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    Detective Sergeant Emmanuel Cooper returns in this powerful, atmospheric novel about two communities forced to confront each other after a murder that exposes their secret ties and forbidden desires in apartheid South Africa, by award-winning author Malla Nunn.


The body of a beautiful seventeen-year-old Zulu girl, Amahle, is found covered in wildflowers on a hillside in the Drakensberg Mountains, halfway between her father’s compound and the enormous white-owned farm where she worked. Detective Sergeant Cooper and Detective Constable Samuel Shabalala are sent to the desolate landscape to investigate. They soon discover that Amahle’s life was woven into both the black and white communities in ways they could never have imagined. Cooper and Shabalala must enter the guarded worlds of a traditional Zulu clan and a divided white farming community to gather up the secrets she left behind and bring her murderer to justice.


In a country deeply divided by apartheid, where the law is bent as often as it is broken, Emmanuel Cooper fights against all odds to deliver justice and bring together two seemingly disparate and irreconcilable worlds despite the danger that is arising.
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PROLOGUE



OCTOBER 1953


DETECTIVE SERGEANT EMMANUEL Cooper woke to the sound of boots kicking in his bedroom door. He threw the sheets aside and fumbled in the nightstand for his gun. Motionless in the darkness, Webley revolver pointed at the doorway, he listened for whatever would come next. The sound diminished and became more organic. He felt its rhythm. It was not splintering wood that had wrenched him out of sleep. It was his own heart. It slammed against his chest like a prisoner trying to escape its cage of muscle and bone.


He sat back and breathed deeply and detected the faint trace of a flowering jasmine. Three months after he’d officially rejoined the Detective Branch the dreams were back, but now they were more intense than anything he had experienced before.


The familiar vision of his platoon huddled under a pewter sky howling with missiles had been replaced by disjointed images of red flames and black smoke. In these new dreams, he ran through burning debris toward something he could not remember. Hot cinders rained down. The dark-earth smell of blood and the hollow calls of the dying filled the void. He knew the direction he should run but flames blocked his path. The smoke became thicker and it seared his lungs.


He climbed out of bed and crossed the linoleum floor to the open window. A cat stalked an unseen night animal across the empty driveway and slipped into a tangled bougainvillea fat with spring blooms.


“Emmanuel,” a sleepy voice said. “Come back to bed.”


He glanced at the woman lit by a shaft of streetlight coming in through the curtains. Lana Rose lay naked on the bed, cotton sheets kicked off in the heat, black hair like a ribbon of silk on the pillow.


“Shhh . . .” The sound he made was automatic. “I’ll just be a minute.”


The cat reappeared with a lizard in its mouth, the lizard’s tail twitching.


“Still crazy?” Lana said, and snuggled into the pillow and back to sleep.


Emmanuel said, “Last I checked.”


Proof of his craziness was in his bed.


Lana was Colonel van Niekerk’s girlfriend, but by week’s end the colonel would be married and Lana bound for a new life on her own in Cape Town. That didn’t make this night of pure pleasure okay. For a few days longer she was still his boss’s mistress and should have been untouchable. She had invited him to her apartment one night earlier in the year and they had fallen into bed and drowned themselves in each other. The next morning, though, Lana went back to van Niekerk and his deep pockets. Afterward, they avoided each other and ignored the memory of how perfectly they fit together. When she called to suggest farewell drinks Emmanuel knew they’d make their final good-bye in bed. Tonight, with her body half wrapped in his sheets, he permitted himself the illusion that he was not alone. At dawn tomorrow, however, Lana would disappear from his life: one more woman he’d failed to hang on to. Wide awake now, he remembered the advice his mother gave him years before.


“Try running away from trouble instead of right to it. Just once, Emmanuel,” she’d said after discovering the stolen cigarettes hidden under his bed in their shack in Sophiatown. He was twelve years old and already possessed the terrible knowledge that he would never grow into the good, kind man she dreamed he would become.


The telephone rang on the bedside table and Emmanuel crossed the room. He lifted the receiver to his ear.


“Ja,” he said quietly, to avoid waking Lana.


“You’re up.” Colonel van Niekerk’s voice was clear on the line. “Problem sleeping, Cooper?”


“I sleep very well, thank you, Colonel,” Emmanuel said. He had no intention of letting the Afrikaner policeman into his head. The less van Niekerk knew about his mental health, the better. Lana rolled onto her back and the bedsprings sighed.


“You have company,” the colonel said.


Emmanuel ignored the statement and pressed a finger softly against Lana’s mouth. “What can I do for you, sir?” he asked.


There was a pause on the other end, short enough to suggest a gathering of thoughts but long enough for Emmanuel to imagine that the colonel knew just how he’d spent the night and with whom.


