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PROLOGUE

 

The man watches the cigarette burning between the fingers of his right hand. The cuff of his silk shirt strains against his lean wrist, the cuff link glinting in the artificial light. Although the room is hidden at the centre of the house – a warren of rooms and passages – he hears the thud-thud of slammed car doors in the garage. He raises his head, close-cropped and scarred in places, and listens. He waits. He knows how long it will take. Then he uncoils himself from the leather chair. He walks to the door that slides open at a touch. This room and its records are not visible from anywhere. No one ever enters it.

Two strides take him to the room where they have brought the new consignment. She looks at him, terrified. He finds this provocative. He holds out his hand to the girl. Conditioned to politeness, confused, she gives him hers. He looks at it. Then he turns the palm – secret, pink – upwards. He looks into her eyes and smiles. He stubs the cigarette out in her hand.

‘Welcome,’ he says.

The girl watches her heart line, curving round the plump mound of her thumb, burn away. Her sharp, shocked intake of breath breaks the silence.

‘What’s your name?’ he murmurs, smoothing her long hair behind her ear.

‘I want to go home,’ she whispers. ‘Please.’

The man strokes the rounded chin, her soft throat. Then he turns and walks back to his office. He is used to power, there is no need to swagger. He knows that the girl will not take her eyes off him. He punches a number into his phone. The call is picked up at once.

‘I have a little something for you. Fresh delivery. No, no other takers as yet.’ He laughs, turning to watch as the girl is led out, before ending the call.

Many hours later, the girl sits huddled in the corner of a room, unaware of the unblinking eye of the camera watching her. She is alone, knees pulled tight into her body. A blanket, rough and filthy, is wrapped around her. Her clothes are gone. She shivers, cradling her hand in her lap, the fingers trying to find a way to lie that will not hurt the burnt pulp at the heart of her palm. Her skin is tattooed with the sensation of clawing hands, bruised from her brief resistance. She hugs her knees. The effort makes her whimper. She cringes at the sound, dropping her head, unable to think of a way of surviving this. And she is too filled with hatred to find a way to die. After a long time, she lifts her head.

Something that the camera does not see: to survive, she thinks of ways of killing.

The door opens. ‘Dinner, sir,’ announces the maid, transfixed by the image on the screen.

A finger on the remote and the bruised girl vanishes.

‘Thank you,’ says the host. He turns to his guests. ‘This way, gentlemen.’

The maid gathers glasses and ashtrays after they have left the room. She switches off the lights and closes the door and goes downstairs to help serve the meal.
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It was old Harry Rabinowitz, out for an early morning walk, who found the first body. Her throat had been precisely, meticulously sliced through. But that was not the first thing he noticed. She lay spreadeagled on the promenade in full view of anyone who cared to look. Her face was child-like in death, dark hair rippling in the breeze. Blood, pooled and dried in the corners of her eyes, streaked her right cheek like tears. Her exposed breasts gestured towards womanhood. One slender arm was lifted straight above her head; the fingers of the left hand were extended, like a supplicant’s. The right hand – its fingers clenched – had been bound with blue rope, and rested on her hip.

A bouquet, just like a bride’s, had been placed next to her. Later on, in the ensuing jostle of people approaching, then recoiling, the flowers were trampled, becoming part of the gutter debris.

He had stopped in shock next to the dead girl. The pounding of his heart deafened him. Darkness gathered in the periphery of his vision. He turned away from her and leant on the solid mass of the sea wall, gulping in the cold morning fog. He watched as a group of old women approached. He lifted his arm in a feeble effort to summon help. The women waved back. It was only when they were close to him that he could get them to stop waving and look at the dead girl. They flocked around the body.

Ruby Cohen had recognised Harry and scurried over to take his arm. ‘You look terrible, Harry. Come and sit down.’ She led him to an orange bench. He sat down, waiting for his heart to quieten, grateful to her. Ruby made sure that he was settled before returning to her friends.

‘You call the ambulance,’ Ruby ordered. ‘I’m going to ask Dr Hart for help. There’s her flat, next to the lighthouse.’ Harry watched her stride off officiously.

More people arrived. Some, he noticed, gagged at the sight of the dead girl. Harry pulled his coat closed. When I’m not so cold, when I regain my strength, he thought to himself, I’ll cover her.
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Last night’s chill seeped from the floor into Clare’s bare feet despite the sunlight filtering through the window. But she was too lazy to go and fetch her slippers. The muted rush and retreat of the waves against the sea wall was comforting after the chaos of the storm that had spent itself an hour before dawn. As Fritz wound herself around Clare’s legs, she tipped a heap of crumbles into the purring cat’s bowl. The morning routine anchored her. She waited, watching the steam snaking up, her hand braced on the coffee plunger. The grounds formed a satisfying resistance to her hand as she pressed down firmly.

Clare poured the coffee and sat down at the table. Fritz leapt into her lap and purred, kneading her thighs rhythmically. The pain was pleasant. Clare stroked her and straightened the newspaper. She read the surfing report. She drank more coffee and read the weather forecast. It would be fine weather for the next few days.

It wasn’t working, but Clare had learnt not to panic if she failed to keep herself in the present. She tried a different tack.

Shopping. She would go shopping. There was nothing to eat in her flat and she needed new towels. Clare picked up a pencil and started to make a list.

Sugar.

More coffee.

Loo paper.

Whiskey.

Fruit.

Soap.

Cat food.

Stockings.

Clare leaned forward so that the sun warmed her back. Surely she needed other things. She had been living out of a suitcase for so long that she had forgotten what was needed to run an orderly home. Milk, she added after a while. She couldn’t think of anything else, so it was a relief when the phone rang. Clare picked it up, spilling the cat.

‘Hi, Julie.’

