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  Prologue




  The Yoruba does not feel safe here, but it has to do him for now.




  A sour smell pervades the hot summer air, a stench that is not just stale urine. The building is rotten and the ammonia stench mixes with other stronger wisps of chemicals and garbage. In

  places plaster and crumbling brick have peeled away from the walls so extensively that the rusty veins of the dead building are showing through. Mosquitoes buzz endlessly in the air, breeding in

  stagnant pools that have accumulated inside the apartment. Flies shoot across the room like angry bullets, desperately looking for the meal that smells so good to them. Water is seeping through the

  ceiling in slow drops, plunging down from a large brown stain. A child is screaming loudly, its cries seeming to echo through the bowels of the building for hours; he cannot tell for exactly how

  long, because time has blurred for him. No one has yet bothered to attend to the infant, so he wonders whether everyone else there is dead or dying – or too scared to move, like he

  is.




  Rats scrabble across the dirty floor in front of him, illuminated by the greenish light filtering through the black-painted windows. Cockroaches chatter around on naked grey concrete, also

  prospecting for food. He has noted well all these grimy details, because he has been waiting and hiding here so long. He knows every corner of this room better than his own hand.




  He has made his toilet in the abandoned kitchen. The smell occasionally overwhelms him, as gusts of wind punch some air back through the tattered cardboard fixed above the sink, where a

  window used to be. The bathroom itself is too foul to use, swamped in its own green porridge, and even if he wanted a bath, there is no running water. He is stranded in this filthy hole with no

  money and no hope, too terrified to ever think of going outside again.




  The man has sores all over his arms and legs, but he cannot tell what has bitten him. He knows of nothing that bites like that.




  The fetish?




  He is sure it is his denunciation that has brought on this sickness. He should never have boasted so loudly to anyone ready to listen. His pride was his undoing.




  This summer has been full of omens, bad ones. The signs were there, so why was he so reckless?




  The worn mattress beneath him offers little comfort. He sits on it for hours, his thin legs drawn up so his elbows can rest on his knees, his hands clasped above his head as if in some kind

  of prayer. The skin hangs slack off his body, and he knows he is wasting away. He must look like a hibernating spider, he thinks, furled up here in his corner, something thin and spindly lurking in

  the darkness.




  Food comes at intervals, wrapped in newspaper, and is shoved through a hole at the bottom of the door. It is dropped off, with a few whispers, by some unseen ally. The whispers have not

  offered much comfort yet, just urged him to be patient. He even wonders if the mysterious visitor is still his ally or has become his warder instead. The door is securely bolted and he cannot

  remember where the key is. In the beginning he tried to read the crumpled scraps of newspaper, but the light in the abandoned apartment was too poor. Nowadays his eyes pain him too much anyway,

  along with the rest of his decaying body. There is no electricity here, although he can hear civilization motoring past outside. He cannot even enjoy the benefit of light in this darkness.




  He can smell Hillbrow beneath the stink of this solitary room of his; he can hear the ghetto humming just above the room’s buzz of frenzied insects. Oozing through the painted glass,

  the light from the street outside looks sickly green.




  What must it be like out there now?




  He wishes he could reach up, throw those windows open, and enjoy another dawn’s invigorating light, but that would be too dangerous. Death moves so fast and in far too many different

  ways, for him to do so safely. So he stares at the blackened glass instead, longing to taste the fresh air beyond.




  Far below him, outside, he hears two voices suddenly begin to argue in Yoruba. He recognizes his native language and thinks of Nigeria and his family. He listens intently, his anxiety piqued,

  but the voices disappear under the next wave of traffic blasting down the city street.




  A memory of swimming in the fresh, clean water of a river washes over him. He remembers squealing with pleasure, splashing around with his childhood friends in a country far, far away from

  here. That was a time of innocence.




  A door slams loudly somewhere below him, and he feels the vibration snake up the walls. Next all he hears is the child’s endless screaming, then somebody else suddenly yells up the

  stairwell.




  Wanting to drown out the racket, he begins to croak a song, and clap an exhausted rhythm with his hands.




  Suddenly there is the sound of wood splintering close by. He ends his vocal attempts and looks up, eyes glittering. A woman screams, a child’s voice joins hers moments later.




  ‘Where is he?’ demands a deep voice in Zulu. The voice resonates with violence.




  ‘Who?’ yells the woman. ‘I am alone! I have only my child.’




  The Yoruba freezes. Fear ruptures the senseless state he has lapsed into. He leaps to his feet, ears straining, eyes dilating.




  ‘Oba,’ growls that same voice. ‘His name is Oba.’




  ‘I don’t know that name,’ shouts the woman. Heavy steps cross a wooden floor. A scream, as sharp as broken glass, cuts through the thin walls.




  ‘No? Does this little one know then?’




  His name!




  ‘No, I’m telling you! I don’t know anyone like that. There is someone living next door, but I’ve never seen him. We hear him sometimes, moaning and singing, but I

  – No! Leave her alone!’ Something heavy hits the floor, and the child begins to bawl in earnest.




  Blood and fear rush through his tired muscles. He looks desperately around the room. For a brief moment he hopes he might find his long-forgotten keys. But the heavy feet are already on the

  move again, coming closer.




  The window!




  He throws himself at the window.




  ‘Oba! We’re here!’ barks the voice outside his door. He manages to pull the window open. The dim orange light from the streetlights below startles him after the gloom. He

  stays confused a second too long.




  There is a crash as old dry wood bursts into splinters. Something dark enters the room and Oba shrieks like a terrified five-year-old girl. The figure is moving far too fast for its

  size.




  Oba is already trying to scrabble out the window, but he has grown too weak and too slow ever to get away. The creature that hurled itself through the door straightens up and approaches

  him.




  Then it becomes a man, who grabs him, slivers of wood falling from his navy blue suit. His bulk is pure muscle; he has no neck to speak of. His head is shaven, the ridges of his eyebrows are

  prominent, while scars look like blackened petals tattooed on his face. This giant tears Oba away from the window and throws him to the floor. Oba feels a bone in his arm disintegrate as the

  man’s force crushes it. He opens his mouth and exhales in one long howl of despair and pain.




  Another person steps into the room. Splinters crunch under the heels of expensive leather shoes. Oba looks up at the second enforcer: a lean, short man, with violence and hatred rippling in

  the lines of his face. Dark scars run all the way from his brow to his chin. His head too is cleanly shaven, tapering to a sharp crown. Looking at him, Oba feels the last of his energy drain away,

  like the blood from a slaughtered pig. In the man’s left hand is a panga, its blade barely gleaming in the orange gloom.




  ‘Don’t kill me,’ whispers Oba, choking on his pain. ‘Please, don’t kill me.’




  The lean man squats next to him and stares into his eyes. With a sneer he reaches out and strokes Oba’s face, his hand savouring the cold sweat it finds there.




  ‘Hello, Oba, I’m glad we found you alive.’ It is the same growling voice he heard outside. He thinks of the object he was made to accept, and suddenly knows this must be

  Death who has come for him.




  ‘You?’ he asks.




  The man glances at his accomplice, then back at Oba, a smile spreading over his face.




  ‘Who did you think?’




  Oba’s breathing grows shallower as shock settles into his body. His teeth begin to chatter. He does not reply.




  The enforcer stands up again and nods to his companion. The two intruders begin a chant that rumbles deep in their chests. The words are drawn out and threatening. The giant’s hands

  slap an archaic rhythm on his thigh, while the wiry one pats his panga against his leg in unison.




  Oba closes his eyes. Suddenly he feels very tired. The pain in his broken arm is overwhelming, but that is what he tries to concentrate on.




  The lean enforcer hefts his panga over his head and pauses. As his partner’s incantation rumbles to a close, he suddenly shrieks.




  The hatchet comes down.




  They leave the room and the body just as they are: a bloody and well-ordered message.
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  Believe, the man had said, and Ngubane believed. After all, there are men born with power, and there are those that seize power. Those born with power might have been

  born with the right skin colour or lineage. Others seize power by the rule of fear, by deception, even by wisdom.