“Pack a bag,” van Niekerk said. “Enough for a few days. I have a case for you. A murder.”


Emmanuel lifted his hand from Lana’s mouth and wrote the details of the job in his notebook. A homicide in Roselet, a farming hamlet nestled in the foothills of the Drakensberg Mountains and four hours out of Durban. Whoever had called in the murder left no details of the victim.


“I’ll leave early in the morning, Colonel,” he said, and hung up. Dirt roads with potholes deep enough to bathe a child, and wandering goats and cows, made the journey to the ’Berg dangerous in the dark. He’d wait for first light to set off.


He checked the bedside clock. Three forty-five on Sunday morning. The colonel knew he couldn’t leave for hours, so why call in the middle of the night? Van Niekerk didn’t do anything without a reason. What was the reason this time?


“Emmanuel . . .” Lana stretched out against the crumpled sheets with her arms thrown above her head. “Do you have to leave right away?”


“No.” He leaned over and pinned her wrists against the mattress, felt the heat of her skin and the lazy drumming of her heart. “Not right away.”
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A ZULU HERD BOY walked quickly up the dirt path, his bony frame bent to meet the steep rise of the mountain. The rhythmic pounding of his bare feet on the rough ground kicked stones loose and raised red dust into the air.


“Higher, ma’ baas.” The boy was apologetic, afraid of taxing the white policeman in the neat blue suit and the black hat pulled low on his head to block out the light. “We must go higher.”


“I’m right behind you,” Emmanuel said. “Keep going.”


The steady pace was nothing compared to army boot camp or the three years spent in combat, marching between battlefields in Europe during the war. Detective Constable Samuel Shabalala from the Native Detective Branch followed directly behind him and the close rhythm of his breath spurred Emmanuel to keep moving.


“Soon, ma’ baas,” the boy promised. “Soon.”


“I’m still with you,” Emmanuel said. The dead were patient. To them, eternity was flexible and time meant nothing. For police detectives, however, time was everything. The sooner the crime scene was located and sketched in detail, the better chance there was of catching the killer.


The herd boy stopped abruptly and then slipped into the lush grass along the edge of the path.


“There, ma’ baas.” He pointed a skinny finger to the rise. The path snaked behind a sandstone boulder embedded in the grass. “You must go past the rock and up again.”


The boy wanted no part of what lay beyond.


“My thanks,” Emmanuel said, and turned to look behind him. He saw the path they had traveled from the floor of the Kamberg Valley and the mountains rising in the distance on the other side. Clouds piled on top of each other behind the peaks. The bronze tops of the mountains, some of them dusted with snow, looked like fortresses for gods. There was nothing like the Drakensberg Mountains anywhere else on earth.


“Where to, Sergeant?” Shabalala asked when he drew even with Emmanuel.


“Around that bend,” Emmanuel said. “Our guide has dropped out.”


They moved on, slowly skirting the boulder. Three Zulu men dressed in traditional cowhides worn over printed cloth stood shoulder to shoulder across the narrow path to form a roadblock. They held hardwood clubs and assegais, hunting spears with rawhide bindings and sharp blades. Together they made an impi, a fighting unit. The tallest of the men stood in the center.


“Suggestions?” Emmanuel asked Shabalala.


The Zulu men gave no indication that they might move from the middle of the path. Military defeat at the hands of the British army and Boer commandos had not cowed them. They stood as their ancestors must have a hundred years ago: fearless masters of their own land.


“Should we wait for the local police?” Shabalala asked. Far below and across the emerald stretch of the valley lay the town of Roselet, the closest source of law enforcement backup.


“The station commander might not get the message for hours,” Emmanuel said, referring to the handwritten note he’d stuck to the door of the locked police station an hour ago. A small sandstone bungalow adjacent to the station had also been empty. “I don’t want to lose any more time.”


“Then we must go together. Slowly. Hands open, like this.” Shabalala lifted both hands and showed empty palms to the Zulu men. The gesture was simple, universal. It said, No weapons. No harm intended.


Emmanuel did the same.


“Now we must wait,” Shabalala said. “Do not look away from them, Sergeant.”


Sunshine glinted off the fighters’ sharpened spearheads. The weapons were not dusty antiques from a grandfather’s hut. The men themselves were no relics, either. They were tall and muscular. Emmanuel figured a lifetime of running up these mountains and hunting game had kept them lethal.


“Never crossed my mind,” he said.


“Who are you?” the man in the middle demanded in Zulu. He was the eldest of the three.


“Sawubona, inkosi. I am Detective Constable Samuel Shabalala from the Native Detective Branch. This is Detective Sergeant Cooper, the boss of detectives in Durban.”


