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Chapter 1: The Lion Comes Home
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KwaMashu, 2022

Zee Dlamini stood under a jacaranda at the edge of the road, close enough to smell the incense being swung above the crowd. A brass band had taken up position beside the municipal offices. Its trumpeter kept losing the tune, and every time he did, the choir beside him sang louder. People pressed past Zee carrying paper flags, children perched on shoulders, and somebody behind the food stalls was burning meat over wet charcoal.

Sol shifted his weight beside her. “A brass band,” he said. “For a man who should still be answering questions in a police interview room.”

“Watch the people near the platform.”

“I am watching them.” He pointed with his chin. “That woman just kissed his photograph.”

Zee had heard the small disturbance in the chanting before Mandla appeared. The clapping came in groups of three, followed by a pause that belonged to the drummer, not the congregation. It might have been rehearsed. She kept counting as the people ahead of her opened a path through the road. As a girl Zee had been made to count four bars before she could lift her bow again. This rhythm allowed three blows and then a space in which somebody else was expected to move.

Mandla Mkhabela walked between two men in white shirts. He had grown heavier since Zee last saw him, though he still carried himself with the easy confidence that had once drawn boys into the Inkabi Brotherhood. His immaculate white robe made the red sash across his shoulder stand out, its stitched edge catching the light. He raised his hand and the nearest row of spectators began to cheer.

The movement exposed his wrist. Zee caught a glimpse of a lamb with its throat cut, tattooed just below the bone. A line ran around it from Psalm 91. She knew the older mark. Years earlier she had photographed one on a dead teenager behind a Soweto chapel, then spent weeks trying to establish who had ordered it burned into Brotherhood recruits. Since then, someone had added the verse, drawing it across the lamb in a different hand.

“The tattoo’s new,” Sol said.

“The verse is,” Zee replied. “The lamb belongs to the Brotherhood.”

A boy squeezed between two women at the front of the crowd. He was barefoot, ten at most, with dust along the hem of his school shirt. He held a small glass vial against his chest and kept turning his head towards the platform. Zee stepped out of the shade for a clearer view. An usher in an orange tabard stepped away from the boy as Zee approached. From where she stood, she could not see the person’s hands through the women at the rail. Before she could reach him, his knees gave way.

He struck the gravel on his side. His legs jerked, and the vial broke against his palm. Sol called for an ambulance while Zee pushed through the spectators and knelt beside the child. She cleared the space around him and slid her folded jacket beneath his head, leaving his limbs free as the convulsions shook him. Foam gathered at his mouth. She watched his breathing and checked the time; someone knelt nearby to help, then recoiled when the boy jerked again.

“Give us room,” Sol shouted. “Move back, please.”

The bitter smell recalled a Red Dust seizure Zee had attended the previous winter. She checked the boy’s breathing again and moved the broken glass clear of his hand; resemblance would not save him.

Mandla kept speaking from the platform. He told the crowd the child was fighting a spirit and called for prayer. Several people dropped to their knees. Others crowded closer, phones raised, and the pressure of bodies made it difficult for Sol to hold an opening for the ambulance crew. Zee saw one grandmother put her phone away and place a hand over the child beside her. The gesture was more useful than Mandla’s promise of healing.

“Let the paramedics through!” Zee called.

Two medics arrived with a stretcher and equipment. The younger one took over the boy’s care while his partner asked Zee how long the seizure had lasted. She answered as precisely as she could. When they lifted the child, Mandla came down from the platform and reached for his forehead. Zee caught his wrist.

“They’re treating him,” she said. “Give them space.”

Mandla held her gaze for a moment, then lowered his hand. He bent close enough to the stretcher that Zee heard him murmur, “Let this be your Lazarus moment. Rise as I did.”

The medic tightened a strap and called for the vehicle to be brought closer. Mandla stepped aside at last. A photographer caught the gesture, and the crowd applauded as though he had blessed the child himself.