  Ngubane had already witnessed the man’s miracles; he had witnessed the man’s mastery of other people, of fear, of the spirit world. Ngubane had yearned to be part of that, too. Not

  only did he have faith in this man’s power, he embraced it.




  That had been seven years ago, back when Mandela was inaugurated as the first black president. Now Ngubane Maduna sits in a dark cell that stinks of disinfectant, with a bucket for a toilet,

  wondering about the turning point that led him here. Once he had seemed invisible, invincible, touched by the supernatural. Now his belt has been taken, as have his shoelaces. He has been stripped

  bare of his dignity, and nothing remains of what he had previously accepted as certainty. He cannot help but think there is a lesson to be learnt here.




  Believe.




  Ngubane sighs, running hands over his old and tired face. His hair is greying, but his fifty years of life have been kind to his chubby face. The shock of his capture has still not worn off, and

  fatigue is further clouding his thinking. He feels uncertain about what exactly he should believe.




  His spirit feels drained. Was he too content with his life – docile even? Has he angered his ancestors? Was it his own jealousy that brought about his fall? He had been asked to have

  faith, but when he realized he himself was not believed in any more, his fortunes seemed to falter. Was that it? Was it his own fault? Or has he been too long infatuated with the man’s

  ability to play a masterful deception?




  Could it be that the man, who once seemed able to wield miracles, has himself now faltered?




  What is there to believe in now?




  The confusion makes him feel drunk. Anxious to understand, he whispers a desperate prayer to his ancestors. Will they intervene on his behalf tomorrow morning?




  An hour later he wakes from his doze as a key rattles in the lock of his cell. He looks up to see his lawyer at the guard’s side. The man’s double-breasted suit is matt grey, his

  African curls are full and glistening with hair oil. His face is young and serious.




  ‘Come,’ the lawyer says in Zulu.




  Ngubane gets up and follows him. The lawyer leads him to a small room furnished with a table and two chairs. A poster on the wall says ‘No Smoking’ and underneath that, someone has

  written ‘nsangu’.




  ‘Sit down.’




  While the lawyer pulls files out of his brown leather briefcase, Ngubane sits and waits. His mouth is dry and he cannot stop wringing his hands. In the next room, someone is quietly pleading

  with his lawyer. Ngubane is tired, having barely slept since his arrest. Tomorrow he will appeal in the High Court against the magistrate’s bail refusal. It is his last chance to stay out of

  Sun City – the euphemism for Johannesburg’s most notorious prison.




  They discuss the particulars of his case, but Ngubane is distracted, paying little attention. In many ways he fears gaining his freedom as much as he fears staying in jail. His distrust of the

  man might have grown, but he still fears him deeply. The man might even want him dead. He does not need faith or miracles to understand the threat.




  ‘What?’ The lawyer is irritated with his client, who is staring vacantly into space.




  ‘What will he do to me?’




  ‘Mr Maduna, it’s not for me to know what he will do,’ says the lawyer vaguely. ‘I am merely paid to represent him in the matters where he cannot take direct

  action.’ He slides a hand into his jacket and pulls out a small plastic bag, tightly closed by an elastic band. ‘Ask them for a few pints of water tomorrow morning. Put this in the

  water and stir it well. Drink all of it: it’s a strong potion. He wants you to know he’s gone to great trouble to prepare this for you. He says that once you’ve taken it, you will

  speak with the voice of innocence and the heart of someone who knows nothing of the crimes the police accuse you of. It was very difficult for him to acquire the ingredients, so think about that if

  you hesitate.




  ‘You will vomit as a result of drinking this stuff. Do so as frequently as you can. Make sure you are purified; everything must come out. Also –’ the man pulls out a little

  pouch, tightly woven with beads – ‘you will carry this in your pocket. It’s a blessing that will protect you from bad judgement. With these things you’ll have the spirits on

  your side. This is going to be a very difficult case for us to win, and your bail will probably be set very high.’




  For a brief moment Ngubane wonders whether this is an elaborate ploy to poison him. The man has always favoured vicious techniques to keep people quiet, or obedient. Ngubane looks at the bag

  whose contents he has been asked to trust in. The question, of course, still remains whether the man would be better off with him dead.




  Believe.




  Ngubane exhales a nervous laugh. He is supposed to take comfort in this hysterical reminder that the man still wields power of some kind. But he cannot, because a seed of doubt has rooted

  itself. Suddenly he is reminded of the screaming terror of a young girl, the bloodstained miscarriage of her child, his own feelings of triumph. Has that elaborate sacrifice come to naught?




  ‘You’ll be fine,’ says the lawyer, though his face does not endorse it. Not replying, Ngubane holds the bag of smuggled muti up to the light and studies it.
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  Daniel is sitting in the back of the car as they drive into a Shell petrol station. The stash of cut Thai White is under his feet, an old pistol jammed into the front of his

  pants. He is flushed with the prospect of money as he surveys the mood outside their beige Nissan Maxima.




  The forked road leading into Berea is a busy vein feeding the city with traffic, but the station is a decrepit oasis where no one – other than the minibus taxi drivers – now stops.

  It is a place in the city where no business will ever survive but where shops keep on opening in the hope of attracting the hundreds of consumers that flit by on their way to somewhere better.




  It is a good corner for their kind of business, though. The staircase leading into the dark block of flats across the street, called Egoli Mansions, is badly lit at night, and the petrol station

  acts like a drive-through takeaway for the white kids wanting to spend their parents’ money. Park the car, buy some crisps, jog across the street and buy a bag of dreams. The pushers,

  meanwhile, can sit under the busted lights of the staircase, watch the cars and money pull in, smoking it up, without having to move a muscle. It is a spot not even Godfrey can resist.




  ‘Here we go, brothers!’ shouts Jim in Xhosa, over Dr Dre bursting his car’s speakers. He smacks the steering wheel with anticipation, a big grin on his face. Jim’s

  skin is a light brown colour, not as dark as the other two. He has peroxided his hair the colour of straw. When he talks his canines glisten with the same golden sheen his fingers have.




  ‘You sure this is going to work?’ asks Godfrey, sitting shotgun. ‘Last time they nearly had us. After that, I can believe what they say about him.’




  ‘Will you relax, Fries? They say a lot,’ says Jim.




  ‘Who you guys talking about?’ asks Daniel. He is a lanky teenager with disproportionately long arms and legs. His prominent ears look like dried pears.




  ‘Fries reckons this guy, the albino, is real,’ says Jim.




  ‘He is fucking real, man!’ Godfrey thumps a fist on the dashboard. ‘How come he knows when people are trying to push in on his turf? Why else do people shut up about

  him, like they do? Eh? No one’s ever had a shot at him; he’s like a ghost. It’s like he’s invulnerable or something. I’m telling you, he’s real! You tell me how

  he corners people in their houses, how he fucking unlocks their doors at night and murders them in their beds. Themba saw him once, riding a baboon as white as any Boer’s arse, here in the

  city, riding away from that guy Victor’s place. Themba says they found the guy with his head cut off, man. He’s bad, man, bad.’




  ‘Themba smokes too much weed, man. You’ve seen him, Fries, you know he talks more shit than anything else.’




  Godfrey cools off a bit, ‘I’m just thinking, you know, he’ll come after us when he finds out.’ He looks at the other two, his face a billboard of uncertainty. ‘You

  know, if he’s real, he’ll come after us wherever we go. They warned us last time.’




  ‘Bullshit,’ says Jim, ‘Khuli says it’s all bullshit. This guy who’s in the paper, he’s the one who made up the story of this albino. Those guys who warned us

  – they work for him, and he’s gone down. Their money’s gone, their H is gone; they’re on the run, okay? Now we can start earning some real money. I’m telling

  you, it’s all made up. You don’t get powerful witches like that any more, and if you do, they won’t be here in the city. If there was someone as powerful as they’re saying

  he is, he’d own this city by now. But there’s no one like that – that’s why Maduna’s gone to jail, man. We came all this way to make money, so don’t get stupid

  now.’




  ‘I don’t know.’ Godfrey shakes his head. ‘I don’t know.’