‘How do you always know it’s me?’ asked her sister.

‘You’re the only person who phones me so early.’ Julie’s voice filled the silence, its warmth chasing Clare’s shadows back into their corners.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m making a shopping list.’

‘You are being domestic,’ said Julie.

‘I’m trying,’ said Clare. ‘I felt so out of whack from being away from home for such a long time. Fritz is only just starting to speak to me again.’

‘We saw your documentary last night,’ Julie remarked. ‘Have you seen the review in this morning’s paper?’

‘I haven’t,’ Clare replied, turning to the arts pages. ‘“Clare Hart”,’ she read aloud, ‘“award-winning journalist, investigates the implosion of the eastern Congo.” Blah, blah.’

‘Come on, Clare, don’t be like that. At least you got it out there.’

Clare scanned the article. ‘Look at it, Julie. It doesn’t even mention that the peacekeepers there are exchanging food aid for sex. That is not even a blip on the scandal radar.’

‘I know, but at least you’re putting the war into the public eye again.’

‘I don’t think people can tell the difference between a documentary and reality television any more,’ said Clare. ‘What makes me ashamed is how intense the pleasure to be had from power is. And when you have a camera you have power, pure and simple.’

‘It’s your work, Clare, it’s what you do,’ said Julie. ‘I’m not going to try and persuade you that you’re the best again. So tell me something else. How was your surfing lesson?’

‘Brilliant,’ said Clare. ‘Absolutely terrifying, but brilliant. I stood up for at least ten seconds. I’ve booked again for this weekend. You must let me take Imogen with me. How is she, by the way?’

‘She’s fine, I think. Quiet, but fine. Hard to tell with sixteen-year-olds,’ said Julie. Clare was close to her niece, but Julie did not always think that she was the best chaperone.

‘How’s Beatrice doing?’ Clare heard an enraged bellow. ‘Right on cue,’ she laughed. Beatrice was four, and steadfastly refused to compromise.

‘Oh, God, here we go,’ said Julie. ‘She’ll only wear purple at the moment and everything purple is wet. Poor Marcus is trying to persuade her that pink is as good as purple.’

‘Judging by the noise, he’s failing miserably,’ Clare laughed.

‘Utterly,’ said Julie. She closed her kitchen door and the noise was suddenly muffled. ‘Tell me about this new project of yours.’

‘The story about human trafficking?’ asked Clare.

‘That’s the one,’ said Julie. ‘Did you get the go-ahead?’

‘Not yet. I did get a scrap of research money so I’m ferreting anyway,’ said Clare.

‘Be careful, Clare,’ Julie warned. ‘Investigating those guys is like poking a wasp’s nest.’

‘I am careful,’ said Clare. There was a crash and Beatrice was shouting at her mother. She sounded apoplectic. ‘Jules, I can hardly hear you.’

‘That’s because I didn’t say anything,’ said Julie. ‘What you heard was a disbelieving silence.’

‘I’m going for a run now, Julie. Can I call you later?’

‘Ja, I want to see you,’ said Julie. ‘I want to hear more.’

The phone was dead before Clare could say goodbye. Clare stepped out onto her balcony to stretch. It was cold despite the sunshine so she pulled on her sweatshirt. A decade of running had earned her a lean, supple fitness that still surprised her.

The summons of her doorbell was intrusive. She went inside. ‘Yes?’ she asked, irritated. The intercom stuttered. Clare could not make out what was being said. ‘Hold on,’ she said. ‘I’m on my way out.’ She picked up her keys and cellphone and locked up. Two leaps took her to the bottom of her stairs but there was no longer anyone outside her door. It must have been an early-morning beggar. She was about to break into an easy lope when an old woman called to her from an eddy of people on the promenade along Beach Road.

‘Over here, Dr Hart. Help!’ It was Ruby Cohen. Clare’s heart sank. Clare’s single status offended Ruby’s sense of order, as did her refusal to join the Neighbourhood Watch.

‘Morning, Ruby,’ she said. ‘What is it?’

‘Dr Hart. It’s terrible. Come see. That poor girl is dead.’

Clare saw the body lying on the promenade. A dead body was not that unusual in Cape Town. Ports discard human flotsam, and last night had certainly been cold enough to take a vagrant off before receding with the morning sun. The crowd pressed together, as if to reassure each other that they were alive. Clare went over, wondering if it was one of the homeless who sheltered nearby.

The dead girl froze the blood in Clare’s veins. A lock of the girl’s black hair lifted briefly in the wind, then settled onto a thin brown shoulder. Clare was slipping back into her nightmare. It took an immense exercise of will to bring herself back to the present. To this body. Here. Today. Then her mind made the switch to trained observer, and all emotion was gone. She scanned the placement of the body, logging each detail with forensic precision.

She noted the faint marks on the bare arms, bruises that had not had time to bloom. The girl’s right hand was bound, transformed into a bizarre fetish. It had been placed coquettishly on her hip. Something protruded from the girl’s hand, glinting in the low-angled sunlight. Her boots were so high that she would have struggled to walk. But she was not going anywhere: not with her slender throat severed.

Clare instinctively switched on the camera of her cellphone and snapped a rapid series of pictures, ignoring the indignant whispers around her. She zoomed in on the girl’s hands, but an old man stepped forward and covered the girl before Clare could stop him, separating the whispering living from the dead. The message encrypted in the broken, displayed body was obscured.

Clare stepped away, flicked open her cellphone and dialled. She willed him to answer. ‘Riedwaan,’ she said, ‘you’ve heard about the body found in Sea Point?’

‘We just had the call,’ he answered, his voice neutral. ‘There is a patrol car coming with the ambulance.’