“You always did know how to find a camera,” Zee said.

He straightened his sash. “Zinhle Dlamini. I wondered whether you would come.”

“Your father used to count the names I brought him,” Mandla said. He watched her face instead of the ambulance. “Ask where he put them.”

“Then you knew you’d have questions to answer.”

“You’ll find me at the revival.” His attendants moved towards him, and he let them guide him back through the waiting crowd.

Sol came back as the ambulance pulled away. He had given the medics his number, though the boy’s mother would be the one who needed answers. Zee showed him the broken glass wrapped in her handkerchief. “I used what I had to stop it being trampled,” she said. “Record the improvised wrapping, get a proper evidence container and tell the lab exactly how I collected it. And find the child’s name.”

“You think Mandla gave it to him?”

“I think Mandla knew what was happening before the rest of them did.”

“What did he say to you?” Sol asked. Zee repeated the words about her father. For a moment Sol looked past her, towards the departing ambulance, before saying that Mandla had lied about plenty of things. Zee wrote Mxolisi beside the request for the old ministry records. Her father had died in November 1997. Whatever Mandla meant, she would not make the man on the platform her only source.

By the time the brass band began again, the boy was out of sight. Under the cheering, the trumpeter lost the melody again. Zee could still hear the three beats the boy had heard before he fell.

◆

Rosa Mahlangu set a tray on the low table in her garden hut. The cups rattled against their saucers, and she steadied them with both hands. She had delivered babies during township unrest and listened to mothers testify about sons who disappeared into mine shafts. She disliked the weakness in her fingers now, especially with Mandla sitting across from her.

“Rooibos?” she said.

“With honey, if you have it.”

She stirred in a spoonful and passed him the cup. Medicinal herbs hung from the beams, drying in bunches that brushed his shoulder whenever he leaned back. Light came through a split in the thatch and fell across the red sash he had worn at the parade.

“People still trust you,” Mandla said after his first sip. “They listen when you speak.”

“Then say what you’ve come to ask.”

“I want you at the service on Thursday. People remember what you did for them.”

“They remember what you did, too.”

He set the cup down. “I’ve made a different life.”

“Have you made restitution to anyone you hurt?”

Mandla rubbed his thumb along the rim. For a few seconds Rosa recognised the boy who used to hide beneath her veranda when his foster father came home angry. He had once swallowed a snake’s fang on a dare, terrified of looking weak before the other boys. She had spent the night getting help for him while he cursed her for telling anyone what he had done.

“I came to offer people a second chance,” he said.

“You came to ask me to stand beside you so they’ll believe it.”

Outside, boys practised drums for the next service. The newly converted community hall was two streets away, close enough for Rosa to hear the same three-beat pattern that had unsettled Zee earlier. Rosa turned towards the old clay prayer bowl on the shelf. She had filled it with water from the Umgeni the previous night. By morning, a hairline crack had appeared across its side.

“Mandla, do you still have the dreams?” she said.

He held the teacup in both hands. “Which dreams?”

“The fire. The pigs in the shed. Your father calling you chosen.”

“That was years ago.”

“I remember you arriving here soaked from the rain because you were frightened to sleep in that house. I remember the things you told me.”

He pushed back his chair. As he rose, a sharp click came from the shelf. The bowl had developed a second crack, running diagonally through its clay. Both of them heard it. Rosa crossed the hut and lifted it carefully, feeling water dampen her fingers.

Zee entered through the open door. She stopped when she saw them standing beside the shelf.

“I went to the hall,” she told Mandla. “Your people said you’d come here.”

He gave a slight smile. “Still following me, Detective?”

“A child collapsed during your welcome parade. I have a sample that needs testing, and I need the names of the people who handed out vials.”

“A tragedy, certainly. You’ll have my cooperation.”

“Start with the names.”

Rosa set the bowl on the table and poured a third cup of tea. Her hands were steadier now, although a little water from the cracked bowl still darkened one sleeve. Mandla left his drink untouched.