  Daniel interrupts his elder brother, ‘You know, I’m going to buy myself this leather jacket I saw. Yo! It’s so nice and it’s not a bad price. Maybe I’ll get

  Lebo something, too – but I want that jacket.’




  ‘You just want her to keep her hand in your pants,’ sneers Godfrey.




  ‘Look!’ says Jim, pointing at the bland grey concrete staircase leading up to the entrance of the Mansions across the road. ‘I’m right. See? There’s no one there.

  They’re usually sitting there, but they must be too worried now. They must be on the run.’




  ‘Ja, Godfrey, I think Jim’s right. If this albino was real, they would’ve already known we’re here.’




  ‘See,’ says Jim, ‘even Daniel’s cool. You’re cool, Daniel, right?’




  ‘I’m OK,’ says Daniel, one leg jigging up and down so his tracksuit pants are swishing against his ankle.




  ‘Then get us something to drink.’




  Daniel jumps out the car and awkwardly adjusts the gun hidden in his underwear. An assistant inside the garage shop gives him a startled look and hurriedly finishes his phone conversation.

  Daniel does not even notice his surprised reaction.




  ‘Fries,’ says Jim, ‘you’re too superstitious. How you going to make a good businessman one day, I ask you?’




  ‘I want to do this, too, but, seriously, I don’t know about this. Themba – just because he saw the albino – he still can’t sleep properly. It’s bad magic.

  He’s gone to see a sangoma and everything. But this magic is just too strong. I don’t want to mess with it.’




  ‘I don’t want to hear it, man. I say it’s all bullshit; you’re always talking about this magic and that magic: this thing you must wear, that thing you must shove up your

  bum, cut yourself here, burn yourself there.’ Jim laughs. ‘Stop this shit now. I just want to make money, simple. I can’t hold your hand every time you see a cat, or your ear

  itches. You don’t get people like that any more, so relax.’




  An engine roars as someone shifts gears down badly. They both look up in time to see a black Mercedes speed into the station forecourt and loudly clip a speed bump. Another Mercedes swerves

  broadside across the second entrance.




  ‘What’s this, now?’ says Jim.




  ‘It’s them! They found us. We’re fucking trapped in here!’ Godfrey’s eyes bulge as car doors spring open. He scrambles under the seat for his revolver.

  ‘Where’s my brother? Where’s Daniel?’




  Daniel stands frozen in the middle of the forecourt. He drops the bag of sweets and sodas he has bought, and goes for his pistol instead.




  ‘Daniel! Get the fuck in the car now!’ screams Godfrey.




  Jim tries to start the car but floods the engine.




  Shots crack. Slugs tear into the car’s metal. Plaster spatters off a pillar. A tyre on a nearby car wheezes loudly as it is punctured.




  Daniel cries out, spins and falls to the concrete as bullets tear into his shoulder and stomach.




  ‘No!’ screams Godfrey.




  Bystanders drop on their bellies amid the dust and oil. Others run for safety, while an attendant has enough wits about him to shut the pumps down. There is a blur of movement as people scramble

  for their lives. The two in the beige Nissan look everywhere, trying to suss the confusion.




  Men with handguns slip out of the two sedans and move forward quickly, crouching low, taking cover.




  Jim swears and jams his pistol out the window. He has never actually used it and fires with his eyes closed. The gun bucks like a cobra striking in all directions.




  Suddenly heavy automatic fire rattles through the air. The front of Jim’s Maxima explodes into glassy slivers. A red splash appears on the driver’s side of the car’s smashed

  windscreen. In the brief moment of silence that follows, people stare in horror at the towering black man standing in front of the second Mercedes. In his hands is an AK-47, the barrel smoking like

  a fat cigar.




  In the middle of the forecourt, Daniel, his eyes rolling with the pain, tries to get up. One of his shoes has come off, revealing a hole worn through the heel. He weakly lifts his weapon and

  fires, but his bullet buries itself in a concrete pillar.




  ‘Godfrey,’ he whispers, ‘just go.’




  A grey-bearded man in a cheap shiny suit walks up to Daniel and fires point blank. The round tears through his head, and red splatters over the oily ground.




  Godfrey peers out of the mangled car and moans. He managed to evade the shower of automatic bullets by ducking down behind the dashboard. Splinters of glass hang in his hair and are sliding down

  his neck. Beside him, Jim is slumped against the steering wheel. The upholstery behind him is a mess of blood, torn sponge and wisps of white padding.




  ‘Get out of the car!’ yells someone in Zulu.




  Godfrey begins to sob as the past sixty seconds sink in.




  ‘Out, you little shit!’




  Somewhere outside the vehicle, a woman blabbers with hysteria.




  Godfrey opens the door a crack and throws his gun outside.




  ‘Weren’t you told not to come back here?’ someone shouts.




  ‘That wasn’t us,’ croaks Godfrey, his voice failing.




  ‘Don’t lie to us.’




  Someone tears the door wide open. Another man pulls Godfrey out head first. A fist cracks into his face, once, twice. He is pistol-whipped in the neck before he collapses to the ground where

  feet crash into his ribs, his back, his kidneys. Instinctively, he tries to curl up into a ball, but it is not enough and he blacks out.




  As he comes around they are dragging him across the concrete, towards a waiting, third Mercedes. With a thin electric whirr, the tinted rear-door window of the black vehicle slides open. They

  lift him up and jam his face into the opening so he cannot move his head. Godfrey looks up and notices a shadow in the cool, dark interior.




  His face! His face!




  It has the look of some creature that has not eaten in a while. As it smiles, its large mouth splits open like an old wound, its huge white teeth gleaming brilliant and white, predatory. In a

  voice that buzzes with a deep cracked bass, like an angry nest of hornets, the passenger asks, ‘What were you thinking?’




  ‘I’m so sorry,’ wails Godfrey. ‘I told them. I told them.’




  The passenger broods over the boy’s fear, before he says, ‘I’m glad to see that you’re one to understand what I am.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘You fear me, but do you fear me enough?’




  ‘Yes, I do,’ whimpers Godfrey. ‘I do fear you. I told them we mustn’t anger you, but they wouldn’t listen.’




  ‘Mm, it is better, I think, if I keep you alive. You will work for me and you will speak my will, won’t you?’




  Godfrey is still dazed. The taste of blood is strong in his mouth. He is finding it difficult to focus on the albino, so he lets his head hang.




  ‘Yes, yes, just . . . I don’t want to die.’




  There is a sudden movement inside the car. Godfrey sees blood spill onto the cream upholstery before he even feels the pain. Then he screams and tries to reach for the side of his head, but he

  cannot get his hands into the window. He sees his own ear in the man’s hand.




  ‘Just so that we understand each other, just so that we heard each other properly, I’m taking this.’




  The world around Godfrey turns hazy again. The hands supporting him suddenly let go, and he collapses to the ground. As if from a great distance, he hears people getting into the Mercedes and

  the car pulling away. His neck is slick with blood. People are shouting, but Godfrey cannot understand what they are saying. Someone pulls him up and orders him into a car, which sets off leaving

  the body of his brother sprawled on the oily and bloodied concrete in the midday sun.
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  The next day Ngubane is leaving the High Court on Pritchard Street. He wades into a pack of journalists waiting on the stairs, who begin flashing cameras and yelling questions.

  A few police officers watch the show without much enthusiasm. Ngubane’s face is covered by a white pillowcase with a gauzy window sewn into it, made especially for the occasion. Six of his

  own men surround him: they are rough with the journalists, soon cutting a swathe through them.




  Ngubane’s ageing fingers are once more decorated with delicate gold. His cream suit, the elaborate gold tie and shiny beige shoes, complemented by his abundant stomach and ornate

  gold-and-ebony cane, give the impression that he is a circus ringmaster.




  His mind is a whirlwind, because something has changed within him. Walking away free from the court house, he feels no elation. He feels nothing but uncertainty and a tense anticipation of how

  he is going to explain himself. His instincts tell him that the albino will want personally to deal with him.




  A massive black Mercedes pulls up on the opposite side of the road. As soon as the car stops, a man jumps out and opens the rear door. A shadowy figure sits sunken deep into the back seat, his

  face hidden by a widespread newspaper.