“Yebo, sawubona.” Emmanuel made the traditional greeting. He let the instant promotion to top boss pass. If Shabalala thought they needed extra status to move ahead, they probably did.


“Cooper. Shabalala. We see you.” The elder nodded a greeting but did not smile. “Come. The firstborn child of my father’s sister is waiting.”


Emmanuel didn’t try to work out the connection. Zulus did not have family trees, they had family webs. The men turned and jogged up the slope in formation, weapons held in relaxed hands that were used to the weight.


“You lead,” Emmanuel said to Shabalala. The Zulu detective wore the standard Detective Branch uniform, a suit with polished leather shoes and a black fedora, but the hills and untamed veldt had been his childhood playground. He knew this land and its people.


They pushed up the steep gradient for two more minutes. An eerie low-pitched moaning swelled and rolled over the treetops before dropping away again in a wave.


“What’s that?” Emmanuel asked but didn’t slacken his pace.


“The women.” The words were spare, stripped down but full of sorrow just the same. Shabalala had heard the sound before.


The Zulus stopped and pointed their assegais to a rock fig growing out almost horizontally from a craggy ledge. The sound was distinct now: female voices crying out and wailing in the bushes.


“They are waiting,” the elder Zulu said.


Emmanuel again let Shabalala take the lead. The tall grass and bush thinned out a few yards off the path and a group of women became visible. They sat in a circle, swaying back and forth. The rock fig branched over them like a sentinel. Emmanuel hesitated. One step closer and the sorrow would engulf him and drag him back to a time and place in his own life he’d rather forget.


“Sergeant,” Shabalala prompted softly, and Emmanuel walked on. He’d chosen this life among the wounded and the dead. Dealing with the living was a necessary part of the job.


“She is here, inkosi.” One of the women shuffled to the side to make a gap in the circle through which Emmanuel could approach the body. A black girl lay on the sweet spring grass, gazing up at the soft blue sky and the shapes of darting birds in the air. Her head rested on a rolled-up tartan blanket and tiny red and yellow wildflowers were scattered over the ground. Three or four flowers had fallen into her mouth, which was slightly open.


“We need to get closer,” Emmanuel said to Shabalala, and the Zulu detective relayed the request in a low voice. The women broke the circle but gathered again under the branches of a paperbark thorn tree nearby. Their wails subsided and were replaced by the muted sound of swallowed tears.


“Hibo . . .” Shabalala whispered when they were crouched on either side of the girl. This was not the messy knifing or domestic argument gone too far they’d been expecting when Colonel van Niekerk tapped them on the shoulder for this case.


“Yeah, I know.” Emmanuel examined the victim. She was young, maybe seventeen years old, and beautiful. High cheekbones, gracefully arched brows and full lips were features that would have kept into old age. No more. All that was left was a glimpse of what might have been.


“No signs of a struggle,” he said. The girl’s fingernails were neatly shaped and unbroken. The skin on her wrists, neck and upper arms was unmarked. “If her eyes were closed I’d say she was sleeping.”


“Yes,” Shabalala agreed. “But she did not walk here. Someone brought her to this place. Look at her feet, Sergeant.”


Emmanuel bent lower to get a better view. Dirt and broken grass stalks were stuck to the rough-skinned heels and slim ankles. “She was dragged here and then laid down.”


“I think so,” Shabalala said.


Under normal circumstances, with a wooden barricade in place and a few uniformed police on guard, Emmanuel would have pushed aside the neckline of the girl’s dress and checked for bruising on the shoulders and under the armpits. Modesty was never a concern of the dead. The presence of the gathered Zulu women stayed his hand and he pulled a notebook and pen from his jacket pocket.


To Shabalala he said, “She wasn’t dumped or hidden under branches.”


He wrote the letters R.I.P. on the first page. Rest in peace. Whoever had dragged the victim to this spot had wanted her to rest in a peaceful place with a rock fig above and a wide valley below.


“And the flowers.” Shabalala stood up and surveyed the hillside. Clumps of bright red and yellow broke the stretch of green. “They are growing all around but I do not think the wind blew them to this place.”


“It looks like they were deliberately scattered over her,” Emmanuel said, picking up a tiny red bloom from the crook of the girl’s elbow. He understood this need to mark the fallen. Small gestures made the difference even in the white heat of war: a helmet placed on the chest or a poncho thrown over the face of a dead soldier, the closest thing available to a eulogy or a farewell.


Emmanuel scribbled loved on the next clean page. First time that word had come up at a crime scene. There was no doubt the girl had been loved and was loved still. Even now, in death, a circle of grieving women and a group of armed men guarded her.