“I’ve given you both my answer,” he said, moving towards the door. “You’ll receive anything else through the ministry office.”

“You once told me you’d turned him away when he came seeking a blessing.” Zee waited until the gate clicked shut.

“I did turn him away.” Rosa folded the wet cloth she had used to carry the bowl. “There are things about that time I still have to tell you.”

“Then tell me before he hurts somebody else.”

Rosa sat down. “His father started something here years before Mandla took the Brotherhood’s oath. That is why I fear his return.”

“Did my father ever come to you about those boys?” Zee asked. Rosa rested a fingertip on the cracked bowl. “He came to this garden,” she said. “That is not the same as knowing what he was doing.” Zee wanted the date. Rosa gave her a season, not a year, and Zee wrote down both the answer and the part she had avoided.

Zee drew a chair closer. The cracked bowl stood between them, its base still damp where Rosa had set it down. For the first time that afternoon, Rosa seemed prepared to answer a direct question.

◆

The Choir met beneath the fig tree beside the community spring. Thirteen chairs formed a loose semicircle. MaThwala sat with her walking stick across her knees, while Mkhulu Dube, the retired undertaker, had brought a thermos and a packet of biscuits that nobody had opened. The group served as KwaMashu’s unofficial council, holding memories of disputes and disappearances that official records had often failed to preserve.

Zee stood before them with her notebook. She reported the collapse at the parade, described the vial, and explained that the ambulance service had taken the boy for emergency treatment. Sol had since called from the hospital: the boy had died despite resuscitation. His mother was being told while the Choir sat waiting for Zee to speak. Zee repeated that information without mentioning Mandla until she had finished what she knew.

“Mkhabela told the crowd it was possession,” MaThwala said.

“He said that while the child was convulsing,” Zee answered. “I suspect Red Dust was involved. The lab will tell us what was in the vial.”

A man at the rear of the gathering rose from his chair. He wore old military boots and kept worrying a frayed edge of cloth between his fingers. Zee recognised him as someone who had once moved with Mandla’s gang, though she had never managed to persuade him to give a formal statement.

“I was there when they buried three men behind the train depot,” he said. “Mandla read from Psalms while the others dug.”

MaThwala pressed her thumb against her stick. “You stood beside him then.”

“I stood at the gate,” the man said. “When a boy tried to leave, I sent him back. I knew where they were taking him.”

“Where were the graves?” Zee opened the notebook to a clean page.

He gave the location, describing an old retaining wall beside the depot. He also told her about the branding of recruits and the uses Mandla had found for scripture long before the ministry began. Zee wrote down the landmarks and requested dates. He remembered some; he would have to check others with people who had been present.

MaThwala waited until he sat before describing a dream she’d had two nights earlier. A boy had carried a lamb into her home, and the blood from its throat had spread across the floor. Her song stopped before she reached the final verse. The elders listened because dreams were part of the Choir’s tradition, but Zee recorded the account separately from the man’s testimony. One could guide a conversation; the other might lead police to human remains.

“People are frightened of speaking against him,” Mkhulu Dube said. “If they come to us, how do we keep them safe?”

“We begin by taking proper statements,” Zee replied. “I can ask for protection where there is a specific threat. I won’t pretend I can guarantee it.”

That answer caused more discussion than any prophecy. A woman near MaThwala feared that witnesses would be exposed before the police acted; another wanted the depot searched immediately. Zee let them argue until she had the names of two people willing to speak privately.

Her phone vibrated with Amahle’s message: the rehabilitation centres on Mandla’s paperwork shared a registered administrator, and sermon uploads appeared on the same network. Zee asked for the underlying documents. The Choir could supply witnesses, but somebody had also paid to transport children between the sites.

The man in the military boots came forward with the cloth he’d been twisting in his hands. It was a faded red sash, split at one edge and darkened by an old stain.