  As he starts to cross the busy street, the hood making it difficult for him to see, Ngubane is nearly struck by a taxi hurtling past. One of the men pulls him back, grabs his hand and leads him

  across. A photographer manages to snap this picture and the group of uniformed police officers merely laughs.




  Pulling the pillowcase off his head, Ngubane gets into the car and sits down. He gulps for air and wipes a sheen of moisture from his flushed face. On the seat next to him is a wooden box inlaid

  with intricate designs of ivory. Beneath it lies a long butcher’s knife sheathed in leather. The man who sits next to him is still reading and does not acknowledge him. The car slides deep

  into the passing traffic, and still there is only silence inside the car.




  ‘I don’t know how this happened,’ begins Ngubane finally.




  No response.




  ‘This couldn’t just happen by chance. Someone has cursed me.’ He turns to the man next to him. Still he remains quiet and Ngubane feels his anxiety grow. He shifts nervously in

  his seat and tries discreetly to wipe his sweaty palms on his pants.




  Eventually the albino turns the page of his newspaper and sighs. Without looking up from his reading, he says, ‘My heroin is gone, and now the police are aware that you are not the

  respectable entrepreneur they thought.’ His Zulu is tinged with an accent suggesting West Africa.




  Ngubane has heard this particular tone of voice before, but he cannot bring himself to look at the unnatural-looking speaker. He stares out of the window and paws at his collar. ‘But I am

  free again, sir. Is that not what matters? My contacts are still in place and our new project has not come to light.’




  The other man’s dry flaky skin is a splotched pink and brown all over, giving the impression that he’s about to shed it like a snake. Thick lips are set in a gluttonously bulbous

  face. It is not his face nor his skin that frightens people most, but those abominable eyes. They seem swollen, and the whites are always bloodshot. The irises seem to glow a demonic red.




  The albino finally turns to face him, his look hitting Ngubane with the impact of a sledgehammer. ‘You took that stuff the lawyer brought you?’




  Ngubane stares down at the albino’s knee. ‘Yes.’ His voice breaks as he continues. ‘The lawyer argued well for me. He is a powerful speaker.’




  ‘You are free only because I myself willed it. Not because you spoke the truth to some judge, but because I saved you from your own stupidity.’




  The albino is dressed in a traditional white boubou, a long flowing garment reaching down to his ankles. In his lap lies a fly whisk made from a buffalo’s tail, its handle decorated

  with beads of white, red and black. Beaded adornments, with numerous little pouches woven into their lattice, criss-cross his chest and encircle his wrists. Thick black-rimmed glasses sit on his

  nose. His head is shaven.




  He folds his newspaper away. ‘My power gets stronger. It’s people like you who are weak.’ He holds Ngubane’s gaze. ‘As for your contacts: how long do you think they

  will associate with you, knowing that you are now on trial? Your foolhardy actions are now threatening everything I have built up. Give me one reason why I should not kill you and deal with this

  crisis myself?’




  Ngubane swallows hard. ‘I am your voice to those people.’




  The albino stares at him. ‘You no longer convince me, Ngubane. You no longer sing my song.’




  His lieutenant is forced to look away, unnerved as always by the man’s abnormal gaze. ‘They trust me,’ he protests. ‘They know very little about you.’




  ‘Perhaps. But maybe it is time for them to get to know me.’




  Ngubane’s smart tie suddenly feels like a snake constricting his neck. It is then that he notices a splash of dark red on the cream leather upholstery. Tendrils of crimson have also

  trickled down the window’s interior. He looks nervously at the sheathed knife resting beneath the ornamental box.




  The albino unexpectedly barks commands at the driver in Yoruba, a language from up north that Ngubane recognizes but does not understand. The car speeds up in response to his request. Another

  two vehicles, one behind and one in front of them, simultaneously accelerate to keep pace with the Mercedes.




  ‘Your indiscretions have nearly brought me to light,’ the deep voice continues, sounding remorseless as a grindstone. The albino takes his glasses off and rubs his eyes, before

  reaching out a hand and tapping on the box between them. ‘Already people think that, because you’ve been arrested, my organization is in trouble. Let me tell you, the only

  trouble I have is deciding what to do with you.’




  ‘I—’




  ‘You were the one who took that idiot in!’ bellows the albino, thumping the door handle with his fist. ‘You put him up in one of our safe houses. Who are you to decide

  who should work for me?’




  ‘I thought you would be pleased.’




  ‘Pleased?’




  ‘He was a Yoruba like you, sir.’




  ‘He is nothing like me!’




  Ngubane looks confused. ‘Forgive . . . forgive me.’




  ‘I am nothing like him, and nothing like you. Of all, I am closest to the Great Spirit, closest to our ancestors. Do you understand that, you fool? Have you learnt

  nothing?’




  The colour completely draining from his face, Ngubane says, ‘I’m sorry, it was stupid—’




  ‘Your stupidity is unforgivable. You have shown disrespect not only to me but to your forefathers as well. It seems you think yourself above them, and me.’




  ‘No, it’s not like that. I thought—’




  ‘You thought what? Because I speak that language and come from the north, you thought that meant you knew who I am and what I need? Hah! Don’t antagonize me even more.

  In Benin there’s a saying, Ngubane: “He who has warned you has not killed you yet.”’ The albino spots the trace of blood still spattered on the door panel and a malicious

  grin spreads over his bulbous face. ‘So consider yourself warned.’




  The albino settles himself into a more comfortable position, shakes his head, then stares out the window.




  Ngubane feels like a whipped child. He has lost both the albino’s trust and his own privileged position. He suspects he should feel grateful for having been spared, but why should he now

  lose so much when he was promised much more? When will the albino answer for his failings? He stares at the blood smeared on the leather and wonders whether the albino left it there on

  purpose. Although he is badly shaken, he feels angry and betrayed. It should never have come to this, because this is the albino’s fault, not Ngubane’s.




  With the albino totally ignoring him again, Ngubane’s thoughts return to this morning’s events. In hindsight he realizes he has been a fool. Lying awake, alone in his cell, he had

  held the sachet up for inspection and wondered again whether it was a poison or indeed a miracle potion. It must have been some other miracle that saved him, not the albino’s doing.




  As Ngubane had lain still in the early hours of that morning, he had spoken continually to his ancestors in a low murmur. Listening to the other prisoners coughing and whispering, he carefully

  explained himself to the dead. He had by then thrown both the plastic sachet and the beaded pouch into the cell toilet, because somehow he had felt reassured by his ancestors’ voices. He had

  felt sure they would intervene for him during his ordeal.
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  The albino and his entourage finally head towards Ponte City, at the heart of Hillbrow, a hacked concrete building rising far above other neighbouring structures. Patched to

  its top floor is a gigantic Coca-Cola sign that flashes in harsh red neon, spraying its glow over downtown Johannesburg all night, every night.




  Once the hub of bohemian life in Johannesburg, the building, anchored to the side of a hill, now watches over the city like a dark tyrant, steeped in urban myth. Constructed in the shape of a

  hollow cylinder, it comprises apartments around a central axis. It has become the city council’s worst nightmare: an eyesore, a magnet for crime, and completely irremovable.




  The poorest are drawn to it like insects lured in by light. The suicidal come from far and wide to climb its grim stairways to the roof before tossing their used-up lives down its central shaft.

  As they hit the garbage piled at the bottom, the thud of impact echoing up the internal walls is like the sound of souls fleeing a lifetime of misery. Prostitutes are packed together like cattle

  into tiny rooms, partitioned by towels hanging from the ceiling, and illegal immigrants congregate at the windows, hanging their rags out to dry and shouting gossip at each other over the black

  void below. Feral pigeons squat on every available ledge in the perpetual twilight of the building’s inner axis, to breed there and mutate. On every level junkies wander the dark narrow

  corridors, slipping cash under battered doors in the hope of achieving that one last shot of heaven wrapped in knotted plastic. These lost souls, who toss their blunt needles down the same central

  shaft as the suicides toss their bodies, are never too far behind in climbing to the roof when that last narcotic kiss runs out and there is nowhere else to go. To many Ponte City represents the

  end; it is rock bottom for everyone except those who control it.