‘You should come, Riedwaan.’ She could sense his reluctance. She hadn’t called him since she had been back and here she was phoning him because someone had been murdered. ‘There is nothing straightforward here.’

‘What?’ he asked. Clare looked back at the small coat-covered mound. The sight of the slim, lifeless legs made her voice catch in her throat. ‘It’s too neat, Riedwaan, too arranged. And there’s no blood. It doesn’t look to me like an argument over price that went wrong.’

‘Okay, I’ll be there,’ said Riedwaan. He trusted Clare’s instincts. Her work as a profiler was hard to fault, despite her unorthodox methods. His voice softened. ‘How are you, Clare? We’ve missed you.’

Clare heard, but she did not reply. She snuffed the emotion that flared in her heart and snapped her phone closed. The morning felt even colder.

There was nothing more she could do. Clare forced herself to run. She had no need to hover and see what would happen to the girl’s body. She already knew. Clare ran for three kilometres before the rhythm of her feet on the paving dislodged the image of the dead girl from her mind.

She tried to lose herself in the noise of the pounding surf. Clare didn’t want to think of the dead girl on her pavement, but her thoughts returned to her, like a tongue probing an aching tooth. Half an hour later she looped back home along the promenade. Riedwaan’s car was parked next to the taped-off area around the girl’s body. The body was in good hands now.

Inspector Riedwaan Faizal’s taste for vengeance had given him a nose for the killers of young girls. Clare resisted the pull to go up to Riedwaan. And he had not seen her on the edge of the crowd, so she went home. Once inside her flat, Clare showered then grabbed a top, trousers, a jacket and scarf with the swift certainty of a woman who owns good clothes and knows how to dress. The local radio station was already carrying the first reports of this morning’s gruesome offering. By this afternoon, headlines about the murder would be plastered all over the city’s lamp posts.

Clare switched off the newsreader’s voice and sat down at her desk. She looked out of the window. The view of the sea restored her equilibrium, and after a while she was able to turn her attention to her own work. Clare pulled a bulging file towards herself. She had scrawled ‘Human Trafficking in Cape Town’ in gold down its spine. She had found that women lured from South Africa’s troubled northern neighbours were being pimped along Main Road, Cape Town’s endless red light district bisecting the affluent suburbs huddled at the base of the Table Mountain. The women also stocked the brothels and the plethora of gentlemen’s clubs. The trade was increasingly organised. Clare was preparing herself for an interview that had required delicate negotiation to arrange. Natalie Mwanga had been trafficked from the Congo and she was risking a great deal by speaking to Clare.

Clare’s investigation was not making her any new friends. She had had to persuade her producer far away in safe London to let her ‘feature’ a trafficker in the documentary. It was a risky proposition and she needed more time. Clare had put out feelers before she had gone to the Congo two months earlier. On her return she had heard that Kelvin Landman might talk to her. He had been pimping since he was fifteen. Clare could not verify the rumour that it had started with his ten-year-old sister. Landman, one of her police sources had told her, had moved rapidly up the ranks of a street gang. He was a man with vision, though, and the porousness of South Africa’s post-democracy borders had been a licence for Landman to print money. His name had become synonymous with trafficking for the sex industry. And Landman ruthlessly punished any transgression of his rules.

Clare had once asked a young street prostitute how Landman worked. The girl pointed to two long, light scars across her soft belly. Punishment for a careless pregnancy. She then told Clare that the baby had been aborted and she had been working again the next day. She’d laughed when Clare asked for an interview, and then wandered away. Clare had not seen her again.

She looked out at the sea again. Mist was rolling in, blotting out the morning’s early promise.

Trafficking was risk free for the trafficker, that was clear enough, and it generated a lot of cash. Lately, Landman had become notorious for insinuating himself into the highest echelons of business and politics. He had even been profiled as a ‘man about town’ by a respectable Sunday paper. Clare pulled out a clean sheet of notepaper and jotted down her questions.

Where did the cash go?

How was it made legitimate?

If Landman was selling, who was buying?

What were they buying?

She would find out. But the dead girl on the promenade surfaced unbidden in her thoughts. Clare stood up abruptly. She needed to get out, to be with people. She picked up her shopping list and headed for the Waterfront. As she drove, she thought she might add a few things to the list she’d made earlier.

Smoked salmon.

Wine.

Maybe some washing-up liquid.
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Riedwaan Faizal had stared straight ahead of him after Clare’s call, his phone open in his hand. He could picture her as clearly as if she were in front of him. She was brilliant and obsessive, but difficult to work with. She didn’t like teams, she didn’t trust anybody. Her relationship with the law was flexible, although right and wrong for Clare were absolutes. These were not things that bothered Riedwaan. It was Clare herself who got under his skin. He needed her, like a man needed water. He put his phone back in his pocket and stood up. Being with her was like being thirsty all the time and never knowing if you would get a drink. The minute you thought you had her, she slipped away. The one time she had reached out for him he had turned away. Nothing could change that, so he shrugged the thought away.

Riedwaan turned his attention to the dead girl instead. She had not been ID’d yet, but he was sure it was the girl who had been reported missing since Friday. Today was Tuesday. He did not want to think about what had happened to her in the intervening four days. But he was going to have to. He finished his coffee and picked up his keys. This was going to be awkward. The case officer was Frikkie Bester simply because he had answered the call. He had already opened a docket and he was not going to be pleased to have Riedwaan Faizal on his turf. But the station commander, who was generally pissed off at having been landed with Riedwaan, had been very happy to assign him to the case. Riedwaan knew Phiri well enough by now: by giving Riedwaan the case there was at least a hope in hell that it would be solved. And if it wasn’t, then there was his record of insubordination and alcohol and violence to wheel out. At least Phiri had volunteered to call Bester himself.