“He wore this for the first cleansing,” he said. “I kept it when I left.”

The man explained where he had kept the sash and who had handled it. Zee sealed it with his account.

“Tomorrow we’ll start with the depot,” she told the gathering. “If you know anyone who was there, ask them to contact me directly.”

As the elders gathered their chairs, Sol called from the hospital. The dead child was Bongani Ndlovu, nine. His mother, Thandiwe, had made him say the boy’s name before describing the vial; now she wanted to know who would test it. Zee wrote her request on a fresh page. Sol was still with her, and Zee asked him to find out whether she had someone to take her home.

Thandiwe would not leave yet. She had brought a clean shirt and wanted someone to tell her what to do with it. Zee stopped reaching for another question about the vial. She told Sol to stay until the relative Thandiwe had called arrived, then asked another officer to continue the depot arrangements.

Mkhulu Dube opened the biscuits while MaThwala offered to accompany the first witness to the station. Zee stayed beneath the tree to write down their arrangements. Her next call to the liaison began with Thandiwe’s name, not Mandla’s.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Testimonies and Teacups
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By Thursday afternoon, Mandla’s revival tent occupied most of the old soccer field. Volunteers had laid boards over a patch of mud near the entrance and pushed plastic chairs into rows beneath the canvas. A banner hung above the platform: REVIVAL & REDEMPTION WEEK — THE SHEPHERD OF SECOND CHANCES. Behind the final row, Zee stood beside a man selling bottled water and watched the ushers collect offerings in cardboard boxes.

Sol had been arranging the search team for the railway depot when Zee called that morning. He had promised to meet her outside the tent. Now she had been inside for twelve minutes without seeing him. The paramedics’ report on the child from the parade lay folded in her jacket pocket. The boy’s death was established; the contents of his broken vial were still awaiting laboratory testing.

An earpiece carried Amahle’s voice from her workshop. “He’s reached the passage I told you about. Listen for the second sentence.”

Mandla rested a hand on his Bible and spoke slowly enough for the congregation to repeat each line. “The lost son walks east. The thirsty shall receive from the left hand.” An usher near the aisle touched his collar, left the platform and passed between the chairs towards a side exit. Zee followed his progress until the canvas flap settled behind him.

“That’s the fourth recording with those words in that order,” Amahle said. “The phrases turn up at fixed intervals. I’ve found them in messages posted by an account called Dustborn88 as well, although I still need to establish who’s running it.”

“Could be coincidence,” Zee murmured, shielding the microphone with her hand.

“That’s why I’m checking the times. Three of the messages appeared just before the sermons began. Send me anything the ushers do when he says ‘east’ or ‘left hand.’”

Zee marked the time. The same three-beat gap from the parade sounded between the congregational clapping and the drummer. She watched the aisle for anyone who moved on it.

A woman in the next row lifted her child onto her lap. Two younger men slipped between the chairs carrying a box with a church logo printed across the lid. One of them stopped near the side exit where the usher had gone. As Zee moved towards the aisle, Mandla lowered his microphone. Beyond the box, an usher in an orange tabard moved towards the service aisle. Zee had noticed the same colour near Bongani on the parade route, but the crowd had hidden the hands.

“There is a brother among us,” he said. “A man who once came after me with a badge.”

People searched the rows, some laughing in anticipation. Zee found Sol two rows from the front, his hat in his hands. He had come in through another entrance and taken a seat where Mandla would have a clear view of him. Sol had exposed himself, sacrificing the chance to watch the distributors without being recognised.

“Sol’s in the front,” she told Amahle.

“Has he told you why?”

“After the service. He chose this entrance without telling me.”

Mandla beckoned. Sol took his time reaching the platform. Mandla clasped his hand before the congregation and drew him close enough to speak without the microphone. Zee could only hear Mandla’s public words.

“This man used to hunt me,” Mandla said. “Today he has chosen to hear the Word. Tell them what brings you here, my brother.”

