that hits the pick-up’s windshield. From behind them comes the dim growl of a heavy military engine.




‘Can you believe this place?’ asks Harry over the heater’s roar and the clatter of loose rock in the wheel wells. Back at base his nerves had been pretty steady, considering what they were driving into, but now, with a deep ravine to their left, so close to the narrow track, they are touching on shaky. He has never been a great fan of heights.




‘What about it?’ asks Swarts.




‘Bloody sunshine one minute, fog and rain the next.’




‘They say it’s Saddam and the Americans who’ve screwed up our weather,’ says Swarts. ‘Warmest winter we’ve ever had. The bugs weren’t all killed by the cold, and now malaria is slowly creeping up the escarpment. Down towards Durban, too, that’s what they say. Cholera in our water, Aids blimming everywhere . . . I’m telling you, Bond, there’s no future here but pestilence.’




The station commissioner nods sagely. ‘This weather, she’s two months early now. Not a good sign.’




‘Reminds me of when Moses called up the plague in Egypt.’ Swarts fishes out a silver hipflask, unscrews its top



     

 and offers it to Harry. ‘Time to head for the Promised Land is what I say.’




Harry nods at the flask. ‘You sure that’s a good idea?’




Swarts offers him a broken smile. ‘Nothing’s sure, Bond, not any more. But I can assure you that it’ll keep you warm and calm the nerves a bit. A drop might do you good.’




‘No thanks. Maybe later.’




‘Suit yourself, city slicker.’ Swarts takes a shot that makes him gasp and he thumps his chest with a fist. ‘Take that! Makes you wonder, all these signs, doesn’t it? What’s the Almighty trying to tell us, hey?’




‘No, you mustn’t think like that.’ Moqomo shakes his head. ‘This is a good place.’




‘Bullshit, my friend,’ says Swarts. ‘That’s what everyone says who’s too lazy to get out of here. I’m gatvol. Got my eye on better things. Civilized work.’




‘Like what?’ asks Harry.




‘I’d rather not say till I know which side of the fence you’re standing on, my friend.’




Harry decides to ignore this comment, and turns his eyes back towards the steep incline on his side of the car, but not before he notices Swarts shake his head. ‘Ja, what can you do, hey?’




The pick-up’s engine suddenly whines as it hits a patch of soft sand and the tyres lose their grip. To Harry’s alarm the car begins a slow slide towards the abyss clearly visible from his window.




‘Moqomo!’ barks Swarts.




‘Don’t worry! I’ve got it.’




Far below, white water is churning against jagged boulders the size of houses. The engine screams as the



    

 wheels spin out of control in the sand and their slide quickens.




‘Christ, I thought this was a four-by-four!’ yells Swarts.




‘It is!’




‘Then get the goddamned thing under control!’




Rocks shoot out from underneath the pick-up and bound over the edge of the track to plunge down the side of the canyon into the foaming river.




‘I’ve got it!’




Somehow Moqomo manages to swing them back into the middle of the road, fortunately without overcompensating and throwing them into another slew, this time to the right. Behind them the other vehicles seem to have negotiated the same slippery patch with relative ease.




Swarts bursts out laughing and digs a sharp elbow into Harry’s side. ‘Will you look at that, Bond?’




He takes a long draught from the hipflask before handing it to the local commander. ‘Well done, sir! That was blimming well done.’




Harry forces himself to relax his grip on the plastic safety handle above his head. ‘How the hell did they get a bulldozer up here to scrape this shitty track in the first place?’ he asks.




Moqomo bursts out laughing. ‘I don’t think they’ve ever seen the bulldozer up here.’ He takes a swig from the flask, leaving only one hand on the unsteady steering wheel. ‘Horses and donkeys, they have those aplenty, and the two feet God gave us all. But that’s it.’




The station commissioner hands the hipflask back to its owner, then flicks on the windscreen wipers. Dust and moisture on the window soon turn into a brown slush that reduces their visibility to near zero. With a growing sense



    

 of unease, Harry watches a dense bank of fog roll in under the distant mountain crags, blanketing the foothills up ahead. Heavy static suddenly screeches from the police radio, momentarily drowning out the engine’s din. It is the helicopter pilot: the sudden change in the weather has made it impossible for their air surveillance to continue any further inland. They are turning back to base.




‘I don’t like the sound of that,’ remarks Harry as Swarts replaces the receiver.




‘Ag, they were just back-up anyway, in case the cache left the village before we could get to it. These dagga farmers have hiding-places all over the escarpment.’




Despite the lightness in his voice, Harry can see disappointment in the superintendent’s face. With all the resources that have been pumped into the operation, the top brass back in Johannesburg are expecting results.




‘I just hope our walkie-talkies work in this fine English weather.’




‘Will you relax, Mason?’ says Swarts. ‘This is a search-and-seizure, not a blimming tactical assault. It’s not like we haven’t done it a hundred times before.’ Scratching under his blue bulletproof vest, with SAPS stamped on to it in bold gold letters, he adds, ‘At least the fog will mask the sound of that Casspir a bit.’




Harry’s mobile vibrates in his pocket and he fishes it out to check the incoming message.




‘You still getting reception up here, Bond?’




‘Shouldn’t happen,’ mumbles the commissioner.




The inbox on his phone blinks open.




I love you. Be careful.




Smiling to himself, Harry pockets the phone without considering how important a reply might be.




For no apparent reason Swarts suddenly laughs out





 loud. ‘Don’t you love it, hey?’ he remarks to no one in particular and shakes his head. ‘To hell with it. To hell with all of us.’




Harry thinks that a curious thing to say. Even for the Supe.
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Harry had been running late for his last lunch date before he left for the Eastern Cape. They were meeting at Route 69, an American-style diner in the leafy suburb of Greenside, Johannesburg. Flustered, he stormed into the restaurant, almost getting the flowers he had picked up on the way caught in the closing door. The place was done up in the classic style of 1950s America – all chrome and booths and red-and-blue counter chairs. On the walls were mounted giant photographs of the American West’s endless highways – Nevada, Arizona, California – along with the grilles of Buicks, Plymouths and Mustangs. Waiters clothed in air force-style caps and pressed white aprons loudly conveyed orders which mingled with the clamour of a roiling restaurant and the rockabilly music of Buddy Holly and Jerry Lee Lewis banging out of speakers everywhere.


‘Hey, officer, over here!’




Ignoring the many faces that suddenly turned towards him, Harry felt a bolt of joy hit him square in the chest as he spotted a lean woman with wild black hair tamed only by a bright orange sash. She waved him over to a booth underneath an oversized, airbrushed Elvis, doing his twist in a sequinned white jumpsuit.




‘Sorry I’m late. The bloody—’




Two palms cupped his face and pulled him closer for a





 quick kiss on the nose, then on the mouth. Tanya Fouché laughed and ruffled his hair as though he were ten years old.




‘Look at you! That hair of yours is always standing up in all directions. Are you sure criminals take you seriously? And these, they’re for me? Harry, they’re beautiful! Just look at them!’




He slid into the seat opposite her and she continued talking away. He did not mind at all. He was happy to keep silence and listen to her lilting voice.