Riedwaan’s battered Mazda coughed into life long enough to drive the three blocks to where Harry Rabinowitz had found the dead girl. There was a press of people around the taped-off area where the body lay. He could see Bester on his phone, bull neck distended with rage. That would be Phiri, thought Riedwaan, telling Bester that Riedwaan was in charge. Bester stalked over to Riedwaan, flinging his folder at him.

‘Good luck, Faizal. I hope you stay sober long enough to work out which bastard did this.’ Riedwaan straightened the papers in the file and said nothing. A klap from Bester was not something you wanted to provoke.

‘Thanks, Frikkie.’ He saw the man twitch at the use of his first name. Riedwaan suppressed a smile. Words could be powerful sometimes. He opened the docket to check it was in order. ‘Looks perfect. Thanks.’ He ducked under the tape, and did not flinch at the sight of the splayed girl discarded on the pavement. He bent down next to her.

‘Who covered her?’ he asked.

‘The old guy who found her,’ a young constable answered. Her name tag stretched across her breast pocket: Rita Mkhize.

‘Shit!’ muttered Riedwaan. He removed the coat and handed it to the constable. ‘Bag that.’ Then he snapped his phone open and made the calls he needed to. The photography unit was on their way. He looked at the knife wound to her throat. The force of it had all but decapitated her. He put a call through to ballistics. They would work out what knife had been used if there were grooves in the bones. And if they found the weapon to match the wound then he would be one step closer to catching the killer.

Riedwaan looked around. He could predict within seconds who had killed a victim. With female victims it was usually the husband or a boyfriend. He was willing to bet that this was a stranger killing. The body had been arranged. There was a message here, but it was written in a language he had yet to decipher. Riedwaan guessed she had been killed elsewhere and dumped here. He would wait for the forensic pathologist to tell him that: he was a cautious man despite his reputation. He called Piet Mouton.

‘Howzit, Doc. Riedwaan here. Are you on your way?’ He heard Mouton’s low laugh.

‘Jeez, no wonder they call you Super-cop. You must catch these guys all the time. Turn around.’

Riedwaan turned to find the shabby, plump figure of the forensic pathologist right behind him. Riedwaan laughed. ‘Doctor Death and his bag of tricks. I’m glad it’s you.’

‘What have we got here?’ asked Mouton. He looked down at the dead girl. ‘Where is that idiot Riaan?’ he asked, looking around for the police photographer who was smoking and trying to flirt with Constable Mkhize. ‘Come and do your job and leave that poor girl alone. You’re so ugly you’ll frighten her!’ called Mouton.

Riaan Nelson sauntered over with his camera. ‘What you want for your necrophilia collection this time, Doc?’ Mouton told him what to photograph. He was meticulous, and he knew his photographs were essential to Mouton and to Riedwaan. And to this dead girl, in the end. Piet Mouton sketched the girl while Riaan worked. A defence lawyer would pounce on one imprecise line on his autopsy report if it ever came to trial. Mouton checked all around the body. There were two Marlboros very close to her; one was smoked down to the filter, the other had been stubbed out when it was half smoked. He bagged them.

‘Hard to tell with these, but we can give it a try. If there is other DNA on the body, then maybe we can do a match.’

Riedwaan stood close by, listening to Mouton. He was a fussy, shy man and he muttered away to himself while he worked a crime scene. Riedwaan had long since learned to stick close and glean everything he could.

‘Look here.’ Mouton swabbed a streak on her stomach, ‘Could be semen.’ There was some of the same substance on the skirt too. He collected and labelled it.

Mouton was satisfied that he had enough photographs now. He told Riaan, and the photographer packed his bags and was circling Rita Mkhize before Mouton could close his clipboard.

‘She wasn’t killed here, Riedwaan. I’ll check during the postmortem but I would say she was killed somewhere else and dumped here.’

‘How long has she been dead, Doc?’

Mouton put his head on one side. The girl was cold and stiff. ‘Hard to say until I do the temp with a body probe. But at a guess I’d say between eight and thirty-six hours. I don’t think more than that. Once I start with the post-mortem, I’ll also be able to give you a better idea about when she was moved.’

Mouton picked up the girl’s hand and took a scrape from under her fingernails. He did a vaginal swab, too, bagging both of these and handing them to Riedwaan.

‘Did you have to do that here, Doc?’

Mouton pulled the girl’s short skirt down. ‘Man, you are getting soft. It’s hard to argue with evidence that’s gathered before the body has been moved. Whoever did this to her took her dignity with her life. Don’t you lose those, you fucker. You take that straight to the lab at Delft. And make them sign for it in their own blood.’

Riedwaan did not answer. He had seen enough rapists laugh into their victim’s faces as they walked free. It just took one break in the chain of evidence – be it specimen or statement – and a clever defence lawyer would have a paedophile waiting for his little girl of choice by tea break. There was no way that this evidence would be out of his sight for one second.

Mouton leaned in close and looked at the slash across her throat. ‘This is very high up,’ he said. ‘It’s like he was trying to cut out her tongue. Like he wanted to do a Colombian Necktie, but didn’t have the strength. Very sharp blade that he used, very sharp. Maybe a scalpel.’

‘Look at her eyes, Doc. Surely she hasn’t been dead long enough for that to happen,’ said Riedwaan. The girl’s eyes had sunken in. Mouton reached over and lifted an eyelid.

‘Ja,’ he said, ‘he cut her.’ He pointed to the incisions that formed a cross on the cornea. ‘The eyeball is just a ball of gel. Make a hole in it like this guy did, and the eyeball will collapse.’

‘When was she mutilated?’

‘The hand while she was alive. You can see it from the crusted blood. Her throat – that was done after she died. Look here, there is no blood to speak of.’

‘The eyes?’ asked Riedwaan.