“How long do you think she’s been here?” he asked Shabalala. It couldn’t have been more than twelve hours, he imagined. The vultures and wildcats hadn’t begun to disassemble her body.


“One day and a half.” Shabalala walked the perimeter of the crime scene, examining snapped twigs and flattened grass. “The women’s tracks are from this morning but the deep lines from the girl’s heels are from before.”


Emmanuel stood up and moved to where Shabalala was bent over a crushed leaf. “You sure she’s been out in the open all that time?”


“Yes, Sergeant. It is so.”


“But she’s nearly perfect.” He glanced at the girl. Her slender legs were a shoulder width apart, the left knee slightly crooked as if she might sit up at any moment and wave hello. The hem of her white calico dress fluttered against her upper thighs—whether blown by the wind or hitched up by a human hand, it was impossible to tell. A pea-sized mark marred the smooth surface of her left inner thigh. “No animals have disturbed the body. And there are no signs of injury besides that bruise.”


“I see this also,” Shabalala said, and paused, reluctant to continue. Other detectives burned oxygen throwing out half-formed theories and detailed explanations of the how and the why of a murder, but not Shabalala. He did not speak unless he was sure of the facts. It was a learned caution. Black detectives rarely added spontaneous comments or joined in the competitive banter that buzzed around a dead body. They were junior partners, brought onto a case only if special knowledge of “native situations” was needed.


“Tell me,” Emmanuel said. “It doesn’t have to make sense.”


Bullshit theories spun out of thin air had their uses.


“What I see is strange,” Shabalala said.


“Tell me anyway.”


The Zulu policeman pointed to scuff marks in the dirt and to a heavy stick lying on the grass. “I think that the animals did not come near because the one who brought the girl to this place kept them away.”


“You have to explain,” Emmanuel said. The indentations in the dirt meant nothing to him and the stick was clean of blood or other signs of use.


“A man . . .” The Zulu detective hesitated and moved to the right to examine another patch of disturbed earth. “A small man was here. He ran from where the girl is lying to here with the stick. See this, Sergeant?”


The spoor of a wildcat was identifiable even to Emmanuel’s untrained eye. “He moved out to defend the body from predators. That means he must have stayed with her.”


“Yebo. I believe this.”


Emmanuel underlined the word loved and then added protected.


“Was he a human predator and the girl his prey?” he wondered aloud. People often killed the one they loved the most.


Shabalala shook his head, frustrated at not having the full picture. “I cannot say if this man was the one to harm her. People have come to this place and walked all around. Some of the women scooped the earth with their hands and threw their bodies in the dirt. Many tracks have been lost. A man brought her here and kept the animals away. That is all I see.”


“We know a lot more than when we got here,” Emmanuel said. “Let’s take another look at the body and then we’ll talk to the women, see what they can tell us about the victim.”


“Yebo,” Shabalala agreed, and they walked back to where the girl lay. A yellow grasshopper had landed on the curve of her neck and was busy cleaning its wings and long antennae.


“No visible injuries,” Emmanuel said, and waved the grasshopper away. Natural causes couldn’t be ruled out yet. “We’ll have to turn her over, find what’s hidden.”


They rolled the body onto its side so the back was visible. A soft gasp came from the women under the paperbark thorn. The girl was theirs and still alive in their minds. To see how easily she slipped from their embrace and into the hands of strangers shocked them.


“There,” Emmanuel said. A small hole, the size of a thumbtack head, punctured the white calico dress just above the waist. Spots of blood speckled the fabric. “Could be a bullet entry wound.”


“Maybe a knife also.” Shabalala pressed his fingertips into the ground where the girl had been lying and checked them. “The soil and grass are damp with blood but not soaked.”


“She didn’t bleed to death. But this isn’t a good time to look at the entry wound.” The mourners had edged closer to the crime scene and their anxiety was palpable. “The district surgeon will have answers for us in a few days. Till then we can only guess at what made the wound. Lay her on her back and let’s find out who she is.”


They rolled the girl’s body into its original position and Shabalala pushed the tartan blanket under her head again, as if she might be uncomfortable without the support.


“Do you want to take the questioning?” Emmanuel asked. He spoke Zulu himself, had mixed in with Zulu boys and girls and even been in and out of their homes till the violent events of his adolescence had seen him and his sister banished to a remote cattle farm and then to a whites-only boarding school. This situation was different.


“You must start,” Shabalala said. “They will know that the police are serious if a white policeman is in charge.”


That made sense. Native policemen and detectives were armed with sticks and given bicycles to ride. They were not allowed to drive police vehicles. The power of the gun and the car and the law itself was in the hands of Europeans. Shabalala knew that. The rural women waiting under the tree knew it also.