They had met only four months before, at a jazz club in Newtown, where the legendary Willie Pick was giving a rare solo blues performance. Neither had been expecting the sudden attraction that bloomed between them. The crowded venue might as well have thrown a glaring spotlight on just the two of them – that is how much attention they paid to anything else going on. Tired acquaintances eventually began to desert the table’s wreckage of empty beer bottles, spilled wine and overflowing ashtrays, but the two of them went on jabbering, unwilling to let go of this moment’s magic. When the stark fluorescent lights were finally thrown on, and staff began sweeping up cigarette butts and empty beer bottles around their feet, Harry had walked Tanya to her car, which was parked two blocks away, at the Market Theatre. There they had clumsily hugged and said their reluctant goodbyes. A week later he plucked up enough courage to give her a call, and discovered that she had been waiting for it.




Tanya interrupted his reminiscing. ‘So when am I meeting that little sweetheart of yours?’ she asked between mouthfuls of a tyre-sized monkey-gland burger.




‘I don’t know. When would be a good time for you?’




‘Now that’s the problem, isn’t it?’ Tanya looked up at





 The ceiling. ‘Jeez, this week’s a bit hectic. I’m still fighting with Isaacson to get funding from the local council for the kids.’




‘Tell me about it. This bloody operation I’m on is bleeding me dry for time.’




‘Oh – my – God!’ Tanya held a hand over her mouth in mock surprise. ‘Harry, we’re not putting this off, are we? Jesus, we are, aren’t we?’




He thought about it. He had not yet told Jeanie about Tanya; but that was because he had not been sure of how things would turn out, and not because he did not want his ten-year-old daughter to meet her. He did not want to shake Jeanie’s life up unnecessarily; there had been too much of that in recent years. Or at least that’s what he kept telling himself.




‘I guess we could be.’




The air in the restaurant suddenly felt stifling with the smell of fried onions and the throb of people. They were heading into uncertain territory here, which he had been carefully skirting these last two weeks. In truth, he was still enjoying the freshness of what he had going with Tanya right now. Introducing Jeanie to her? It felt like the encounter would inevitably weigh down the relationship and finally bring everything down from the clouds.




Harry shrugged. ‘Yes, we are . . . or I am.’




‘When is it that we adults started getting so nervous around kids?’




He thought about this. ‘I guess when we realized they’re more honest than we are.’




Tanya laughed and wiped her hands with a red-and-white-chequered serviette. ‘In that case, we should let our toddlers run for office.’




Harry leaned over, brushed an errant strand of hair





 from her face and tucked it behind her ear. ‘I guess we could do it next week – maybe Friday night? I’ll hopefully be finished with this Tsolo thing by then. How does that sound?’




‘Good.’ Tanya grabbed his hand and pressed his palm against her warm cheek. ‘Dinner and movies?’




‘She’s always loved going to the cinema.’




Her deep brown eyes grew serious. ‘Friday it is then, officer.’




Her fingers tightened around his, and he could feel echoed in their touch the nervousness he himself felt. So far neither of them had admitted it, but Jeanie’s opinion of Tanya would be their relationship’s first real test.




‘When are you due back from the Eastern Cape?’ she asked.




‘Wednesday, at the latest. It all depends on whether we find what we’re looking for right away.’




‘Can I call you while you’re down there? I mean, you won’t be upset if someone says “I love you” over the phone while a tent full of beer-swilling policemen are listening in?’




Harry smiled. ‘No, I won’t. But I don’t think there’s any phone reception where I’m going.’




Tanya touched her upper lip with the tip of her tongue and winked at him. ‘Any chance I can tempt an officer of the law into my den of iniquity tonight?’




He winked back at her, with a foolish grin on his face. ‘As much as this detective here would love to be corrupted by a woman like you, there’s my daughter to think of. I won’t see her for a week, so I have to go home, OK?’




She pouted like a spoiled teenager who can’t get her way, and sighed. ‘Fine, but that means I have first dibs when you get back.’




    




‘Deal.’




‘You be careful out there, you hear? And I’ll see you next Friday.’
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Harry shakes his head at this memory. He is already missing Tanya’s laughter. It is the kind of exuberant guffaw which women of his mother’s generation likened to the sound of a harbour whore hitting the jackpot, but for him it is the sound of a new and liberating joy.




‘Looks like shit out there,’ Swarts interrupts his train of thought.




‘Ja,’ agrees Moqomo.




By now the fog has completely enveloped the convoy and turned the world beyond into little more than a roiling grey barrier. With only about a metre of dirt track visible ahead, they can neither see nor hear the outriders moving ahead on their scramblers. A little while back, Moqomo had slowed their advance to a crawl, whilst Swarts turned down the heater, as if by doing so he could better sense their position within the hostile landscape. Harry glances over at the local station commissioner, a man who has spent the greater part of his life either herding cattle in these hills or patrolling them on foot in search of stock thieves. His face, which had been so jocular an hour ago, now looks drawn. Swarts has remained silent awhile now, though still taking regular nips from his hipflask.




Harry scans the mist behind them for the rest of their column, but spots nothing, not even a headlight.




‘What are you thinking, Bond?’




Before he can answer the radio flares up.









‘You, wallah, come in!’ It is Naidoo, who is bringing up the rear with Franklin and Combrink in a four-wheel-drive. ‘How long is this going to go on for, hey? You waiting till someone bliksems off this cliff before you call a halt, man?’




Swarts reaches for the transmitter. ‘Are you going soft on us back there, Sammy? I’m almost a decade older than you and I’m sitting here cosy as St Peter on a cloud.’ He winks at Harry, but the gesture seems a little forced.




‘Well, St bloody Peter, you can’t see the rockslides being caused by this fucking Casspir ahead of us. Whose idea was that thing anyway, hey?’




‘Calm down, Sammy.’




‘Hey, fuck you, Russie! I was born in a city; I’m not some plaasjapie, man. I didn’t take this job to fuck down some cliff and die in a puddle of mud and cowshit. You call a halt, wallah, or I’m walking back.’




Harry winces. Not many lower-ranking police officers would call Swarts anything but Supe, even when they’ve worked with him for a few years, let alone swear at him. But then, Naidoo and the Supe have known each other a long time now, ever since they were partners in the narcs.




Swarts laughs out loud. ‘I’ve seen you take three bullets in the line of duty and now you’re telling me you’re afraid of heights?’




‘Hey!’ yells Naidoo. ‘You hear that? That’s the car door opening, you know? I’m out of here, you hear me? I’m gone.’




A red scrambler suddenly leaps to a halt in front of them, and Moqomo nearly collides with the outrider. Though the soldier sitting astride it does nothing more than rev the accelerator, the questioning tilt of his head



    

 and the persistence of his gaze seem to confer one clear message: Do you seriously expect us to drive on in this?




As abruptly as he appeared the soldier is gone again, with a raggedy scream from the motorbike’s small engine.




Swarts grimaces. ‘I’m not abandoning this operation, not after getting this far. Christ, I crawled on my knees to that blimming national commissioner of ours to get this raid off the ground!’




‘If we leave this till tomorrow, there’ll be nothing to confiscate, not even a matchbox of dagga,’ Harry agrees. ‘And then we won’t have any leverage on the Abasindisi.’




Swarts turns to the Maclear station commissioner. ‘Moqomo, what do you think? Can we go ahead on foot?’




The man’s response is quick, as if the suggestion has been hovering on his lips for the past hour. ‘Yes. This track, it will only get worse from here.’