‘Just before she died. Maybe as he killed her.’

Riedwaan shivered. ‘I hate to imagine what she saw that needed to be removed so viciously.’

The mortuary van arrived. The mortuary technicians brought their stretcher around to pick her up. ‘You ready, Doc?’ asked the driver. Mouton nodded. The assistant was hardly older than the murdered girl. The boy struggled to stop his hands from shaking as he lifted her body. Mouton looked at the place where she had lain, but it had not been there long enough for any fluids to seep out.

‘You coming to the post-mortem?’ asked Mouton.

‘You’re doing it right now?’ asked Riedwaan.

‘Ja,’ said Mouton. ‘I’ve got a feeling this is going to get hot.’ He looked back at the van. ‘I don’t think she’s going to be your last either. I worked on the PMs when they were looking for that killer who was into bondage in KwaZulu-Natal. That girl didn’t look like a once-off to me.’

‘Don’t jump to conclusions, Doc. They can lead you astray.’

The pathologist gave him a withering look. ‘Are you coming or not?’

‘Ja, I’ll be there. I’ve just got to drop this stuff off at the lab. I’ll be with you in an hour.’ Riedwaan walked with Mouton to his car. ‘Can I bring someone?’

‘Who?’ asked Mouton.

‘Clare Hart. I’m thinking of getting her to do the profile for me. If you’re right then we’ll need one. She’s worked with me before.’

Mouton put his hand on Riedwaan’s shoulder. ‘That’s a strange way to pull women, Riedwaan, even for you. But if she’s not in the police force, no way. You can tell her everything later. You can show her all the pictures if you can persuade her to go to dinner with you. But nobody who doesn’t need to be there gets to watch my show.’ Mouton opened his car and wedged his stomach behind the wheel. ‘Jesus, man, I’ve got to lose some weight.’

‘I’ll see you back at the station,’ Riedwaan called to Frikkie Bester, who pretended not to hear. Riedwaan shrugged. Not much he could do about trampled egos even if he had wanted to. He climbed into his own car, putting the swabs and samples down as if they were Ming porcelain. It was a pity Clare couldn’t be at the PM but there was no way he would get Mouton to change his mind. He headed for the lab in Delft and handed over the samples. He was glad it was Anna Scheepers who took the case. She was meticulous about her evidence and brilliant in court. Riedwaan had seen her impale enough lawyers, lulled into complacency by the volume of her hair and the length of her legs, with her expertise in the arcane science of DNA testing.

On the way there he called Clare. She didn’t answer, but he left a message asking if she would profile for him. She was the best there was. And he knew that he wanted an excuse to see her. Maybe this time he would fuck up less badly.

By the time Riedwaan headed for the northern suburbs hospital where Mouton presided like Orpheus in his basement laboratory, the last of the morning traffic had dribbled off the highways and his way was clear, delivering him to his destination sooner than he would have wished.

Riedwaan was not looking forward to the rest of the morning. Mouton supervised swarms of students, and they would be in full swing on the other trolleys while Mouton dissected ‘his’ girl. Mouton had phoned the ballistics experts and two of them were standing around discussing blades and angles, waiting for Mouton to get to the neck vertebrae to see what the marks on those delicate bones would tell them.
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Riedwaan arrived back at the station late in the morning. He was about to sit down when Rita Mkhize put her head around the door.

‘Superintendent Phiri wants to see you, Captain Faizal. He’s in his office.’

‘Thanks, Rita,’ said Riedwaan. He felt her eyes on his back as he walked down the corridor towards Phiri’s office. He was wondering why he was being summoned. He knocked on the door.

‘Enter!’ His commanding officer’s affected military air never failed to irritate him. Phiri’s desk was compulsively tidy. Riedwaan thought of his own warren of papers, files and dirty cups and was relieved that Phiri had not sought him out there.

‘You wanted to see me, sir?’ asked Riedwaan.

Phiri pointed to a chair. ‘Sit down, Faizal.’ Riedwaan sat and waited, the autopsy report clutched to his chest. ‘How did it go with Frikkie Bester?’ he asked.

‘Thanks for phoning him, sir,’ said Riedwaan. ‘I don’t think that he is too happy about me taking over. But he was okay. He didn’t klap me, at least.’

Phiri put his arms on his desk and leaned towards Riedwaan. ‘We go back a long way, don’t we, Faizal?’ Riedwaan nodded. ‘I’m giving you a second chance here, so don’t fuck it up. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Riedwaan. Phiri eyed him. Riedwaan thought he was going to say something more, but he didn’t. Instead he held his hand out for the preliminary autopsy report. Riedwaan handed it over, summarising Piet Mouton’s preliminary findings. ‘The scene was too carefully arranged for it to be a random killing. It doesn’t look as if she was raped, or even that she’d had intercourse recently. No boyfriend, as far as we know. She was missing since Friday but Piet is pretty sure she died on Monday night – about twelve or so hours before she was found. We know she wasn’t killed there. Someone took a big risk leaving her where he did.’

Phiri nodded, listening as he went through the report. ‘I got a message that you wanted Clare Hart on your team?’ Phiri closed the report and handed it back to Riedwaan. ‘Why?’

‘She’s the best, sir,’ Riedwaan replied.

‘What makes you think you’ve got a serial killer here, Faizal? All you have is one body. Could be a once-off. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

‘With respect, sir, I don’t think so.’ Riedwaan chose his words. He knew what Phiri was afraid of. One whiff of another serial killer and the press would be circling like vultures.

‘You think there’ll be another one?’ asked Phiri.

‘Let’s put it this way: I wouldn’t be surprised if there is another one. Or if there have been other girls killed like this that we haven’t heard about . . . yet.’