Sol held the microphone with both hands. “I came to see what happens at your services.”

A few people laughed, but Sol did not. Mandla’s grip tightened at his shoulder just enough for the front row to see a gesture of welcome and for Sol to understand that the preacher could hold him there as long as the congregation remained amused.

“Then you are welcome. We have nothing to hide.”

“Good,” Sol said. “Because we’ve already got questions about yesterday.”

The band struck up before he could continue. Mandla took the microphone away and called for communion. Assistants came down the aisles carrying silver trays of small plastic cups filled with red liquid. People at the front reached for them at once. Zee recognised the two men from the side aisle; their box had held the cups.

“Get a still of the distributors if the livestream catches them,” Zee told Amahle. Then she saw the camera angle had already moved. Zee lifted her own phone and recorded the trays and hands passing cups down the aisle. A girl near the platform raised one to her mouth.

“Was there a camera facing the parade stalls?” Zee asked over the earpiece. “Not the ministry stream. The municipal route camera.” Amahle said the event permit listed one, but she had no footage from it. Zee asked her to preserve the reference for the independent investigator rather than assume a recording still existed.

“Please put that down,” Zee called.

The girl hesitated. Zee pushed past a chair and reached the aisle. “I’m Detective Dlamini. A child collapsed at the welcome parade yesterday after handling a similar vial. Until we know what’s in these cups, I want the distribution stopped.”

An older man stood and protested that the drinks had been blessed. A woman beside him put her cup beneath her chair. Two ushers continued handing them out, so Zee called Sol’s name and pointed to the trays.

Sol stepped down from the platform. He showed his identification to the nearest usher and asked him to place the tray on an empty chair. The man complied, his hands shaking enough to spill liquid across the cups. Further along the row, the second usher headed for the side flap with his tray. Sol went after him.

Mandla raised his microphone. “People of KwaMashu, the detective has come to interrupt your worship. She accuses me while a child fights for his life.”

“Bongani Ndlovu has died,” Zee said. Her voice carried farther than she intended, and a woman near the centre of the tent put a hand over her mouth. “His family has been informed. I want answers about what he was given.”

Mandla’s expression changed as he registered the crowd’s reaction. “I prayed for that child. You were there.”

“I was. I also collected the broken vial from his hand. It’s been booked into evidence, and the laboratory will test it. I’ve requested the records of the other young people treated after your services.”

“Then bring me those records,” Mandla said. “Bring proof before you frighten the people who came here to be healed.”

“You preach Ezekiel,” Zee said. “You know the passage about priests who profane what they call holy. Your congregation has a right to know what they are drinking.”

She knew he had found the weakness in her position. The death gave Zee grounds to intervene, but every cup she could not seize might already be in someone’s stomach. Around her, people held their drinks and waited for someone to tell them what to do. She called the duty officer and requested an immediate response to preserve the remaining cups, identify the distributors and check on anyone who had swallowed the liquid.

“Until the samples are tested,” she said to the crowd, “please leave the cups where they are. Anyone who has drunk from one and feels ill should tell the medical team outside.”

The first usher protested when Sol requested his name. A volunteer began gathering the untouched trays, then stopped at Zee’s instruction. Mandla waved his attendants aside and returned to his seat beside the Bible; he kept his folded hands in view of the phones trained on him.

As Zee passed him, he spoke softly enough for the people nearby to miss it. “You’ll need better evidence than a dead child and your suspicions.”

“Give the officer the distributor list,” Zee said. “Start there.”

Outside, the afternoon sun hurt her eyes after the dim canvas. Sol emerged carrying the names of two ushers he’d managed to identify. He had also taken a photograph of the man who escaped through the side exit. One name was Nathi Mthethwa, a paid casual usher listed for Thursday in an orange tabard. Zee remembered the same clothing from Wednesday’s parade, but the photograph proved only that he had attended the later service. She asked the organiser for the Wednesday duty roster and Nathi’s pay record before she sought an interview.