Grabbing the police radio, Swarts passes the order to halt down the column. ‘Let’s hope those troepies up in the hills are still all right, and haven’t been turned into popsicles in this blimming weather.’




‘I’m sure the soldiers are fine, Supe.’




Harry makes to get out, but a hand grabs his shoulder. He turns back to find Swarts staring at him with a frustrated look of appeal twisting up a face not used to asking favours. ‘What?’ he asks.




Swarts lets go of him and pats him on the back. ‘Nothing, captain. We’re going to bag this one together, right?’




‘I thought that was the idea,’ replies Harry.


‘Ja.’ Swarts slides out of the driver’s side of the car. ‘It was.’




The task team piles out of its vehicles, and when all





 the engines have been switched off and the doors have slammed shut even the soldiers are taken aback by the sudden impenetrable silence. Only the thin wavering whistle of a chill wind driving the fog over sharp cliffs can be heard. To them, it is the sound of danger waiting, the sound of eyes watching, and it does not sit well with any of them.
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This investigation into a triple homicide in Diepsloot had progressed at a snail’s pace, and it had frustrated Harry no end. Being the first complex case he had been assigned in the SVC, which normally worked in tightly knit task teams, Harry had hoped to show his superiors that he was up to the job after a five-year absence from the police service. He quickly realized, however, that he had underestimated the investigation’s sophistication, even with the likely suspects already identified. Statements from the victims’ neighbours regarding the night of the petrol bombing were conflicting, and the mysterious address on the case docket’s cover had led to an open stretch of dirt where a shack had literally been packed up overnight, the recent occupant unknown to his neighbours by any other name than simply ‘Jonas from Mayflower’. In the mean time, one witness withdrew his statement, claiming that he was far too drunk that night to properly recall what happened, while another two had totally vanished by the time Swarts first lobbed the docket on to Harry’s desk. All this because the first officer on the scene had neglected to takedown contact details for the witnesses. The case’s rapid degeneration did not come as much of a surprise to Harry, who





 had seen enough of these investigative flaws during his stint in Murder and Robbery: uniforms screwing up a detective’s chances of solving a case, either by forgetting to grab witnesses or by riding roughshod over the crime scene. Investigators were still laughing about the fingers floating in a peanut-butter jar of formaldehyde on a particular techie’s windowsill at the Silverton forensics labs. They had been cut off and sent in by a uniform after he had been asked to preserve the fingerprints found at the crime scene.




Point was, three months down the line, without witnesses nor a shred of evidence other than three bodies on ice in the morgue, Harry had walked into Swarts’ office ready to admit that the first investigation on which he had acted as primary detective was also his first real stinker in the SVC.




‘Ah!’ three jovial voices had cried in unison. ‘Look who’s here!’




Supe Russell Swarts, he recalled, had his feet up on his desk, near a soft-focus portrait photo of his two teenage sons flanking their regal mother. Captain James ‘Blondie’ Franklin was leaning against one wall, a heel propped up against it. One hand held a skin rag he had been flicking through; the other cupped a pipe stuck in his mouth. Unlike other detectives in the unit, who preferred to carry their weapons discreetly, he wore his holstered pistol as prominently as possible, slung low around his waist. Captain Combrink, known as ‘Kommie’ to the clan, was seated next to Naidoo in one of the visitors’ chairs. They were a stark contrast: Combrink was so pasty-faced white that it looked like he had varicose veins around his eyes, which were magnified by thick plastic-rimmed glasses. Naidoo, on the other hand, was overweight and amorphous, and



    

 still lived with his parents, because his mother could not yet find a suitable bride for him. Together these four men formed the core of the Johannesburg Central SVC Unit, and as far as Harry could tell they had more arrests between them than the rest of the entire unit. The Ballies, they were called: the old-timers. It was not so much their age that had acquired them the name, nor was it the length of their experience in the unit; it was more a sign of respect for their dedication to the job.




‘Come in.’ Franklin had waved impatiently with the end of his pipe. ‘We were just talking about old Naidoo here. Seems he was never blooded – what do you make of that?’




Blooded. Harry had not heard that term in awhile. Yet around the time when he was recruited, back in ’85, it was a commonplace expression within the specialized units, and referred to a rite of passage in which senior officers often encouraged their subordinates to kill a suspect, more often than not black, in order to prove themselves tough enough, dependable enough, to belong to the élite. It was a pact in blood that bound together police officers of a certain breed, and if rookies did not handle the pressure well, or if they did not make the kill, their careers in the specialized units were likely over before they even began.




The sudden air of expectation in the room discomforted Harry, so he thought it prudent to focus on Naidoo. ‘You’ve been shot in the line of duty, what, three times?’




The captain looked relieved at this question; it was familiar ground. ‘All in one night. .38 Special. Junkie fucked up on angel dust it was – remember that, Russie? Running around naked in Eloff Street with the gun in his



    

 hand, he had piss and shit running down his legs like he was a blocked toilet. What was he screaming? Something about the devil coming for him, out of the ground. Kept waving his piece at the tarmac. Remember that, boet? I remember a pair of fucking vets trying to dart him with enough ketamine to bring down a rhino, once he started shooting. Isn’t that right, Russie?’




Franklin shook his head with a lopsided grin on his face but said nothing. Instead, his eyes stayed fixed on the centrefold he was admiring. To Harry it seemed like a condescending gesture.




Naidoo noticed it too. ‘Hey, I don’t wish that on anyone, not even you, ugly. That shit hurt. Eight months in bed with a colostomy bag strapped to your side, a nurse the size of a hippo wiping your butt like you’ve just come out of your mother’s womb – it screws you up, boet. No jokes. I’ve paid my dues.’




‘Sing hallelujah to that,’ says Swarts.




‘And you’re still here? You’re not working for some fly-by-night security company?’ Harry smiled and shrugged. ‘Sounds to me like he earned his badge better than most.’




There was uproarious laughter all round and Harry felt relief that he had sidestepped any talk of rites of passage. Whoever these four guys were, and whichever units they came from to end up here, their reputation for closing cases spoke louder than words, and often hushed up criticism too. He met Swarts’ eyes, who gave a slight nod, as if to say he had given the right answer to some test.




Combrink pushed a bent pair of spectacles up his nose with a middle finger. As always, he had a sweaty sheen to



    

 his face. It had to do with his glands, Swarts once informed Harry, and it was also why he smelled like a fast-food outlet.




‘The idea is to shoot the bastards, not to get shot,’ he said in a lumbering Afrikaans accent.




‘Sure, shooting is better than getting shot any day.’ Swarts raised his voice without taking his eyes off Harry. ‘But a man that takes a bullet and sticks to his guns is a better man than the one who’s never felt pain in the line of duty.’




Turning back to Franklin, Harry asked, ‘Were you?’




‘Me? What, blooded?’ The tip of his pipe stayed firmly clenched between his teeth. ‘Hell, Mason, what kind of a question is that?’




He unbuttoned the cuff of his right arm and rolled up the sleeve to his elbow. On his forearm was a faded but unmistakable Airborne tattoo. ‘Did all the killing I ever wanted up in Angola before I joined the force, thank you very much.’




The Ballies again roared with laughter, and Harry had to wonder why they were in such high spirits.




‘What can I help you with, Bond? You look like you ate something bad.’