  The albino sighs heavily and shakes his head. ‘Your well-fed body, your pretty car, your lovely house, they all depend on me, you know.’




  Ngubane does not feel he is in a position to say anything, so he keeps quiet and merely nods.




  ‘You have become slow and old and heavy.’




  He used to believe that to cross this man would be to cross the spirits. He really believed it. How did it ever come to this?




  ‘Yes,’ is all Ngubane says at last. His ears are flaming with the shame he feels. Never has he felt this weak and insignificant.




  The cars lurch into the underground car park at Ponte City just as the sun turns to fire on the horizon, the day passing away. They step out into the gloom. The fluorescent lights in the

  abandoned parking lot are replaced only sporadically, and the ones that still function are covered in a muck composed of dust and cobwebs. Shadows appear from behind pillars and around corners,

  shouting vigorous greetings to grab the albino’s attention. Their gaunt young faces are alight with fervour and the promised life they dream of.




  Taiwo Ejiofer, the giant enforcer, gets out of the other Mercedes, while the wiry predator joins them from the dark stairwell.




  ‘Adusa.’ The albino greets him happily, holding out his hands.




  Ngubane hangs his head at his own disgrace and the obvious affection being shown to another. He suddenly feels furious, because his circumstances should never have deteriorated to this extent. A

  pact had been made between them, after all.




  ‘Has my guest arrived?’ asks the albino, as Adusa Okechukwu clasps both his hands and kisses the strange-looking man’s palms.




  ‘Of course, he has, sir,’ answers Adusa in Yoruba. The albino hands over the decorated box and the knife from the back seat. Ngubane used to be the one privileged to carry the

  albino’s personal possessions. ‘He was drinking in the Hollywood Strip, complaining about his bad luck. His own brother took us there.’ Adusa sneers at Ngubane with his eyes.




  ‘Well done, well done,’ says the albino paternally. ‘Did we reward his brother?’




  ‘Yes, of course,’ says Adusa.




  The three Nigerians laugh as they proceed upstairs. The albino flicks the whisk over his shoulders as he walks, his enforcers following him and now ignoring Ngubane, who follows a few steps

  behind them. They reach a lift foyer where graffiti and cigarette lighter burns scar the lino walls. A broken security camera dangles from its innards, and the brown industrial carpet is pocked

  with chewing gum. A stench of urine and beer hangs in the unventilated air.




  The doors to the lift screech slowly shut. One of its small viewing windows has a spiderweb of cracks radiating from a bullet hole. The air inside is stuffy with the smell of beer and oil.

  Taiwo’s bulk presses Ngubane against the wall. Ngubane stares up at him, trying to muster some of his old authority, only to find the big man grinning down at him sardonically.




  The lift jerks to a halt and the doors slide open. They walk out into a shadowy corridor, its lights barely functioning, the walls covered in coarse brown carpeting material.




  Three men guard the doors to the only occupied penthouse apartment in the building. They are dressed in worn-out clothes: one man’s pants are far too short for him, while another’s

  sandal straps are broken, and the youngest has a necklace dangling a bullet on his bare chest. The youth’s eyes glimmer brightly in the dim light. The guards get up at once and move to greet

  the man they revere.




  ‘Open the door,’ commands the albino. The boy with the bullet scrambles to oblige.




  The albino saunters through his apartment, lavishly decorated with African ornaments, to the study at its far end and throws the door open. Inside a man jumps up from where he has been sitting

  on the carpet, although there are chairs available. A plump blue bruise disfigures his left eye, and the skin has been raked off one arm which he holds close to his body. His dress is meagre, too:

  shorts and a T-shirt, no socks, and his crumpled shoes by the door.




  ‘Oba!’ cries the albino, spreading his arms wide, like a father welcoming home a long-lost son. ‘Tell me, you dirty mutt, what have you done?’
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  With dusk approaching, the massive neon sign attached to the outside of the building came on. An eerie flicker filters into the room as the red glow scrolls around the summit

  of Ponte City, advertising its message over downtown Johannesburg.




  A large, sturdy wooden cabinet stands by the curtained window. On top of it, a collection of bottles, boxes, jars and misshaped burning candles are arranged around a clay bowl that releases

  incense in slow smoky curls. That does nothing, however, to hide the odour of singed hair and meat hanging in the air. The cabinet’s many drawers have black crosses painted over their locks.

  Feathers, bird skulls and the soft balloons of gallbladders are tied to the brass handles.




  Ngubane looks at Oba and wonders whether the man is sweating because of the heat or because of the oppressive danger he is in.




  Oba grips the albino’s hands and kisses them urgently. ‘Oh, Wise One, I am so glad to see you. It’s an honour.’




  ‘I am very glad to see you, too, especially after you’ve been hiding from me so long.’




  ‘No, I haven’t been hiding!’




  ‘Don’t lie to me.’




  ‘Only because the police have been looking for us, boss.’




  ‘Then why did I have to come looking for you? Why did you not come to me?’




  There is a stunned silence, and Oba’s fingers slip from the albino’s hand slowly and drop into his lap.




  ‘I . . . I didn’t know . . . I . . . I didn’t believe . . .’ Oba strokes his own chest in a pathetic display of submissiveness. ‘I was scared,’ he

  whispers.




  The albino laughs. ‘You see, Ngubane? You brought a dog amongst us, and now it’s rolling in the sand with a broken back. Spineless – just look at him!’




  Ngubane looks at Oba and wonders what exactly the albino wants him to think.




  ‘You were hired by this idiot over there?’ continues the albino.




  Oba looks at Ngubane, then drops his eyes. ‘Yes.’




  ‘All you needed to do was stay in that house and guard one special room, without ever going into it. You could drink my tea, eat my food, sleep on my mattress, make friends with my people,

  yes?’




  Oba nods.




  ‘But you couldn’t do just that, could you? You had to go into that room and help yourself to something once in a while.’ The albino looks smug and self-satisfied as he

  speaks.




  Oba stays quiet and stares at the hands in his lap.




  ‘All you were told was not to go into that room. But you still went into my room!’




  Oba hesitates, then nods.




  ‘I should kill you for that,’ says the albino, and sighs. ‘But that’s not my main concern.’




  He lays his whisk on the large desk that squats in front of the cabinet, walks around it and reaches into the incense smoke curling upwards from the clay bowl situated on top of the cabinet

  itself. He wafts fumes towards his face and murmurs something, before beckoning for Taiwo to fetch the ornamented box. He takes it from the man’s massive hands and places it among the other

  items arranged on the cabinet’s upper surface.




  Ngubane’s eyes are drawn to a large bundle lying on the desk, something tightly wrapped in a beige fleece blanket. Two animal skulls have been pushed aside to make space for it. Though the

  room is occasionally brightened by the glow of red neon rushing past on the outside of the building, Ngubane cannot make out what is tucked inside the bundle.




  ‘After stealing from me for your own gratification, you decided to take things further.’ The albino sits down in an elaborately carved ebony chair. ‘First you sell to the

  children of the neighbourhood, then you start selling to the whites.’




  Oba looks up, eyes glistening. ‘No sir, I sold nothing. I took some, but I never sold it.’ He reaches out his hands, ‘Look at me, Wise One! Do I look like a man who has

  money?’




  The albino gives Oba a cold, dead stare. He reaches out to run one hand over the mysterious bundle. ‘Do not lie to me, Oba. I don’t have to remind you of who I am, what I am privy

  to.’




  Oba decides it might be best to stand up.




  ‘Stay where you are!’




  Oba sinks back to his knees, cradling his injured arm in his sound one.




  Ngubane feels drowsy, as if waking from a long and restless sleep. Under such pressure, he has seen men ready to confess anything to the albino. It does not pay to anger a man so closely bound

  to the spirits, for to have the ear of the afterlife is to have the ear of Creation itself. One thing has become clear to Ngubane, however, since this morning he lay in his cell, praying to his

  forefathers. They are still with him – they have not rejected him for entertaining doubts about his Nigerian holy man.