Phiri rubbed his eyes. It was two o’clock and he felt worn out. ‘So why Clare?’ he persisted.

‘This is her area, sir. Femicide and sex crimes.’ Riedwaan pointed to the bookshelf behind Phiri’s desk. ‘There’s her doctorate.’ Crimes against Women in Post-Apartheid South Africa was on the top shelf, its pages dog-eared and its margins filled with question marks and comments in Phiri’s precise hand.

‘It’s very good, meticulously researched,’ conceded Phiri. ‘But I’m not sure I agree that because we averted a civil war in South Africa that the “unspent violence was sublimated into a war against women. A war in which there are no rules and no limits”, as she argues whenever she gets the chance.’

‘It’s not her fault, sir, that brutality against women and children is intensifying while conviction rates are falling.’ Phiri was amused at how awkward the jargon sounded coming from Riedwaan Faizal, who went on to argue, ‘She’s profiled for the police since 1994, and she’s been very successful.’

‘She pisses off everybody she works with,’ Phiri argued.

‘Maybe because she’s a woman and she’s good.’

‘Bullshit, Faizal. It’s because she’s a loner and she does what she wants.’ Phiri looked at Riedwaan, then he laughed. ‘That’s why you like her, I suppose.’

Riedwaan smiled. ‘Whatever her faults, you know she’s the best, sir.’

‘I’m going to get shit about that last case you two worked on.’

Riedwaan felt the old anger again. He and Clare had worked on a series of abductions. They had built an excellent case against a gangster who abducted homeless girls of between eight and thirteen for his brothels. But two witnesses had been murdered and the others withdrew their statements. DNA evidence was contaminated, and then a whole docket disappeared. The case collapsed, taking their tentative investigation with it.

‘That wasn’t her fault,’ he said, the anger filtering through into his voice. ‘That was because of someone inside. Dockets don’t just walk.’

‘Some people say a docket can get lost if the person looking after it drinks too much. And when he doesn’t sleep at home.’

Riedwaan suppressed his anger. ‘What is the decision, sir?’

‘Like I said, Riedwaan. Last chance.’

Riedwaan looked at Phiri. ‘Last chance with Clare, too?’

Phiri nodded. ‘Last chance, Faizal, all round.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Riedwaan stood up to leave, the autopsy report in his hands.

He was about to open the door when Phiri spoke again. ‘You catch him, Riedwaan. Not a word to the press yet. They will be on to this one like a ton of bricks.’

Riedwaan turned and looked at him. He didn’t want journalists hounding him again either. ‘Yes, sir.’ Riedwaan pulled the door shut behind him.

Phiri stared after him. If Riedwaan needed Clare Hart’s assistance, then good luck to him. And Phiri hoped that the killer, whoever he was, would still be fit for trial after Riedwaan had caught him.
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Riedwaan threw the autopsy report onto his desk, ignoring Rita Mkhize’s stare. He hadn’t shaved that morning and he didn’t look his best. The previous day, while Piet Mouton had taken blood, scraped fingernails and taken more swabs, he had waited and watched for any new bruises to bloom, but they hadn’t. Mouton carefully cut open the body to remove and weigh the dead girl’s organs, reading from them how she had lived while searching out the secrets of her death.

‘Who is she?’ asked Rita.

‘Charnay Swanepoel. She was seventeen years old and in her last year of school. She also had a family. One younger brother. Parents alive, but separated. Father an auto-parts salesman who watched rugby on Saturdays. The mother a yoga teacher, New Age seeker, spiritual guide.’ Riedwaan read from the file.

As mismatched as me and Shazia were, thought Riedwaan, sipping his coffee. Shazia was a nurse – and his wife. She had moved to Canada and taken their daughter, Yasmin, with her. Shazia was convinced that the distance, the safety, of Canada would erase the terror etched into their daughter during the endless hours she had been a hostage. Riedwaan had heard her voice. Her kidnappers had called the gang hotline Riedwaan had established for informers, recording Yasmin’s terrified six-year-old pleas to her daddy to find her, for her mommy to come, for a drink of water, please, please. Riedwaan had not been able to prove it, but only Kelvin Landman had such a genius for cruelty. It had made him the Cape Flats’ ultimate hard man.

Riedwaan returned to his desk and opened the folder. The smiling school portrait that Charnay’s mother had given him in return for informing her of her daughter’s murder smiled up at him.

‘Here’s a piece of cake for you,’ said Rita.

‘Just what I needed. Thanks, Rita,’ he said, ‘it’s as sweet as you are.’

‘That gender sensitivity course you were sent on is doing wonders,’ laughed Rita.

She hovered next to his desk. ‘What you got, Riedwaan?’

‘I talked to her father yesterday. Chris Swanepoel. He sat the whole fucking Saturday watching rugby while his daughter was being murdered. You tell me how he did that?’

‘I don’t know, Riedwaan. But you know how people can panic. It freezes them. They just pretend nothing is happening and hope it will go away.’

‘He told me he didn’t want to make a mistake and report her missing to the police, and then she comes home with a babalaas or something.’

‘Eish,’ murmured Rita. ‘When did they report her missing?’

‘On Sunday. He says that when she wasn’t home by lunchtime he started to look for her. Looked for her everywhere. That’s when they reported her missing. Three days later.’

‘Poor man,’ said Rita. ‘He must feel so terrible.’

‘Your heart’s too soft, Rita. You should have been a social worker, not in the police. I’m going to check out every move he made.’ For Riedwaan, fathers – like boyfriends – were always suspects.

‘What more could he have done, Riedwaan?’

‘Found her. Alive. Reported it earlier.’

Rita looked at him and shook her head. ‘You’re a hard man, Riedwaan.’ She went out, leaving him to his thoughts.