Harry had then briefed Swarts and the clan on the ice-cold Mohosh case. When he finished, a brief silence hung in the room.




‘Well, gents, what do you think?’ Swarts pulled his feet off the desk and looked at each of his crew in turn, an excited glint in his yes that could not be ignored.




Combrink was the first to speak. ‘Sounds like Bond’s got a hard nut to crack here.’




‘Better to bust his nuts than mine, hey, Kommie?’



 Naidoo indicated Harry. ‘Why don’t you take this nut’s case and stay off mine?’




‘I’m not enough of a nutcase to do that. I take that docket from him, my performance scorecard is likely to be worth less than the paper I wipe my arse with.’




Franklin snorted as he packed his pipe with fresh tobacco.




‘Sounds like they got us this time.’ Swarts leaned forward and gazed conspiratorially around the room. ‘Now, if you arseholes could just shut up one second, I think we should try this . . .’




Harry felt grateful that his commander talked about the Mohosh case as the team’s problem and not his own failure, which he had half expected, and as he listened to the superintendent he was taken by how neatly the man dressed the problematic situation up as a minor setback, not the dead-end Harry had thought it was. The Supe’s plan was expansive, and likely to stop a lot more killing than just the arrest of two or three who would most likely walk anyway, given the circumstantial evidence. To him, this was not about the Mohosh family’s killers any more; whatever group had committed the triple homicide, they had clearly irritated Swarts enough for him to want to go after every single vigilante organization on the Rand, one at a time.




It was proactive policing at its best. For, as Swarts liked to put it, ‘a good handyman always keeps his workshop clean, because if his shit’s left lying around, he can only blame himself for when he finally slips in it and takes a fall’.




Swarts continued: ‘We know who the perpetrators are most likely affiliated to, so we go after the Abasindisi first.



    

 They duck and dive, we follow them; they want to cause shit with us, we shake them down every time one of them so much as picks his nose in public. We stick to the ones we know by name like flypaper, until they burrow so deep underground they either land up in hell or their bosses decide to cut their losses and throw them to us. If we can’t catch the killers and can’t prove it was the Abasindisi who ordered the killing, then we blimming well keep bullying them till they make a mistake.’




Franklin struck a match, which caught everybody’s attention. ‘Sounds like fun. Might even be able to put some time aside for this one. But we need to convince Molethe it’s worth it. I’m not doing this operation on a shoestring.’




‘Director Molethe will go for it.’ The decisive way Swarts said this invited no argument. It was a good strategy, coming from a police officer considered a legend for his work in the now defunct South African Narcotics Bureau. Harry had occasionally wondered why this man who had won the Best Detective Award three times in as many years was still only a senior superintendent, but then he had heard about the time Swarts had been hitting a bottle of Richelieu a little too hard at an awards ceremony held at the new Sheraton Hotel in Pretoria. It was a big affair: the media, the national commissioner, the Minister of Safety and Security were all there. Rumour had it that the commissioner had confronted Swarts about his disgraceful display of public drinking, on which Swarts had shoved him backwards and replied loudly, ‘And you, groot kokkedoor, have a disgracefully small brain, about as big as my left testicle in fact!’




This comment had made front-page headlines in just about every newspaper from Cape Town to Mussina, and it had got Swarts suspended for six months.




    




The superintendent was an icon for the shock troops of policing, not one likely to appeal to the top brass and politicos who spent their time on endless lekgotlas – strategic meetings far removed from the office – where they haggled over crime-prevention policies that took six years to come into effect. The only thing that probably saved Swarts’ skin that evening at the Sheraton was the Lifetime Achievement Award he had picked up. At forty-eight, Russell Swarts became the youngest cop ever to receive it.




This, and maybe the fact that his partner was shorn in half by a bomb blast in Cape Town, two weeks prior to the event. The officers had been wrapping up a two-year investigation into a massive shipment of Mandrax destined for Hard Livings territories in the townships when the gang had decided a courtesy call on the two detectives was necessary . . .




Combrink broke into Harry’s train of thought. ‘They’ve already proved more slippery than eels, so what makes you think we’re going to make their lives any more difficult than this case will make ours?’




‘Kommie, in the famous words of Captain Kirk: We make it so.’ Swarts stood up and came around his desk to knead Combrink’s shoulders. ‘Since I trust old Bond here when he claims that our killers are long gone from Diepsloot, we’ll start off with a little chat to the suspected Abasindisi we already have behind bars.’




A sudden thought struck Harry. ‘I might have a better idea.’




‘Whoa!’ Franklin grinned. ‘And suddenly he comes up with a cunning new angle, where he couldn’t before. Speak up, Bond. We’re all ears.’




Harry ignored him. ‘Most of the Abasindisi are miners, right?’




    




‘On the money,’ said Combrink. He looked strangely sheepish with his perpetually bent spectacles and Swarts’ big hands massaging his shoulders.




‘I think I know someone who can help us,’ said Harry, though he still did not know how he would ever persuade Makhe Motale to do just that.




Last time he had seen the man, back in 2000, his bruisers had Harry’s face thrust down in the dirt while two greedy Rottweilers snuffled at his crotch. As Makhe had held a switchblade to Harry’s eye, his message had been clear: ‘Suka, pork chop, while you still can. There’s no place in Alexandra for a pig like you.’




‘Like I said, Mason, we’re listening,’ said Franklin through a haze of blue pipe smoke, despite the strict rules banning smoking in the building.




And so Harry expanded.







7





Half an hour’s walk behind, the scramblers have been left abandoned with all the other vehicles prior to their long march to Tsolo. Looking up from his plodding boots, Harry notices he is trailing right behind the local station commissioner, who had seemed more than willing to play a supportive role to the out-of-town SVC team. To one side the soldiers proceed in an alert group, and only Swarts’ Ballies seem to be in high spirits. They are invisible in the fog, but Harry can hear their occasional boisterous laughter as they walk ahead of the column, and it seems Swarts is not the only one carrying a hip-flask.









Like a bunch of bloody punters off to a rugby match, he thinks.




He has worked with a number of cops who took their courage from a bottle. As far as he is concerned, it comes with the territory, and he would rather have a level-headed drunk at his side than a nervous twitch who might gun him down in a flash of panic. Yet the point at which the drunkard becomes the twitch is a question he has never fully considered, until right now.




‘Hey, Mason!’ Naidoo’s bark pierces the nimbus of mist. ‘You think this is some kind of Boy Scout outing? Up front, boet. The Supe himself commands it.’




‘Make it so!’ yodels Franklin, who is the only one among them not wearing a bulletproof vest. ‘No point in wearing something that turns you into a turtle,’ Franklin once explained, just before following a tactical squad into a speed factory run by triads in Westdeen. ‘If it’s your time, it’s your time. A chunk of ceramic isn’t going to change that.’




‘You really want to let them know we’re coming, then go on yelling like that,’ Harry responds in a lower tone.




‘No point in worrying about that any more,’ comes a reply, though the fog makes it difficult to guess who is speaking.




Stopping a moment, Harry adjusts the bulletproof vest which is chafing his armpits raw.




‘He said, get up here, Bond!’ hollers Franklin, and there is a bite to his voice. ‘Aren’t you the blimmin’ investigating officer?’




The squad of soldiers throw Harry a withering glance as he passes them.




    




‘Captain Mason, do you reckon you can get them to shut the fuck up before we all get caught in an ambush?’ asks Lieutenant Moraal.