“Speak in Zulu,” Shabalala suggested in a quiet voice. “And thank them for looking after the girl until we came.”


“Will do,” Emmanuel said. “If my Zulu isn’t up to scratch you’ll have to take over.”


He approached the mourners. There were six of them, barefoot and dressed in heavy black skirts that fell below the knee. Supple cowhide aprons covered their breasts and each wore a fine black head covering decorated with porcupine quills to signify they were married women; mothers of the clan.


“I’m sorry for your loss,” Emmanuel said in Zulu, addressing a woman at the front of the group who was being held up by her elbows to stop her from collapsing onto the ground. She possessed the same beauty as the girl lying on the grass. Surely the victim’s mother or aunt. “Thank you for keeping her safe until we came. We are grateful.”


“Amahle Matebula,” the woman said. “That is my daughter’s name.”


Amahle meant “the beautiful one.” Emmanuel had run the streets of Sophiatown with a fat Zulu girl of the same name. She was meaner and tougher than most of the street boys and proud of it. Shoplifting was her speciality; she sold the goods for a small profit and a kiss from the boys she favored. He’d used her services sparingly, buying last-minute Christmas gifts from her stolen haul.


“You named your daughter well.” Emmanuel introduced himself and Shabalala before retrieving his notebook and pen. “What may I call you?”


“Nomusa.”


Mother of grace. Another perfect name. Emmanuel meant “God is with us.” He was certain his birth mother had named him in one of those bright, dazzling moods that overtook her every few months, when she shone like a fire.


“Tell me about Amahle,” Emmanuel said. “When did you last see her?”


“Friday morning. It was still dark outside. She went to work but did not come home.” Nomusa’s weight sagged and the women holding her upright couldn’t take the strain. They eased her to the ground and propped her up with their hands and shoulders. Emmanuel and Shabalala crouched and waited for the women to settle.


“Where did she work?” Emmanuel asked when Nomusa lifted her head off her chest. Five more minutes and she would not even be able to do that.


“At the farmhouse of Inkosi Reed.” A gray-haired woman to Nomusa’s right whispered in her ear and she added, “Little Flint Farm. It is close to here. In the valley.”


“What time did Amahle normally leave work?” Other girls, more fortunate ones, would be home from school in the early afternoon, filling exercise books with the vocabulary words of the day.


“Sundown. Amahle knew the paths over the mountains and she never tarried.” Nomusa lifted her head high now, spurred on by a sudden flash of anger. “This was told to the white policeman on Saturday morning but he did not come! He did not look for her!”


“You reported her missing to the commander at the Roselet Police Station?” Emmanuel asked.


“Yebo. Constable Bagley. That very man,” Nomusa said. “He did not care to find my daughter and now the ancestors have taken her.”


“Easy, my sister.” One of the women placed a hand on Nomusa’s shoulder. No good came from criticizing the police.


“What I say is true.” Nomusa shrugged off the hand and leaned in closer to Emmanuel. Rage lit her dark eyes. “The white policeman is a liar. He promised to help but sat on his hands. He cares for no one else’s daughters but his own.”


“Please, sister,” another woman said. “What’s done is done.”


The finality of the woman’s words seemed to drain the anger from Nomusa. Her expression softened and she said to Emmanuel, “From the day my daughter was born her eyes were on the horizon and what was beyond it. I should have kept her by my side but she did not like to be watched over. Now she is gone . . .”


Nomusa covered her face with her hands and began to cry. A woman held her and rocked her like a child as she sobbed. Emmanuel put the notebook away and stood up. Pressing for more information would gain him nothing. Nomusa had become unreachable in her grief.


“Find out who discovered the body and see if the women can help us with a list of people to talk to,” Emmanuel said to Shabalala. “I’ll search the area for a possible murder weapon.”


“Yes, Sergeant.” Shabalala shuffled closer to the women and waited patiently for the right moment to speak.


Emmanuel walked away. Grief and despair were part of the job. He was used to it. But there were times, like this one, when the ghosts of the dead from his past tried to break through into daylight instead of waiting for night to fall.


He combed the grass, searching for a knife, a spent bullet casing or a sharpened stick—anything that might have caused the injury to Amahle’s back. He could do nothing for the war dead. This death on a Natal hillside, however, he could do something about.
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NOTHING,” EMMANUEL SAID to Shabalala when the Zulu detective joined the hunt for a murder weapon ten minutes later. “This area is clean. The only place left to check is that ledge up there.”


They climbed a steep grade to a gnarled fig tree with thick white roots that pushed into the face of the basalt. From the ledge, they had a clear view of the majestic spine of the Drakensberg Mountain Range. The air seemed brighter and crisper than in the valley below.