  Ngubane glances at the animal skulls arranged on the large desk: the mummified head of a baboon baring dirty brown teeth, its shrivelled skin pulled tight over the bone; and the white skull of a

  lion, featuring a broken fang. He then turns his attention to the sacrificial bowls standing in each corner, which produce the stench pervading the room. The ash they contain is mixed with coloured

  powders, herbs and seared and bloodstained chicken wings. Ngubane wipes at his nose.




  Are they warning me? He glances at the two enforcers, both of whom are staring back at him. Is this why the spirits are speaking to me?




  The long silence finally overwhelms Oba, who begins to sob quietly. He looks up hopefully at the albino and notices his expression has not changed. The disgraced man casts his eyes down and nods

  resignedly.




  Finally the albino continues. ‘So you get high on my H, you sell it to the children living in our territory and then you peddle it to the whites. You cut what you steal from me and sell

  that inferior shit in my name. You go gambling with your friends, you get drunk and you pay my bitches with my money to fuck you.’




  Adusa snorts with sudden laughter, while Taiwo does his best to quell a cruel smile. The albino is staring at Oba in mocking disbelief.




  When Oba wipes his face on his sleeve Ngubane notices the large damp patch under the man’s arm. ‘Please . . . I am sorry, I did not mean to offend you. It’s just I am so

  happy to work for you.’ Unable to suppress his scorn any longer, Taiwo roars with laughter. ‘I got carried away . . . maybe a bit greedy. But I swear I’ll never offend you

  again.’




  ‘So why did you go to the police?’




  ‘What?’ The colour drains from Oba’s face. His eyes flick up towards Ngubane before returning to his hands again. ‘I never sold you out to anyone, boss!’ he

  whimpers. ‘I’m not a mad man.’




  ‘Of course, you couldn’t sell me out. But what about my heroin? And what about him?’ The albino points at Ngubane. ‘He is the one that took you in, who put you in charge

  of the house. He is the fool who said, “Oba, you have been doing well for us,” and, “Oba, you’ll go far, because you speak Yoruba like the albino,” and, “Oba, do

  a simple job for me. Look after my heroin!” Ha!’ The albino leaps from his chair, looming his bulk over the table. The sudden impetus sends the baboon’s skull flying and it hits

  the thick reed mat with a crack. The albino brings both his fists down on the table top, thudding onto the fleece-wrapped bundle. In Yoruba he bawls, ‘You little shit, you would jeopardize my

  purpose? I can see your lies. I can see your betrayal. It was you!’




  ‘I don’t understand,’ whimpers Oba in his mother tongue, his face now twisted with terror.




  As he straightens up again, the albino lets his hands run slowly over the strange bundle. His tone softens as he resorts to Zulu again. ‘Ah, but I understand, I can see. You

  have begun to doubt me. Once you start taking from me, that means you’ve stopped fearing me. Like a tick, you’ve feasted on me, and it seems you’re now ready to drop off me and go

  lay your own eggs. Isn’t that right, Oba? You’re thinking of going into business for yourself?’




  ‘I didn’t do it,’ the man whines.




  The albino opens a cabinet drawer and extracts something, then begins to bellow a loud rhythmic chant. Taiwo and Adusa soon join him in chorus. Plunging several fingers into a jar, the albino

  sprinkles powder onto the candle flames, sparks fly outwards and the smoke releases a sweet musky smell.




  ‘You not only betrayed me, you betrayed your ancestors and brought shame upon them. My anger is theirs, my revenge will be theirs, too.’




  Oba tries to scramble to his feet, but Taiwo is faster, flapping an enormous hand across Oba’s face. ‘Sit down!’ he yells.




  The albino moves around the desk and raises cupped hands high, focusing his eyes now on a point on the ceiling. As he begins to jerk fitfully, Oba whimpers and pulls back. Suddenly the albino

  leaps forward, thrusting something in his hands towards Oba.




  ‘Take this!’ he snarls. ‘If you are innocent you will survive. If you have lied to me, you will certainly die.’




  Oba gapes at the thing in the albino’s hand with anguish and horror. ‘Please,’ he snivels, ‘don’t ask me to do this.’




  ‘I am not asking, I’m ordering. If you have nothing to hide from us, then it will not harm you.’




  Oba wails and slumps to the floor in complete submission, burying his head protectively in his arms.




  The albino nods and eyes Ngubane triumphantly. ‘You see, I was right. This man has tried to deceive us. What will you do now, Ngubane – now you know he caused your arrest?’




  Ngubane strokes his nose nervously, uncertain what to say. The enforcers are both staring at him again, and for a moment he fears he has been set up.




  The albino turns back to Oba. ‘All right, the spirits will decide.’ He grabs Oba’s hand roughly and squashes something into his fist. Red blood squirts from it, soaking the

  kneeling man’s hand. Oba stares at it, horrified, then gags noisily.




  The whole room seems to have darkened even further, although the red neon light still ripples past periodically. ‘You will take this juju with you, and you’ll do something special

  for me – as an apology for what you’ve already confessed to. And remember, you still have family living in one of my apartments. You don’t want me dealing with them, too, for your

  mistakes?’




  Oba shakes his head vigorously.




  The albino smiles. ‘You will now take what is lying here on my desk and dump it somewhere where no one will find it. If you do that right, who knows, perhaps the spirits might be

  appeased.’




  Oba looks up, hope glittering in his eyes. ‘Ah, yes, sure, I’ll do that. Of course, I’ll do it.’




  The albino reaches his hands into the curl of smoking incense again. He snarls, ‘Now get out.’




  Oba has got to his feet and stumbled a few panicked steps towards the door before he remembers to retrieve his shoes. His subsequent exit through the door is fast enough to startle the guards

  outside.




  Ngubane’s mind is reeling with confusion. Things are moving too fast for him. The albino does not turn to watch him leave the room, too.




  Adusa closes the door behind him and snickers. ‘That man, he’s falling apart!’




  ‘Why do you even keep him on?’ asks Taiwo.




  ‘Sometimes the sharp tongue of a snake is advantageous. He can talk well and convince people in ways even I cannot.’




  ‘Do we go after him?’ asks Taiwo.




  ‘No, he’ll be back soon enough with his tail between his legs. That man likes the good life too much.’ The albino picks up his whisk again. ‘In the meantime, you need to

  find out who sold me out. Oba is clearly the weakest link, and answers will be with the people he knows. Start with his family – ’ a deadly smile spreads over the albino’s face

  – ‘and do what you want with them.’
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  Streetlights flash past as Oba drives, panic washing over him in waves that make his teeth chatter. His hands are slick on the steering wheel of his grey Chevrolet, a vehicle

  dating back to the early eighties. All he can think about is that faint glimmer of hope, of finding forgiveness.




  The bundle is now lying in the boot of the car. Oba briefly wondered about investigating what was in it but decided he has had enough of prying into the albino’s business.




  He halts the car on the shoulder of the highway, gets out and opens the bonnet to give the impression he has stopped to deal with a breakdown. The cool night air smells of rain and dust,

  lightning flickers over the hilltops in the distance. Oba’s feet crunch loudly on gravel as he heads around to the rear of the Chevrolet and opens the boot. Several cars speed past him

  without slowing down.




  Oba suddenly gags as bile rises in his throat. The albino’s death threat weighs heavily in his trouser pocket, but he knows he is obliged to carry it with him. He nearly drops the bundle

  as another car shoots past.




  He peers into the gloom down below the steep embankment. He should be able to bury this bundle down there somewhere, but he cannot muster the courage to face the pitch darkness unarmed.




  Returning the bundle to the boot, he heads back to open the passenger door and retrieves a battered .22 pistol from the glove box.




  Oba again hefts the bundle onto his shoulder, before realizing he has neither a shovel nor a torch with him. What now? He cannot go back into the city to fetch them. He must get rid of this

  thing before he is caught with it – in case his family gets sucked into this, too. The storm is moving in fast and thunder booms close by.




  He lays the bundle back in the boot. By the meagre light available, he unties the knots to pull the blanket open.