‘Easy now,’ is all he can say in reply.




‘If I knew we’d be going into this with a bunch of mamparas, I’d have—’




Harry loses the rest of the lieutenant’s complaint as he quickly regains the lost ground and finds himself up front with Swarts, and an unruly welcome from the rest of the clan. Up close, Harry can see that the Supe’s face is flushed red from a combination of brandy, exertion and cold weather.




‘Can we lay off the booze a bit there? I don’t think this is exactly the time for it.’




Franklin collides heavily against him. ‘Fuck’s that, Bond?’




His powder-blue eyes appear clearer than crystal, without the alcoholic blur Harry might have expected, and it occurs to him it might all be a bit of an act.




‘You trying to patronize us?’ calls Naidoo. ‘Because, shit, if you are, you’d want to think about it twice.’




Harry flashes Naidoo a scornful look, which causes the man to blink in surprise and turn away.




‘Gentlemen.’ Swarts hooks his own flask back into his belt and gives it are assuring pat. They wait for him to say more but, when it seems that nothing else is forthcoming, Harry notices Combrink tuck his flask away too.




Thereafter an abrupt silence falls over the trudging column, so that Harry is reminded of a funeral procession. Without the endless nattering, the dense fog seems to draw in like an ever-tightening noose. Before long he realizes that the yakking might have served a purpose in keeping the gloom at bay.




    




Suddenly a single rifle shot cracks in the distance. The entire party immediately pulls up short and listens. But the brief sound is quickly gobbled up by the smoky dawn light and leaden silence.




‘Where did that come from?’ Swarts eventually asks.




‘Can’t tell for sure,’ replies Harry. ‘That was a heavy calibre – R1, you think, Franklin?’




The rest of the Ballies draw close.




‘R5, I reckon.’ Franklin taps his pipe against the butt of his holstered pistol. ‘Lighter weapon, that.’




‘How do you know?’ asks Combrink. ‘It was just one shot.’




‘I just know.’




‘Wasn’t anywhere nearby,’ remarks Swarts.




‘Could be someone out hunting,’ adds Naidoo.




‘Hunting with an R5? In this weather?’ Combrink pulls out a handkerchief and polishes his misty glasses. ‘Jirre, someone get this guy some toilet paper so he can wipe his chin with all the shit he’s talking.’




‘Hush.’ Swarts’ expression is distant as he chews over what to do next.




From behind the halted troop, Moqomo appears through a thick swirl of fog, his men trailing him closely. He looks worried.




‘Superintendent Moqomo, let me hear from you,’ Swarts demands.




‘People should have met us by now. The first building, it’s up ahead, maybe just two hundred metres.’




‘If that was a warning shot to let the village know we’re coming, we might as well go home,’ says Combrink. ‘In this mess, their weapons and dagga will be long gone. There’s no chance of us tracking them either.’




‘Speak for yourself, Kommie,’ says Franklin. ‘I’ll find



 them for us, Russie – if the boys in the hills don’t pick them up first.’




Swarts nods but does not reply. Instead, his hand drifts towards the flask at his belt, but at the last moment it falls short of pulling it out.




‘Our men coming in from the north should stop anyone leaving the village in that direction,’ calls out the sergeant who was giving Harry a bleak look. He is a stocky African, with black pock marks along his jawline. His eyes now seem to glitter with an enthusiasm that smacks of trigger-happiness.




Swarts laughs. ‘Sergeant, I did exactly this kind of thing for four years. Those plattelandse boytjies of yours, fresh out of Klipdrift Base, they don’t know the first thing about these mountains. The entire village could be running circles around us not fifty metres away, and we won’t know it.’




‘We can’t go back now,’ says Harry. ‘At least let’s go show the bastards we’re on to them.’




‘Aye,’ says Franklin, ‘I second that.’




‘We’d better go in slowly, then. Announce to them that we’re coming.’ There is an edge to Combrink’s voice, and the familiar sheen of sweat on his face has become downright soggy. ‘I don’t know about any of you, but I’d rather see them run than get ambushed myself.’




‘What?’ says Naidoo. ‘You okes crazy?’ He turns to Swarts. ‘Russie, we can come back tomorrow for this, man. It’s not worth it, you know?’




Harry picks up a stone and throws it deep into the fog. Even the clop of it striking the track ahead is muted. ‘Fog like this, they can’t necessarily see we’re police. And Kommie’s right, taking into account that for the last six months this bunch has been attacking, or been attacked by, this or



    

 that village, if we don’t let them know who we are, we’re just another group of hostiles in the mist. Whatever’s stashed up there, they’re more likely to try and smuggle it out if they know we’re the police, rather than simply open indiscriminate fire on us.’




‘You hope,’ Naidoo mutters glumly.




Franklin hawks loudly and spits over to one side. ‘Naidoo, I can’t remember now, did you get shot in the front or in the back? ‘Cause if it was in the back, I don’t think it was because someone tried to ambush you.’




‘Hey, fuck you, Blondie.’




The twisted grin spreading over Franklin’s face is surprisingly cruel, and in that moment Harry does not find it hard to imagine this man running around deep in the Angolan bush as a soldier with his face painted like he is some kind of Captain Willard.




‘We could wait it out, see if the fog clears,’ says Swarts without conviction.




‘We don’t know how scared they are,’ says Moraal. ‘And that makes them unpredictable – and dangerous as hell.’




Swarts scratches his beard a moment, still not quite willing to meet anyone else’s eyes. By now the entire task team has gathered tight around him, like footballers swarming around their coach at half-time.




‘Lieutenant Moraal, have you been able to contact your troepies up north yet?’




‘No, sir. This mist has fritzed our communications. But they’re under orders to sit tight in their last positions till they hear more from us.’




‘Which means they could be anywhere, for all we know.’ Swarts claps his hands. ‘Right then, here’s what’s going to happen. We might, we might not, miss grabbing



     

 those weapons if we go in now making a racket, but if we go in tomorrow, or even this afternoon, it’ll be a certainty they’re gone. I’ll be honest and tell you all, the bosses back in Jozi will have way too many uncomfortable questions for me to handle about a failed operation that has already overshot its budget. Chief Molethe’s certainly not going to dance on a hotplate on my account. So we go in now, and we go in loud, because no one’s getting shot on my watch just because we tried to surprise them. Is that all right with you all? Any objections, speak up now.’




There is a rumble of agreement. Franklin strikes a match and puffs again at his pipe.




‘Let it be one of you whiteys calling out to them, then.’ There is a distinct edge to Moqomo’s voice that wasn’t there before. ‘They won’t trust a black man shouting “Police”. The ambushes these last few weeks, they have made sure of this. They’ll shoot anyone they think may come from one of the other villages.’




Naidoo seems about to say something further, but bites it back at a sharp glance from Franklin. His eyes flick from one to another before he lights a cigarette and stalks off silently.




‘Let’s go then.’ Franklin unclips the strap securing his pistol and heads on up the track. ‘I’m getting hungry.’
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At first Harry had not known anything about the cache of guns buried in Tsolo, or even much about the Phaliso brothers who allegedly ran the Abasindisi organization. That information began to unfold in late February after he drove into Alexandra by himself one overcast day, looking





 for the man who had threatened to kill him the next time their paths crossed.