How could Swanepoel have failed to find his own daughter? Riedwaan had traced Yasmin to an abandoned warehouse by the faint signal emitted by the cellphone of the gangsters holding her, terrified that his discovery would be relayed through the metastasising web of gang informers and corrupt policemen. So he had gone in alone, and executed Yasmin’s kidnappers as they dozed undisturbed by the little girl’s desperate whimpering. Riedwaan had wiped his hysterical child clean of the blood spattered over her. But Yasmin still woke from her nightmares convinced that she was bathed in it. Riedwaan had found Yasmin, but as Shazia began telling him more and more frequently, that did not mean he had succeeded. There had been an investigation. The specialised and ruthless anti-gang squad he had established was dissolved. But community outrage at the rising number of child corpses in the latest bout of gang warfare had made it impossible to either charge or fire Faizal. His maverick justice had made him a community hero, so the best they could do was to shunt him sideways. He was posted to Sea Point, given a desk job and a pile of papers to shuffle. It was designed to make him fail – and he had. Shazia had begged him to leave the force but he refused. She then approached the Canadian embassy, filled in the form, and was gone. Just before the plane swallowed them, Yasmin had turned to wave at where she guessed he would be watching. A small, dark girl with a pink bag and memories Canadian children would not understand. He thought of calling Yasmin, but she would be asleep in Toronto. Her mother – still his wife, damn it – would fumble for her alarm clock, smoothing her long twist of black hair on top of her head. Unless she had since cut it, of course.

Riedwaan took a sip of his coffee. It was cold and bitter. He turned his attention back to the manila folder in front of him. He spread out the photographs that Riaan had taken at the crime scene. His stomach knotted. He couldn’t save this girl, but he was going to make sure that whoever had done this to her paid in full. Then he thumbed a different number into his phone, imagining the rings slicing through the silence. Clare picked up her phone. She was startled, he could tell – she’d have been busy working, and had obviously forgotten to switch the phone off.

‘Yes,’ she said, annoyed with herself for answering.

‘Clare, it’s Riedwaan.’ He paused, listening to her silence. His image of her was vivid – at her desk, papers, books, notes spread around her, laptop open, thick hair snaking between her sharp shoulder blades. Wing bones, she called them.

‘Hello,’ she said. What else was there to say?

‘I have the preliminary report on that girl you called me about. I thought you might like to have a look.’ Riedwaan waited.

‘Okay,’ Clare said. She wanted to ask why, but didn’t. That would come later. ‘New York Bagel, at six.’ She hung up and took a deep breath. Thinking of him made her throat tighten. Talking to him made the skin around her nipples taut. If she ignored the feeling, she told herself, it would go away. She would meet him for coffee. He would slip her the autopsy report, some phone numbers, and that would be it. Yes, she told herself. That is what would happen. She would gather up the papers, do some interviews, send him the transcripts, give her opinion on who had committed the murder, Riedwaan would catch the killer, and that would be that. Clare reactivated her sleeping laptop. She needed a few more hours before her trafficking proposal would be ready to send. She would fit Riedwaan into the interstices of her busy working days as she did sleeping and running. This time, though, she would keep a proper perspective.

It was much later when her eyes drifted from her screen, her ears tuning out the hiss of her computer finding an Internet connection. Drifts of street rubbish eddied upwards, and dropped again. Her email sent, she shut down her computer. She decided to walk. It would give her time to compose herself before she saw him. She walked briskly to keep warm, the sky turning bleak as the sun set.
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The restaurant Clare had chosen was a determined outpost in a creeping strip of hostess bars, peepshows and poolrooms. Muscled men leaned on barstools at the entrances of the strip clubs and adult entertainment centres with their blackened windows. Furtive, part-time street prostitutes, full-time junkies, loitered inside doorways, smoking, waiting. Riedwaan watched through the window. He saw a girl he did not recognise dart towards a potential customer. She looked fifteen under her amateur make-up. He knew there would be track marks creeping from the fold inside the elbow towards her wrist. The girl recoiled when the man spat at her. Riedwaan looked at his watch. Six o’clock. Clare was always on time. He looked down Main Road and watched her walk towards him, her stride easy, strong.

Clare walked faster, as most women did, when she went past the clubs. She ignored the speculative eyes of the bouncers who looked her over and then lost interest. She looked up, not towards Riedwaan but towards the crumbling art deco block across the road. The building was as notorious for its dealers as it was for the waves of desperate immigrants who crammed in there. They paid cash on the first day of each month to hard-eyed men who extorted ever larger amounts. Riedwaan had heard that the building had been sold. Nothing had changed, though. It didn’t need to. It was a gold mine. You could get anything you wanted there, women, children – even infants – if you could pay. The police force was not going to do anything about it: anyone who tried ended up dead, or shafted. Like him.

Clare came in and unbuttoned her coat. She knew to look for him in the smoking section. She picked up a tray, two coffees, hot milk, a bagel for Riedwaan, and a croissant for herself. She exchanged the tray for the envelope that Riedwaan passed her with his greeting. She didn’t kiss him. Sitting down, she scanned the report. Her stomach knotted at the pathologist’s dry abbreviations of the horror of Charnay Swanepoel’s death, the brevity of her life. There was a note to say that further pharmacology test results were pending.

‘When did he cut her throat?’ asked Clare.

‘She was dead when he cut her throat,’ said Riedwaan.

‘Any maggots?’

‘No,’ said Riedwaan. He put down his bagel. ‘But the weather’s been cold. Mouton reckons that she was killed between Sunday night and midnight on Monday. She was dead at least eight hours before she was dumped.’

‘Any indication where she was mutilated?’

‘Could have been done there. Mouton thinks a very sharp knife or, more likely, a scalpel. The throat, that is. There was a small amount of leaked fluid on the collar of her shirt. Mouton thinks that he did her eyes before he cut her throat.’