“Wait, Sergeant.” Shabalala picked up a half-eaten fig and examined the stalk. He moved to the far side of the rock face and bent low over sprouting tufts of grass.


“The small man was here,” he said. “He ate the fruit from the tree and then made a toilet in the sand.”


The toilet was a neatly dug hole, filled with dirt and then heaped with a mound of dried fig leaves.


“An African man or a European with bush skills,” Emmanuel said, and eyed the wide swath of land running to the feet of the mountains. “Plenty of both kinds of men in a place like the Kamberg Valley.”


“A white man without shoes who fights off the wild animals with a stick and also eats fruit from the fig tree?” Shabalala was skeptical. “A man who also makes a toilet like that of a Zulu?”


“You’re right. Our most likely suspect is a native man who knew Amahle.” Emmanuel peered over the rock ledge to the grassy slope. “If all that’s true, the tartan blanket is wrong.”


Zulus used carved wooden headrests as pillows.


“The blanket is a mystery. None of the mothers has seen it before. It does not belong to the girl or to anyone at her kraal.”


“The person who found the body could have left it.” Emmanuel knew that possibility was a long shot. Why leave something expensive under the head of a dead girl? Who would take the time and effort to make a dead girl more comfortable unless there was a deep personal connection to her?


“Who did find her?” he asked.


“A man going down to the river for a baptism service found Amahle this morning.” Shabalala joined Emmanuel at the rock ledge. “The mothers think this man is still at the river but I do not believe this blanket belongs to him.”


“And what about the flowers?” Emmanuel asked.


“Zulus do not bring flowers to the dead. I cannot explain them.”


They stood on the lip of the rock and looked down at the crime scene. Spring was all around. It was in the smell of damp earth heated by the late morning sun and in the hum of the bees. It was a perfect day for a beautiful Zulu girl in a calico dress to stretch out in the sun and listen to the rustle of leaves and the sound of birds. Instead, a group of women sat under the branches of a thornbush tree, now mute with sorrow, afraid to let her corpse out of their sight. Nearby, men armed with spears and clubs guarded the crime scene.


“We’ll check the blanket for a name or a label once we’re clear of the family. We don’t want the impi jumping to conclusions and going after the owner,” Emmanuel said.


A young man with a dented bicycle wheel tucked into his armpit spilled over the crest of the hill, running fast enough to escape his own shadow. A cloud of brown and orange grasshoppers jumped off the path and a wood dove flew up from the grass. The impi closed ranks but the young man peeled away to the left and dodged past them.


He shouted, “Take up your shields. He is coming.”


The impi overlapped the edges of their cowhide shields to form a barrier and looked toward the steep ridge. Emmanuel and Shabalala did the same, impelled by a growing sense of danger.


A lean Zulu man appeared at the apex armed with a short stabbing spear. He surveyed the land and took in the impi defending the pathway. He raised his spear and thumped the wooden handle against his shield to make a bass note like a beating heart. Four more Zulu men appeared on the ridge, each pounding their spears against their shields, until the noise reverberated across the hillside.


“There will be a fight. We must move. Now. Before the two groups clash.” Shabalala hit the steep decline at a run, feet sliding on the grade, his arms held out for balance. The drumming grew louder and faster; that human heart now pumped with adrenaline.


Emmanuel matched Shabalala’s pace. Zulu military tactics were not his area of expertise, but he figured that the men on the hill would spill down the path with their spears drawn the moment the drumming stopped. He tracked right, aiming for a space between the two groups of Zulu men.


Four harder beats of the spears against rawhide, and then silence. A shout went up and the men on the hill ran fast toward the impi guarding the path. The gap between the two factions closed.


“Sergeant,” Shabalala gasped. “The sage bush.”


Emmanuel saw it, a clump of scraggly green vegetation that grew on the path a few feet in front of the impi. That was their target, the last point at which he and Shabalala could access the path to form a human buffer between the opposing Zulus.


Footsteps thundered closer, a cloud of dust rising behind the attacking impi. Shabalala and Emmanuel sprinted hard and hit the path just short of the sage bush marker.


“Take the rear impi.” Emmanuel pulled out his police ID and unclipped his holster. “I’ll take the attackers.”


The detectives stood back-to-back, shoulders squared, projecting a confidence that neither of them felt. The advancing impi pressed closer, their spears gleaming in the sun.


“Stop! Police!” Emmanuel held up his ID, a shield of sorts backed by the power of the white government. He reached for the Webley revolver, snug in its leather holster, but thought better of it. He didn’t want to escalate the confrontation. “Drop your weapons. Now!”