So there he was, a single white cop blundering into a black township with a population the size of most small cities, all packed into an area the size of an average uptown neighbourhood. As always, he felt like the one black sheep sticking out in a bleach-white flock, when visiting a place like this.




Every township surrounding Johannesburg has its own character: Soweto is an eclectic mix of rich and poor, vibrant and with a famous history; Thokoza and Kathlehong are little more than rough, brow-beaten mining townships. Then there are the ironically colonial-sounding ‘villes’: Troyville, Slovoville, Dobsonville . . . Leachville near the leaching gold-mine tailings, Payneville near the toxic slimes dams, Sharpeville, where the massacre of 21 March 1960 cut a nation to the quick. Then there is Alexandra.




Down London Road it lies, close to Johannesburg’s eastern industrial complex, Wynberg, and the vast garbage heaps on the airport side of theN3 freeway, over which hangs a perpetual cloud of scavenging seagulls that seem to have forgotten how far inland they have flown. Some call it the slum of slums, others call it home because here, as they do elsewhere, children play on the few grassy patches along the River Jukskei – river by African standards but little more than a trickle compared to European waterways. Families live here; teachers educate; friends meet in dusty yards and open spaces to drink and eat and sing songs to the clap of hands, the thumping of feet on the earth, the slightly off-beat sound of ancient big-band instruments handed down from father to son, son to grandson. Here, as elsewhere, the hive of humanity makes



    

 itself heard. There is tragedy, there is romance, there are people who call to each other by their first names. Nothing different about that in the end. Nothing strange or exotic. Just people.




This was where Harry went looking for Makhe Motale, whose life he had saved during a blazing riot in the autumn of ’87, back when he was still a rookie uniformed policeman of the already collapsing apartheid state.




Parking his police-issue white Mazda on the cemetery side of a collapsed bridge over a treacly stretch of the river, Harry got out and slammed the car door shut behind him. Surveying the Jukskei’s banks for the best place to cross into the warren of shacks on the other side, he saw that they were both coated with tons of trash dragged into the township from Johannesburg’s centre by the savage annual summer thunderstorms. However, a little way off to the left, a well-worn path led down the eastern bank to a line of cement slabs jutting out of the shallow water, which he hoped he could use to cross to the other side.




It did not take long for a single white police officer, standing by a white car with SAPS stamped in blue on its doors, to attract some attention. Two young heavies eventually appeared on the opposite side of the river, each with an excited Rottweiler straining at its chain-link leash. Down a broken stretch of asphalt they proceeded, towards the edge of the fallen bridge – which many of the residents preferred to see in ruins because it formed a natural fortification against unwanted police vehicle patrols. For a brief moment Harry wondered what he would do if they let those dogs loose, and suddenly the pistol clipped into his faded jeans at his back felt a lot more comforting.




The two men pulled up their hounds at the point where





 the ruined carriageway dipped into the water. One of them eventually waved him over. Whether it was an invitation to a palaver or a beating he could not tell, but he accepted the gesture anyway.
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Ahead, the first shack looms through the cold fog. It has been patched together with a variety of recycled materials, not unlike the buildings back in Alexandra’s shantytown. Built on a grassy knoll to the left of the access track, it gives every impression of being a watchtower. Green and red flags, hanging limply from long thin reed-poles, appear and disappear through the mist, while an empty doorway looks like a black maw opening in a silent scream. Harry calls out, first in English then in Afrikaans, but no answer is forthcoming. All he hears is the clang-clang, clang-clang of a nearby cow-bell, like a buoy lost far out at sea. After Moqomo follows up the same warning in Xhosa, they wait a full minute before the commander shakes his head.




‘Something, she is definitely wrong,’ he says. ‘Where are the children? After all the noise we have been making, the young men of the village, they should have been here with the elders to meet us.’




‘Even if they’re dope growers?’ asks Harry.




‘Yes.’




He silently studies the building. Brownish smoke is pouring from a twisted old paint can on the roof which has been converted into a chimney. ‘Someone should at least be tending the fire inside.’




The wind whispers through unseen long grass, sometimes pitching high enough to sound like a whistle, other



    

 times dropping low enough to resemble an animal howl, while that lonely cow-bell keeps on clanging.




‘That fucking thing’s going to drive me mad,’ says Swarts.




Harry nods, knowing the Supe’s complaint is not so much about the solitary bell as the feeling that they are being watched. ‘Settlement like this should have at least a dozen dogs barking at us.’




‘You really think they’d try to ambush us?’ asks Naidoo.




‘Is that a problem for you?’




It is the first time since Harry began working with him that Franklin looks under strain.




‘Easy does it,’ says Harry. ‘This might be an Abasindisi stronghold, but that doesn’t mean everyone is an active member. By the looks of the place, they’re more likely dope farmers on the verge of starvation.’




‘All the more reason for them to be shooting at us, Bond,’ says Naidoo.




Swarts pats Naidoo on the shoulder. ‘We’ve been through this before, men. We knew we were likely to be walking into a shitstorm, but we did it anyway. So let’s see this through.’




Two more steps up the track abruptly become two steps in the wrong direction. Sudden gunfire rips through the air, immediately followed by a dull pop as Moqomo is hit square in the chest. A croak of alarm escapes his lips before he pitches backward, clutching his breastbone.




All around, the men immediately throw themselves into the long grass growing alongside the track. The soldiers meanwhile scatter, instinctively securing point and rear in kneeling positions, their rifles up.




‘Downdowndown!’ Swarts shouts belatedly.









Harry and Franklin grab Moqomo by his armpits and drag him clear of the exposed path, towards where Swarts has ducked behind a large boulder at the base of the steep knoll. By the time the gunfire report has rolled down the hill and silence has returned, the entire task team has positioned itself behind what little cover it can find.




‘Where the fuck did that come from!’ The 9mm pistol Naidoo is waving towards the mountain’s vast expanse looks about as effective as a toothpick. ‘Where they coming from, hey? You see ’em? Hey?’




Harry listens to the troops speaking urgently amongst themselves in a language he does not understand, although Lieutenant Moraal seems to follow them well enough.




‘They’re saying they saw a flash over to the shack’s right.’




‘Hold all fire!’ bellows Swarts.




‘What?’ shouts Naidoo. ‘Are you crazy, wallah?’




Swarts nods towards Moqomo. ‘How’s he doing?’




Harry and Franklin have already rolled the wounded man over and are desperately probing him. The policeman’s eyes are wide open with fear, and there is sweat on his brow and upper lip. His breath comes in ragged hitches, even though his mouth is wide open.




‘Where’s the entry point!’ Franklin fumbles with the zip on the downed man’s heavy jacket. ‘Christ, can you see it?’




‘Nothing!’




Moqomo makes eye contact with Harry and forms a few words through his clenched teeth.




‘What was that?’ Harry leans over and places his ear to the man’s mouth. ‘Where do you feel it?’




‘Russie, I’m shooting any fuck that shows his face,’ yells Naidoo. ‘I don’t care who it is, I swear.’




    




‘Will you shut up and listen, man!’




‘I repeat, hold your fire!’ Swarts pats the air with one hand as he peers up at the shack from around the corner of the boulder.




Deep within the nimbus of the fog more gunfire begins to crackle.




‘Sir, that might be an engagement with our own troops up to the north.’




‘So try get them on the radio again, damn it!’