‘Same kind of weapon?’

‘He’s waiting for the ballistics report, but most probably yes.’

‘The eyes?’ asked Clare.

‘Look on page four. Mouton says just before he smothered her.’

‘So she was alive. How horrible. I wonder what she saw, what he showed her to make him do that.’

‘We’d better find out before somebody else sees what she did,’ said Riedwaan, hunting for his cigarettes.

Clare stared briefly at her untouched croissant. Then she returned to the secrets that Charnay’s body might answer. Seventeen years old, wearing a skirt and top, high-heeled boots. No underwear. All her own teeth, six fillings. Appendix scar. Not a virgin. Not a needle user. Menstruating at the time of death. Bruising on the upper arms and thighs.

Riedwaan was smoking at the window. ‘Sorry, Clare,’ he said, waving his hands at the smoke.

‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘Reading this makes me want one too.’

She looked down and continued reading. One tattoo on the left buttock – a symbol, not a picture of anything. Recent – maybe two weeks old – but healing.

‘Any idea where she might have had the tattoo done?’ she asked Riedwaan.

‘Not sure yet. It’s very distinctive, that mark.’

‘What is it?’ Clare asked. She studied the photograph. The tattoo was simple, elegant. Two decisive vertical lines bisected by an X.

‘Dunno. Looks like a Chinese ideogram.’

‘It’s beautiful, in its sinister way. It’s hard to tell with the scabbing, but it looks like a symbol. Can we ask Mouton to get an exact shape from the body?’

‘I’ll ask him,’ said Riedwaan.

Clare went back to her reading. An incision across the left palm. Mouton had confirmed that it was done before death. Done with a very sharp knife across the hand that held a key. This hand had been intricately bound. Whoever had done it was skilled at bondage. The blood had crusted over the key, which had had to be prised loose. Blood group: A positive. Charnay’s blood. Traces of ink under the blood where she had written a number or a name. These were very faint and it was not possible for the pathologist to decipher anything. Some genital trauma, hard to say how recent, no sign of semen in the body. Does not rule out the use of an object. Traces of semen on her clothes. Possible that her killer had masturbated to celebrate his achievement. It had been wiped clean but traces remained on the skirt. Also possible that it had been there before. Signs too of bruising on the right cheek. A cut next to the corner of the eye. Most likely an open-handed blow by a man wearing a ring. The soles of her feet were dirty inside the high-heeled boots. As if she had been walking without shoes. Toenails painted, fingernails not. Stomach empty. Traces of vomit in her mouth. Cause of death: suffocation.

Clare put the pages back into the envelope and slipped it into her bag.

‘I couldn’t bring the photos,’ said Riedwaan. ‘But I will let you know when we get the toxicology results. The ballistics tests are not conclusive about the scalpel or knife. Something very sharp, at any rate. She did struggle. Piet found some skin under her nails. But it looks like her efforts were feeble. Piet Mouton is sure that she was drugged when she was killed. Rohypnol or something like it.’

‘That’s typical, though,’ said Clare. ‘Rohypnol makes the victim confused and acquiescent. If they survive they won’t remember. The survival instinct kicks in if your life is threatened with death.’

‘Hence the bruising,’ said Riedwaan. ‘Piet says she was suffocated. The killer used his hands. There were tears on the lips. Her own teeth marked her lips too, so he used a fair amount of strength.’

Clare looked at the picture of the slender girl. ‘Her throat was cut after she died? Why?’

Riedwaan nodded. ‘That’s your department, Clare. Why would he want to silence someone who was already dead? Try and find out what she knew. It might not have any relevance, but it’s something to start with.’ Riedwaan handed her a slip of paper. An address and phone number were written on it. ‘Her family,’ he said. ‘Call them. Talk to them. See what you can find out.’

‘Have they been interviewed?’ asked Clare.

‘Of course,’ said Riedwaan. ‘You can read the transcripts.’ He handed her another envelope.

‘All right,’ said Clare. ‘What are you looking for?’

Riedwaan shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Just a feeling. The interviews didn’t go that well.’ He did not need to explain. Clare knew how short the station was on everything – staff, vehicles, computers. Unless there was another murder, the case would not get any additional resources.

‘I’m doing an interview for my trafficking documentary tomorrow.’ Clare stopped short. Then she stood up, putting on her coat, suddenly clumsy.

Riedwaan got up too. He put his hand on her arm, steadying her. ‘Let me give you a lift home,’ he said, his voice gentle despite himself.

Clare leaned towards him, his warmth. ‘Yes, please.’

He could smell her hair, warm and alive against his lips. Then she pulled away.

‘Actually, no, but thank you, it’s not quite dark yet. I’ll walk.’ She turned and was gone.

Riedwaan watched, waiting for her to emerge on the street below. Her arms were hugged close around her body, as if she was carrying something heavy. He lit another cigarette, and when his eyes returned to the pavement below, she had disappeared.

He spent much longer than he had intended at the bar next to New York Bagel. He drove past Clare’s flat on his way back to his cold, empty house. Her lights were on. He was glad she was safely at home.

Inside, Clare sat dead still. She held the familiar Tarot card, the envelope it had been sent in abandoned on the table with the autopsy report. She was looking at the card. The High Priestess. Or the Female Pope. The second card of the major arcana. The card that warned against the rational in favour of intuition. The card was both warning and summons to the dark world where her sister paced, hidden, full of fear and hate. Clare’s heart was heavy with the knowledge that Constance had heard of the murder, had summoned her twin to see her.

Clare slipped the card back into the envelope, putting it into her bag. Then she settled down with the transcripts that Riedwaan had given her and tried to make sense of the girl’s murder.
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