The leader of the attacking group kept coming, undaunted by Emmanuel’s laminated piece of paper. He was tall, with a starkly handsome face built of sharp angles and taut skin. Keloid scars, silver in the sunlight, spread across his chest and shoulders. The men behind him slowed but did not stop, either.


Emmanuel switched to Zulu.


“Two steps back. Now.” He moved to meet the challenge, index finger pointed, his voice loud and dark with menace, just like the training manuals of the South African Police Force instructed. “I will not ask you again.”


Shabalala turned and stood at Emmanuel’s right shoulder, adding muscle to the police order.


The leader of the new impi stopped and seemed to weigh the risk of pushing the attack. “You speak Zulu very well for a European,” he said in English, and allowed his stabbing spear and shield to slip to the ground.


Emmanuel stepped closer.


“Hands up where I can see them,” he said. “Your men also.”


The four Zulu soldiers held on to their weapons and shields, unwilling to act without a direct order from their commander.


“What will it be?” Emmanuel asked. “Shall we talk or fight? I’m happy either way.”


The man smiled. “Only a fool brings spears to fight a policeman with a gun.”


He signaled his men to lay down their arms on the grass. They complied.


Emmanuel kicked the spear out of the lean man’s reach.


“Name,” he said.


“I am Mandla, the great chief Matebula’s eldest son.”


Mandla. It meant “the strong one.”


“Your mother?” Emmanuel asked. Mandla could be Amahle’s full blood brother, so remarkable was their shared physical beauty.


“My mother is La Matenjuwa. First wife of the great chief.”


“First son of the first wife,” Emmanuel said. Mandla was a chief-in-waiting and Amahle’s half brother. “What business do you have here?”


“I come to collect the great chief’s daughter.” Mandla turned to the impi guarding the pathway. “Her body is the property of the Matebula clan. You have no right to be here.”


“You come without honor,” the oldest male of the original impi shouted. “You insult the dead and the ancestors with your violence.”


Mandla’s head snapped back and his lips thinned. “A child belongs to the father, not to the mother. The girl must return with us to her father’s kraal as the law says.”


“He who fertilizes the egg but has no time for the chicks is no father, even among the Zulu,” the elder man replied.


Shabalala sucked in a breath at the accusation and again eased around so he had Emmanuel’s back.


“Move off ten paces,” Emmanuel ordered both sides of Amahle’s family. “Empty palms facing out where I can see them.”


The men obeyed, unhappily.


“Listen to me carefully.” Emmanuel spoke in a calm voice. “We are the detectives in charge of investigating Amahle’s death. She is your sister and your niece, but for the time being she belongs to us. The police. We will say how and where she travels. I know this is difficult for all of you, but it is the way it must be.”


He turned to make eye contact with the elder who’d escorted them to the ring of grieving women.


“Is this understood?”


The man took a deep breath, still angry. “It is, ma’ baas,” he said.


Allowing Amahle to pass into the care of the South African police was worse than giving her back to her father’s house, but there was no other choice. The police were stronger than all the valley clans put together.


Emmanuel turned to Mandla and said, “Is this understood?”


Mandla bowed without subservience and replied, “I hear you.”


Acquiescing to the detective provided Mandla with a tactical retreat. Emmanuel suspected that Mandla would agree to every request, bend to any threat, but do whatever the hell he pleased as soon as the police drove out of the valley. Beyond the fence lines of the white-owned farms Mandla and his father, the great chief, were the law.


“We cannot leave the girl out on the veldt, even with a guard,” Shabalala whispered. It was official procedure to leave murder victims in situ until the mortuary van arrived to pick up the body. “We must take her now while it is still daylight.”


“Agreed,” Emmanuel said, and motioned to Mandla and his men. “Take up your shields and return to your father’s kraal. Place your spears at the base of that boulder until we are gone.”


He didn’t trust Mandla to walk away without a fight. The great chief’s heir was obviously used to being in command, and returning to his father’s home without Amahle’s body was a blow to his authority.


“As you say.” Mandla turned and moved swiftly to the crest of the hill. He stopped at the top where he’d first appeared and squatted in the grass, flanked by his men, daring the detectives to drive him off.


“We’ve made an enemy,” Shabalala said.


“The first of many,” Emmanuel replied.


Amahle was no ordinary Zulu girl. She was the daughter of a chief, loved and fought over. What dangerous emotions had she stirred in both Zulu and European hearts when she was still alive?
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EMMANUEL EASED THE black police Chevrolet down a dirt track running between the Roselet Police Station and the station commander’s house, a small sandstone building with lavender bushes planted on either side of the front steps. The main street was quiet, but he couldn’t risk the chance that a pedestrian walking home from church might look in the backseat and discover a dead black girl lying there.