‘Here, what’s this?’ Franklin fingers a bloodless puncture in Moqomo’s windbreaker.




‘What is it?’ Harry urges Moqomo.




‘Chest.’ Moqomo’s eyes are wild with fear.




Yanking down the zip of the man’s windbreaker, Franklin releases a pungent combination of cologne and fresh sweat.




‘Well? Is he blimming well going to be all right or not?’




And there, just a centimetre from the rim of ceramic armour plates, is a crumpled 7.62 mm round buried deep in the fabric of the vest.




‘Vest stopped it.’ Franklin sits back with a sigh of relief. ‘Lucky bastard.’




‘Time for you to get one, then, isn’t it?’ Swarts says to him as he shimmies over and slaps the commander’s face, with a laugh. To Moqomo he says, ‘All right there? Guess that one woke you up a bit, hey?’




Moqomo manages to sit up and shakes his head. ‘Hi wena, it’s not funny.’




Swarts turns his eyes back towards the shack, but a fresh bank of mist has now obscured it. ‘Damn this fog,’ he mumbles under his breath. Then he raises his voice. ‘Moraal, can you spot anything from back there?’




‘No, sir.’









In the distance the rifle fire escalates. Harry draws his pistol and cocks it. Glancing down the hill, he sees Moraal kneeling next to a trooper, frantically trying to reach the other squads on a bulky military radio.




‘I can’t see anything,’ yells Naidoo. ‘We’re all going to die if we go on like this.’




‘Will you shut up, Sameer!’ yells Franklin.




‘Lieutenant!’ There is relief in the radio operator’s voice as he holds the receiver out to Moraal. ‘Beta’s engaged about two clicks to the north-east. They’re pinned down by gunfire from both the south and west.’




‘This isn’t for us,’ says Naidoo in a calmer voice. ‘Russie, leave this to the army, man.’




‘You know we can’t do that,’ barks Franklin with such sudden vehemence that Harry glances back in alarm, convinced the man is about to assault Naidoo. Franklin seems on the point of adding more, but catches Harry’s eye and abruptly swallows his words.




‘Fucking coolie arsehole,’ he growls and stalks off.




‘What did you call me, hey?’ Naidoo yells after him. ‘I’m talking to you!’




‘I said you’re a fat piece of shit.’




‘Will you two shut up?’ roars Swarts. ‘Christ, if I knew I was going into the field with a bunch of juveniles, I’d have shot myself and saved these other arseholes the effort.’




Harry double-checks his pistol. To his left Moqomo has loosened his vest to rub at his bruised chest, while two of his team members are bunched around him. He gives Harry a grateful thumbs-up. ‘Thank you.’




Harry nods back, knowing that the real deal has not even started yet. ‘No problem.’




The hand that claps on Harry’s shoulder nearly has





 him jump out of his skin. Brandy-reeking breath assaults his nose.




‘Easy, boet.’ Swarts’ voice is low and reassuring. ‘What do you think?’




‘What the hell is going on between you four?’




Swarts glances back at Naidoo puffing heavily on a cigarette some way off, while Franklin is in a huddle with Combrink, gesticulating urgently.




‘They’re just a bit eager,’ he says. ‘There’s a lot riding on this, and you should already know that.’




‘Is that all?’




Swarts holds Harry’s gaze evenly. ‘As far as they are concerned, yes. What else would there be?’




‘I don’t know. Maybe you tell me.’




‘Jesus, Harry, I told you this morning I have your back. Didn’t I tell you that?’




Harry probes his superintendent’s expression for signs to confirm his own unease, but the bushy features makes it impossible to read what Swarts is thinking.




‘I guess so.’




‘Good. Now, I meant what do you think of the situation?’




Harry turns his gaze to the village ahead, and his mind begins to race through plausible explanations: the single burst fired at them, the army’s Beta squad engaged from two different sides further up the mountain, the eerie silence throughout the area. Whichever way he thinks about it he comes up with far too many assumptions and no definite facts to substantiate them. None at all.




‘I really don’t know. But that wild burst that happened to hit Moqomo was fired by someone who knows nothing about assault rifles, otherwise he could’ve easily taken him down.’




    




Swarts shakes his head. ‘I don’t know either, captain, but my guess is that we would’ve had a lot more trouble by now if we were the main target. And you’re right about the gunman, I reckon. It’s probably the village retard, left behind as a diversion while the rest of them head for the hills.’




Moqomo sidles closer. ‘If they were thinking the attack, she was coming, the villagers, they would have gone to the caves. Many of those around here.’




‘Harry, are you sure your source isn’t fucking us over here?’




‘Yes, I’m sure.’




‘How, though? Who is it, your source?’




He wonders how to tell his commander that the only reason he can be sure is precisely that Makhe Motale hates Harry’s guts enough to be honest about this.




‘Just trust me,’ is all he eventually says.




Franklin gets down next to them on one knee, looking a lot calmer now. A cigarette rather than a pipe plugs his mouth. ‘So what do we do now about our sniper?’




‘Sir!’ Moraal calls out from where he is huddling with his sergeant and the radio operator. ‘We still can’t reach Alpha, but Beta needs some support.’




‘I reckon we let the military guys here go help their own men,’ says Harry. ‘And then we split up their search quadrants between us.’




‘Good idea, Mason.’




‘Tactical squad might’ve been fun, after all.’ Swarts shakes his head with regret. ‘The helicopter too.’


‘This is going to be along day,’ adds Franklin.


Harry feels a fresh kick of adrenalin and grins. ‘Come on, Supe,’ he says. ‘This is old hash for you, surely?’




Superintendent Russell Swarts laughs at Harry’s tone,





 then slaps his junior about the head. ‘And you think these old bones can’t do what they used to?’




‘Let’s see it, old-timer,’ replies Harry.


Franklin raises an eyebrow. ‘You’re a cocky son of a bitch, Mason, I’ll give you that.’




Swarts cups a hand to his mouth. ‘Lieutenant Moraal, you and yours go after your men. The rest of you, you know the lie of the village, so keep it tight and head for your quadrants. Do not engage anyone unless you’re fired upon, understood?’ Without waiting for any reply he turns to Harry. ‘We’re sure those weapons are most likely in quads three or four?’




‘As sure as I can be.’




‘Then let’s do it.’




Swarts leaps forward in a half-crouch, nimble as any man ten years his junior. Wordlessly his gang of Ballies falls in behind him, their animosities shed momentarily like water from a raincoat.




Harry, who has opted to stick with Moqomo and his men, watches them go after the sniper with a slight pang of jealousy. There is something about how they move together, as if they are living extensions of each other . . . it makes him miss the days with his Murder and Robbery partner, Jacob Tshabalala.




He turns to the local commander. ‘Ready?’




Moqomo smiles jaggedly. ‘Yebo.’




‘Then follow me.’




Harry leads the way up the rutted path and breaks east into the village as soon as he can. Within seconds he has lost track of Swarts and his Ballies, and meanwhile the soldiers have disappeared into the fog off to his right. Left alone, the five police officers wander deeper into the collection of abandoned shacks.
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The side of Harry’s head hit the shanty’s makeshift corrugated-iron wall hard enough to mash the inside of his cheek against his teeth. Blood welled up inside his mouth as the tallest of Makhe Motale’s goons went on twisting his shoulder joint until a groan of pain escaped him. Then he grabbed Harry’s hair and yanked his head right back.