  He throws his head back in revulsion.




  Minutes later, Oba unrolls the blanket again. The small body thuds to the ground. In the distance cars shimmer past his vehicle above him. He stares down at the naked child in the darkness. Her

  outlines are barely visible.




  Is this how I’m going to end up too?




  He rummages in his trouser pocket and pulls the hideous juju free. It is still damp with blood, and with sudden, violent, desperation he hurls the fetish away into the night. Then, retrieving

  only the blanket, he flees back up towards his car.




  With the streetlights skipping past him again, he spots that distinctive red neon in the distance, spinning around the top of Ponte City and flashing him a grim reminder. He hopes that somehow

  he can manage to disappear. How long can Death pursue you? How long does a curse endure? He does not know the answers.




  







  7




  ‘Ten!’




  He hears Rodge’s muffled yell echo through the trees. He needs to hurry, as his friend is almost finished with his countdown and he himself has not yet found a place to

  hide. He is nervous, too, as he skirts the eastern edge of the wood adjoining the land of the Morwarghs.




  In the north-east of London, near Whipps Cross hospital, stands Forest School, where his father is the principal and where they also live in a converted farm cottage. Behind

  the school is a narrow stretch of woodland, the beginnings of Epping Forest extending further north. Rodge and he visit there often. It is about the size of two football fields, filled with

  dishevelled old trees and bushes that make it a playground of endless possibilities for adventurous boys.




  His father has warned them both about trespassing on the Morwarghs, although his father does not call them that. He has merely instructed them not to cross the muddy riding

  path – which seemed never to dry out, even in summer – that bisects this patch of woodland. This ‘law’ laid down by his father, concerning the muddy track and the mystery

  that lies beyond, has become a central theme for all the boys’ games. For them some evil must exist on the other side, and occasionally, in braver moments, their games have tempted them over

  the line drawn by his father, that narrow line between obedience and boyish independence.




  The air is heavy with the musty smell of a sweaty summer’s afternoon. It has been raining a lot and this is the first time in days that they are allowed to play in the

  wood. Their parents worry too much; Rodge and he can cope with the bad weather and strangers and even the Morwarghs.




  He wipes his nose with the back of his hand and scans the thicket for a suitable hiding spot. Most of the bushes are overgrown with holly, its coarse green leaves spiked with

  vicious thorns, but the undergrowth he has now found looks dark and promising.




  ‘Nine!’ yells Rodge shrilly.




  It is proving difficult for him to find somewhere new to hide, since Rodge already knows all the best places on the other side of the trail. It is because of this disadvantage

  that he is heading further into forbidden Morwargh territory.




  He forces his way deeper into an unfamiliar dense patch, branches plucking at his red shirt already covered in mud. He needs to be careful not to leave a trail of fallen

  greenery.




  His father’s limit lies far behind him now. The crucial border is the rotting fence, standing much deeper in Morwargh territory, encircling their homes at the other end

  of the park. He can see that if he squeezed all the way through the patch, he would probably end up at the fence itself.




  All he can think about is impressing his friend with this new hideout, it being the only area that Rodge does not know like the back of his hand, perhaps because Rodge has

  always been uneasy about coming near the Morwargh fence.




  They have only been as far as the fence a few times before. There is a path running along it, littered with garbage and Morwargh dog poop. Once he and Rodge witnessed an old

  Morwargh taking a shit in some bushes close by the fence. They smelt him even before they saw him. Hiding behind a big elm tree they watched, fascinated. The man kept talking to himself, straining

  and grunting. Rodge had burst out giggling loudly and bolted, but the Morwargh was so busy he did not even notice them crashing through the foliage.




  On another occasion they stood there eyeing a humungous fat guy out in his backyard. The Morwargh carried a heavy plastic sack over to the fence and swung it over the top, as

  easily as if it was a pillow. It came flying over and got caught in some overhanging branches. The plastic tore open, pitching garbage everywhere below.




  The next time they saw him, the same man was yelling drunkenly at his daughter. It seemed she had dropped a freshly washed bedspread on the dirty concrete of the backyard and

  now cowered before him, as he stood in his sagging yellow-stained underwear.




  For a couple of moments he bellowed obscenities at her, then, suddenly, whipped a massive hand across her face. She was spun right around, long blonde hair twirling, then

  collapsed howling in pain. The Morwargh had stomped back into his house, stopping only to grab an opened can of beer from the ledge by the kitchen door.




  ‘Eight!’




  Remembering this violent scene, he is vibrating with heebie-jeebies at getting this close to Morwargh. They had kept away from the fence since that day and never spoke about

  it to anyone, the memory of it almost forgotten until now.




  Wondering if the same Morwargh and his daughter still live there, he goes on with his search for the ideal spot to hide. He pushes deeper amidst the wet shrubs, where the

  scent of compost fills his nostrils.




  ‘Seven!’ cries Rodge, sounding more distant.




  Three oaks grow close together around his chosen hideout, their gnarled roots entwined like fingers digging into the earth. Thick bushes conveniently screen the spaces between

  them. He crawls forward on his knees.




  ‘Six!’ Rodge picks up the pace of counting. ‘Five.’




  The boy flattens himself to the earth, peering underneath the leaves and branches; there always is more space to wriggle into a thicket close to the ground, where the older

  foliage has died and broken off.




  Yes, there is a dark hollow in there, and it seems dry. Supported on his elbows he crawls in deeper, the deeper he gets the tighter the fit. Branches prick him in the back and

  snag his red T-shirt. He hopes that worms and bugs are not getting down the front of his trousers.




  Squeezing through to the centre, he finds a bigger hollow space than he expected. It is dark but comfortable in there, wedged in between the three great trees.




  ‘Four. Three. Two, ONE!’ Rodge’s cry sounds more like a whisper from here among the tree roots. ‘Ready or not, here I come!’




  There is a rustle outside.




  That can’t be him already?




  He holds his breath. Excitement tingles down his spine and makes him shiver. A twig snaps. This is what makes hide-and-seek the best game: when the seeker comes so close you

  can hear him blundering right past you. Branches and leaves continue snapping, as if the person outside is moving quickly. Either Rodge has located him immediately, or it is somebody else out

  there. The sound stops suddenly.




  Is it a Morwargh?




  At this thought, he suddenly feels very cold. He pulls his knees up under his chin in the near darkness of his hideout.




  He is not going to call out to Rodge this early in the game – not from inside his best hideout yet. And he is definitely not going to let any Morwargh know he is here.

  The sound of movement comes again, but this time it is heading away.




  Harry, however, decides not to act for now, because the noise he would make getting out would surely alert any Morwarghs on the prowl nearby. His stomach rumbles; now he is a

  hungry adventurer. Rubbing at his burning ankles, he waits.
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  Harry Mason is finding it difficult to focus, so he gets up, snaps a latex glove off his hand and fumbles for his cigarettes. He cups a hand against the slight breeze and his

  cigarette flares up. He sucks smoke deep into his lungs. The tobacco and the careful, rehearsed action of smoking lure his mind away from what lies at his feet.




  Detective Inspector Mason is in his thirties with a rugged yet handsome build that his wife adores, although she frequently ribs him about his nascent paunch. His short blond hair approaches

  boyish disarray, a whorl at the crown of his head always finding a way to stand up. His face is a bronze colour, freckled lightly over the nose. The lines of approaching middle age, and the serious

  blue eyes, give an impression that this man has known sadness.




  Again he digs into his pocket, and this time finds a handkerchief and wipes the summer sweat from his face. The white cotton comes away streaked brown. As he smokes he gazes at Johannesburg

  shimmering in the distance; its high-rises reach for a sky that is dusted red on the horizon.




  Harry is standing in a broad dry riverbed which looks more like an uneven field crushed between two heaps of old gold-mine tailings stacked on either side. The soil underfoot is grey and hard,

  resembling concrete. All around him grow clumps of reeds and parched patches of long grass. Harry does not like the sound of the afternoon breeze stirring in those dry leaves; it makes him think of

  ghosts. Blowflies buzz around him and cars swish by constantly on the busy N1 highway. The stink of death is thick in the air, a cloud thicker and fuller than the cigarette smoke.