“The station commander and his family are home,” he observed. A sparkling police van was parked in front of the stone house. Beyond it, in the shade of a sycamore tree, two glossy-haired girls in blue pinafores crouched beside a small anthill and poked sticks into the entrance, enjoying the insects’ panic. They looked up in unison at the sound of the car and ran for the back door, calling, “Pa, come quick!” and “Visitors!”


“We’ll take Amahle to the local doctor after we’ve introduced ourselves here. See what he can tell us about the wound on her back.”


“I will explain things to her,” Shabalala said, and Emmanuel got out of the car and stood facing away from the Chevrolet. The conversation between Shabalala and Amahle unnerved him, made him think of the millions of war victims left to cross into the realm of the dead alone. He understood the necessity of these conversations for a Zulu worried about unsettled spirits—he just wished the dead would tell Shabalala who killed them.


“She will wait here for us,” the Zulu detective said when he emerged from the car. “It is a hard thing to do. Her mother, Nomusa, is calling to her spirit to come home.”


“We’ll be as quick as we can,” Emmanuel said. “But we’ll need to determine cause of death.”


He and Shabalala knew, however, that if the medical exam proved inconclusive Amahle might have to be transported to the closest morgue for a full autopsy. A long delay could increase the tension they had seen on the hill. It would also give the family ample time to imagine the body of their loved one splayed naked on a cold table with her harvested organs in steel buckets.


“Let’s check in with the station commander and get on our way,” he said.


The fly-screen door to the sandstone house swung open and the girls who’d been tormenting ants in the backyard ran to the porch railing. They leaned their elbows on the wooden beam and studied the newcomers. Their pale skin, curls and hazel eyes made Emmanuel think of curious elves.


“Look,” the older girl yelled over her shoulder. “Like we said. Visitors.”


“There.” The little sister added a pointing finger. “In the yard.”


“Thank you, my lovelies.” A solidly built white man in a green Sunday suit walked out behind the girls and ruffled their hair. In his mid-thirties, he had wide shoulders, cropped red hair and the kind of skin that burned and peeled rather than tanned.


“Can I help you, gentlemen?” he asked, green eyes bright with interest. His accent was County Clare Irish worn thin by decades of living in South Africa.


“Constable Bagley?” Emmanuel paused and gave the station commander time to get used to the sight of two strangers in his garden . . . one of them a six-foot-plus Zulu man dressed in a hand-tailored suit. “I’m Detective Sergeant Emmanuel Cooper from the West Street CID in Durban. And this is Detective Constable Samuel Shabalala of the Native Branch.”


“Yebo, inkosi.” Shabalala greeted the constable in the traditional way, with his hat off and held to his chest as a sign of respect. Roselet was a white farming town and its citizens would have the traditional expectations of blacks: that they work hard, say little and recognize the order of things.


“Oh . . .” The commander seemed surprised. He bent down and said to the older girl, “Go inside and tell Mum that I’ve got work but I’ll be in just now. Okay, my sweetheart?”


“Ja, okay, Daddy.”


The girls retreated slowly, clearly fascinated by Shabalala. Their town was populated with the familiar: European parents, European friends, black house servants and a handful of brown and Indian children they were not allowed to speak to or play with. How rare and exciting to see a Zulu man in a suit standing side by side with a white man.


“Constable Desmond Bagley, station commander of the Roselet police.” Bagley came down off the veranda and squeezed Emmanuel’s hand once, hard. Shabalala got a courteous dip of the head. “You’re a long way from home. What brings you all the way out here, Detective?”


“You didn’t get the message,” Emmanuel said, and looked over at the station entrance. The handwritten note was still pinned to the door. That meant he’d have to tell Bagley, face-to-face, about a murder committed in his own district.


“One of my police boys is normally here to open the station and take messages but both of them are at a baptism service in the valley,” Bagley said. “I’ve just come in from church myself. Has something happened that I should know about?”


“A murder in the Kamberg Valley,” Emmanuel said, hoping that Bagley’s feeling of inadequacy at being the last to know would fade in time.


“My God . . .” Red tinged the constable’s face. “Who?”


“Amahle Matebula,” Emmanuel said. “A young Zulu girl.”


“Amahle . . .” Bagley frowned and glanced off to the station house. A pulse throbbed visibly in a vein on his forehead. “The name sounds familiar.”


“She was reported missing on Saturday morning,” Emmanuel said. “By her family.”


“Let’s see . . .” Bagley dug a pack of Dunhill Cubas from his jacket pocket and punctured the foil top with his fingernail. The telltale vein throbbed harder. “Friday night there was a fight out on the native location, two arrests. Saturday there was a stock theft from Dovecote farm and then a break-in at Dawson’s General Store. The boys and I had our hands full.”
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