‘Look at me, umlungu,’ a voice said quietly.


A man was seated on the bonnet of a rusty Chevrolet’s shell, his eyes burning into Harry with the heat of a blast furnace.




‘This is a dumb thing to do, Makhe,’ said Harry through gritted teeth.




‘And just like a stray dog, you seem to come back for one beating after another.’ Makhe pulled his crippled legs up on to the car and crossed them by hand. ‘You know why we don’t eat pork here in Alexandra, English? It’s because it smells too much like white man’s meat. You fucking umlungus all smell like wet watery pork to us. That’s why I don’t ever leave this place: the constant stench of you in the cities you’ve built for yourselves would have me gagging all the time.’




‘You prefer the smell of that open sewer you call a river, then?’ Harry spat blood, which elicited a deep growl from one of the Rottweilers. He glanced at it and saw drool hanging in translucent strands from its black lips. The second heavy – who had patted him down, found his gun and immediately hooked him in the chin – merely grinned. ‘Funny, that,’ Harry said. ‘I see not much has changed here, despite all the hot air.’




His arm was abruptly twisted back and up to a point





 where his hand sat right between his shoulderblades. Bright blue sparks fired across his vision, but somehow he managed to bite back a scream.




‘You watch what you say to the man.’ The heavy’s voice carried the weight of a ten-pin bowling ball. ‘For us he’s done more than you will do in your entire life.’




‘Why have you come here?’ asked Makhe.




‘I need your help,’ grunted Harry.




Makhe laughed at that, flashing large, yellowing teeth. The man was in his mid-thirties, his head shaven baby-butt smooth, and he had a powerful build except for his underdeveloped legs, a result of the spina bifida with which he was born. The car wreck he sat on served as his room, its insides all torn out to make space for a single mattress, while the dashboard featured tattered manifestos and a small television set hooked up to a DC battery. Leaning against this makeshift caravan was a battered skateboard, Makhe’s preferred mode of transport. Between its axles was stuck a picture of P. W. Botha with the words TOTAL ONSLAUGHT scribbled in red over his bald head. It was the same skateboard he had been using when Harry first encountered him, nearly twenty years ago. At the time they had both been teenagers caught up in a mad world not of their own making; Harry had joined the police force as soon as he was spat out of the school system, in an effort to dodge compulsory military service on the border between two countries he had never even visited, while Motale, barely fourteen, was one of countless angry schoolchildren no longer willing to swallow the indignities heaped upon his people by the apartheid state.




‘You need my help?’ echoed Makhe in disbelief. ‘King, jog his memory, please.’




The muscleman holding Harry pulled him back and





 smashed him face-first against the sun-heated iron of the shack. Harry swore out loud as pain and noise shot through his head.




‘This has never been a place for whites to come looking for help.’ Though Makhe was born and bred in Alexandra, his English was refined to the point where Harry suspected he was educated abroad. ‘You’ve all helped yourselves long enough on the backs of us black people, and I thought I made that clear last time.’




‘I reckon you did, too,’ replied Harry as he spat out a foamy pink mixture of blood and saliva.




Makhe uttered a short, disbelieving laugh. ‘So, you’re not only arrogant and stubborn, but stupid too?’




‘Might well be.’




‘You’ve got less than a minute to persuade me not to let my dogs have you.’




Harry struggled to find a more comfortable position, without much luck. ‘You’re bluffing, Makhe. We both know that.’




‘I can do whatever I want here,’ was the man’s offhand reply. ‘Just because you dragged me clear of that street when I didn’t even need it doesn’t mean I owe you.’




‘If you can do whatever you want, then why aren’t you in government where you could make a real difference to your community, instead of sitting here whinging in the gutter?’




‘You already know what I think about those fucking intellectuals who led us into the firing line, only to disappear once the shots rang out.’




Harry grinned despite himself. ‘They have absolutely nothing to do with you being stranded here.’




‘Who said anything about stranded?’ Makhe barked irritably. ‘Not everyone strives for your Babylon towers,



     

 English! You better not be here again asking for information on a brother.’




Harry grinned recklessly. ‘I want information on a brother, mfo.’




The man known as King pulled Harry away from the wall and slammed him back into it. He did this a few times, the corrugated iron creaking with each impact. Eventually he stopped when Harry’s legs began to buckle and a signal must have passed between the bruiser and his boss. In the next moment the vice-like grip on his arm loosened, and Harry fell to the ground. The Rottweilers immediately began barking and leaping about, as though they expected him to run.




When he picked himself up out of the dust, Harry fixed his eyes on King. ‘If I thought you had more than a peanut for a brain, I’d send you up to Sun City faster than you could shoot up your horse steroids. But as it stands you’re probably better off going home to your mother, because in there you’d be nothing more than someone’s inflated bitch.’




King looked hesitatingly at Makhe, who merely shook his head.




Choosing a gutted office chair that stood over in one corner of the gritty yard, Harry fell into it and began brushing dust off his clothes. A foul miasma from the nearby outhouse permeated the air. His eyes quickly passed over a giant blackboard fastened to the shack wall, and a mountain of stolen red plastic Coca-Cola crates threatening imminent collapse, and wondered what they were needed for.




‘You once told me that the unions would be the lifeblood that saved this country, how the shop stewards



     

 would lead the people from the ground up. In fact, you gave me the whole proletariat shebang.’




‘If you’re going to insult—’ began Makhe.




‘How about I tell you there are some bastards using your blessed, infallible mining unions to build up networks of assassins around the country, who burn down the People’s houses while the Children of the Nation are still inside?’




Makhe’s response was not immediate; instead, he called over one of the dogs, which jumped up to rest against the car with its forepaws and began to lick his open hand. ‘Assassins? Is that what you call the Abasindisi? The same way we were “terrorists”, though we were only fighting for an equal share in this country’s freedom?’




‘Cut the shite,’ said Harry. ‘They’re busy breaking the laws of a free country and killing indiscriminately.’




‘A killing is never indiscriminate, English. There is always purpose in it. The men you speak of as “assassins” have taken the protection of their families into their own hands because the law you speak of is nowhere to be found beyond your leafy white suburbs.’




‘The Abasindisi run nothing better than an extortion racket that plays on the public’s fear of crime.’




‘Like the “legitimate” security services you employ to run a black man off some green lawn when he is momentarily enjoying the shade of a foreign oak tree after a long day’s walk back home, because he can’t afford a bus ticket?’ Makhe allowed a jaundiced smile to spread over his face. ‘How can you talk of an extortion racket? Have you ever spoken with some of the people they protect? Wait, I forget, you whites aren’t in the habit of speaking to someone of a darker colour than a freshly plucked



     

 chicken, né, baas? The crime in those areas the Abasindisi patrol has gone down. People now feel safe there, vindicated. You shouldn’t be hunting down the same people who are doing something worthwhile for the community.’




‘Police statistics don’t support that claim.’




Makhe laughed out loud. ‘Police statistics? He banna! How many people bother to report to the SAPS when they know nothing’s ever going to come of it? Police statistics, my gat! Are those the same statistics that the ones in power don’t allow to be verified independently?’




‘Will you hear what I have to say,’ asks Harry, ‘or are you going to waste my time all day?’
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How far will desperate men go to cling on to power?
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