  Finally he looks back down at the body. The little black girl is a crumpled mess at his feet. The sight of her works like a steel brush on his memory, cleaning away its rust and refreshing the

  sheen of his own past.




  There is no blood left. Her chest gapes open where her heart should be. Her left arm is a mangled stump, the hand missing. Her eye sockets are raw holes. Like blind men, maggots tentatively pick

  their way over her decayed flesh, eager to feed. Dust and moisture have crusted on the side of her body she has been lying on. Her throat was slit.




  She is naked and not much older than five.
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  Police pickups are parked on the highway’s edge. Incident tape, spanning a massive area, snaps like gunshots in the wind. The scene is barren of spectators. Only the

  sandy heaps of yellow tailings, covered in scraps of dry grass, watch over the scene, casting deep cool shadows in the day’s dying light.




  Jacob Tshabalala halts his questioning of the man who found the body, and waits for the dog handlers to pass by. He has a friendly face: a big mouth with full lips, a large flattened nose, but

  small ears. His eyebrows, stranded far up his high forehead, give people the impression that he is always surprised at what they are saying.




  The highway traffic is deafening, and Jacob finds it difficult to interview the unresponsive old man. His mind keeps wandering back to the lonely young corpse lying in the field far below them.

  The missing organs and the absence of blood have already convinced Jacob what they are dealing with. This is no ordinary killer, no ordinary murder. Jacob does not need a pathologist to tell him

  what she went through before her throat was finally slit.




  The old man with him is dressed in an ancient threadbare tweed jacket and thin faded blue trousers, a floppy old brown cap stuffed into his jacket pocket. His white stubble contrasts with black

  skin that looks like scarred leather. One eye is white, filmed by a cataract, and the old man’s hands are arthritic knots perched on top of his cane. So far he has made little eye contact,

  keeping his back resolutely turned to the murder scene. He had even refused to lead them down to the body when the detectives arrived; he just stood up on the embankment, pointing and trying to

  explain.




  ‘I want to thank you again for your phone call and for waiting for us, imkhulu,’ says Jacob in Zulu, addressing the elderly man in the polite form.




  The old man grunts, his jaw working ceaselessly.




  Jacob knows they have detained him much longer than the witness anticipated, because he has become increasingly hostile and agitated. Jacob shouts over the roar of a truck, ‘Are you sure,

  grandfather, that you’ve told me everything?’




  The man nods.




  A dog yelps. Jacob squints down the embankment, over the aged man’s shoulder. A chill spreads down his spine and into his stomach. Suddenly he understands what the old one must have

  sensed. He was so anxious to get away from here because he knew what was down there – that is why he has kept his back consistently turned to the murder scene. Jacob paws for the two-way

  radio tucked into his belt and presses the button. ‘Harry? Harry? You must see this!’




  In the riverbed the dogs have flown into a frenzy. Some of them are rearing up, madly snapping at the air and straining at their leashes. Others are yelping and crawling on the ground, licking

  their chops, tails lowered between their legs, eyes wide and white with fear.




  For the first time the old man meets Jacob’s eyes, and something unsaid passes between them.
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  Nina Reading’s rented Hyundai coasts down the inclined road with its engine idling before she stutters to a stop outside a boarded-up bar. It is late morning, the air

  already throbbing with waves of heat rising from the soft tarmac. She is in her mid-twenties and has large Italian sunglasses perched on a bold but attractive nose. Her skin is a deep olive which,

  when she is not wearing her glasses, accentuates her penetrating eyes, irises so brown they seem like ink drops splashed on a pure white background. She whips her head around in quick, suspicious

  glances.




  The grey concrete overpass of the De Villiers Graaff highway snakes overhead and the drone of its heavy afternoon traffic pierces the abandoned silence. The entire city block, in the old quarter

  of Johannesburg, has been condemned in preparation for a rejuvenation project that has been put on hold for years. There are ruined lots where buildings have been demolished, but the soot black

  rubble has never been cleared. Garbage clogs the gutters in the street. Shredded plastic bags dance in the wind, impaled on razor wire protecting the few buildings that still house businesses.




  Seconds tick by, but no one seems to have noticed her. Satisfied that her arrival has drawn no attention, she kills the engine.




  She is parked about a city block up from the beginnings of a slum street on the outskirts of Newtown. Further down the broken road shacks seem to bloom like fungus spilling into the street and

  up against the walls of a few ruined buildings, the pillars of the overpass providing support for some of the bigger structures.




  Nina’s heart is thumping in her chest, almost knocking the breath from her lungs.




  She unclips her seat belt, reaches under the passenger seat and pulls out a camera. Its lens looks like the barrel of a howitzer. She pumps the window down and trains the Canon on her

  surroundings. She swings her camera slowly left and right, looking for the shack that Tumi described to her.




  She finally locates it, its entrance covered with plastic sheeting and one side of it propped against a massive pillar supporting the overpass. As she repeatedly squeezes the camera’s

  trigger, a plastic sunflower ring on her finger flashes in the sun.




  Nina waits nervously, her tongue feeling like a swollen cork in her mouth. She yearns for a sweet cylinder of tobacco between her lips.




  The camera is slippery in her sweating hands. Fearing she might drop it, she wraps its sling tightly around one hand. All that remains to be seen is whether the same people are still plying

  their trade inside. She waits impatiently in the hope of good pictures, great pictures, something to send home to London that will keep her editor interested.




  By chance she notices a man eyeing her car through a haze of cheap blue tobacco smoke. One of his eyes is lazy and his wrinkled lips tremble continuously. She freezes, and a single thought

  flares up in her mind.




  I am alone.




  He looks away again, taking another lazy drag, and Nina sighs with relief.




  Twenty minutes later, the sheeting spread over the front of the shack ripples aside. A man’s shaven head pushes through it. His skin is black as night. He carefully surveys the area around

  him. Nina has to kill the urge to duck out of sight.




  His eyes are hidden behind large reflective shades. She snaps a picture of him.




  The man, however, seems happy that everything is clear. He worms his bulk free from the plastic cocoon and emerges. In his hands he is carrying a white-and-red cooler-box, the kind that families

  take to the park on weekends. The moment he is free from the plastic folds, Nina realizes he does not belong to this neighbourhood. He is not dressed like any of the other inhabitants of this

  derelict landscape, and he does not act like them either. This man walks with purpose and strength, not with hunched shoulders weighed down by poverty. He is wearing new green-coloured jeans, a

  white Nike T-shirt and clean white-and-silver trainers. His fingers and his neck are enwrapped with flash fake gold.




  Nina’s camera clicks and whirrs like a cicada grinding its wings.




  Her target walks down the narrow road Nina is parked in, heading away from her. He glances momentarily over his shoulder in her direction, as if about to cross the street. That is when he

  suddenly stops.




  Nina immediately snatches the lens back inside the car, convinced he has seen her. Panic washes over her. He puts down his cooler-box, sticks a hand into a pocket and pulls out his mobile. She

  huddles down behind the steering wheel and prays, until she realizes he is just answering a call.




  A rumble separates itself from the roar of the overpass. Nina whips her head around.




  ‘Shit!’ she cries, throwing herself down across the passenger seat. The handbrake jabs her hard in the side, and Nina hisses in pain. The camera whacks the steering wheel hard as she

  pulls it down with her. She swears again. Outside in the street she hears the other car decelerate rapidly.




  As the car smears past her, she sees only tinted windows and shiny red chrome, no passenger inside, although the vehicle passes close enough, and slow enough, for Nina to make out a greasy

  handprint on the passenger window.




  She peeks over the dashboard in time to see the hulking red BMW draw up to the man with the cooler-box. He disappears from her sight as he bends over to talk to the driver.




  She fidgets with the camera, uncertain what to do next. The thought of a passenger in the vehicle having spotted her sends her into a panic and, without even attempting to catch the BMW’s

  licence plate on film, she decides she has already taken enough chances today. She turns the ignition key slowly, as if the car will start more quietly that way. The engine clatters to life.
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