“You could have told me you were going in,” Zee said.

“I thought he’d recognise me at the gate. I wanted to see which of his men came near when he did.”

“And he recognised you anyway.”

“He did. I saw one of them pass a carton towards the rear before Mandla called me up. I’ve sent the photograph to Amahle.” Sol ran a thumb along the edge of his notebook. “Thandiwe Ndlovu needs answers. I know that.”

“Then next time tell me your plan. We nearly lost the chance to keep those cups.”

Zee waited for Sol to explain why he had handed Mandla a stage on which to question him. Sol spoke about the cartons instead. She took the usher list from his hand. Mandla had made both men look away from the people carrying the cups; she did not want his next performance to decide their order of work.

A police van pulled onto the field. Zee went to brief the officers while Sol waited beside the tent for the man with the carton. Inside, the congregation had begun another hymn. Several people were leaving by the main entrance, some carrying their untouched cups to show the police.

The usher named Nathi Mthethwa remained at the field long enough to speak to an arriving officer. He admitted carrying the cups on Thursday, saying a supervisor had given him sealed trays. When the officer asked whether he had worked at Wednesday’s parade, Nathi asked for legal advice and made no further statement. Zee did not turn his refusal into an admission. She asked that the roster and any independent footage be kept before the casual staff dispersed.

◆

Rosa woke from the same dream for the third time that month. In it she was eleven years old again, standing in her mother’s kitchen in Nkandla in 1969 while rain struck the tin roof. Her mother hummed a hymn about Daniel. Beyond the window, pigs crowded against the fence, and one pressed its face against the glass. Its eyes were human. When it opened its mouth, a man’s voice called Rosa by name.

She sat up with her palms flat against the mattress. The charcoal in the burner had burned down to a red centre, and the room smelled of imphepho. She could hear traffic from the road beyond her garden, the usual evening voices passing her gate. The dream had left her with the particular shame she remembered from childhood: the certainty that something dreadful was happening nearby while the adults insisted everyone should go to sleep.

Rosa tied a length of red thread around her wrist. Her grandmother had taught her to do it after a dream repeated, especially one that brought a dead person’s voice into a living room. Rosa had followed the teaching for decades. The knot steadied her fingers, though it offered no answer about Mandla.

A knock came at the gate: three quick strikes, a pause and three more. She crossed the yard with the lantern and found Zee outside, carrying a folder under one arm. Her boots were marked by mud from the field.

“Have you eaten?” Rosa said.

“Coffee and half a sandwich.”

“Then come inside. There’s leftover samp and beans.”

She accepted a bowl and sat at the table while Rosa relit the charcoal. The prayer bowl from yesterday rested on a folded cloth nearby. Two cracks crossed its side. Rosa had emptied it after Mandla left and had spent the day resisting the urge to move it where she could keep it out of sight.

“We stopped the cups,” Zee said between mouthfuls. “Not the man taking the carton out. Sol went in through another entrance and Mandla put him onstage.”

“Did he hurt him?” Rosa asked.

“He made everyone watch him. We nearly lost the trays.” Zee set down her spoon. “Sol is all right. He’s finding the driver.”

Rosa brought her own cup to the table. “When Mandla was young, his foster father made him stand before visitors and confess things he’d never done. Mandla learned to make people watch someone else suffer.” She pressed a fingertip against the rough rim of the cup. “I’ve wondered how much of that lesson he kept.”

Zee remembered the grip on Sol’s shoulder and the audience made to laugh before he could answer. “He did it to Sol this afternoon,” she said. “Every question became part of his service.” Rosa did not dispute it. Zee moved the interview list away from the window, where a neighbour waiting at the gate could have read the names.

“You know more about those years than you’ve told me.”

“I know what I saw. The rest came to me through frightened boys who were trying to keep themselves alive.” Rosa fetched a small photograph album from a cupboard, then put it back without opening it. “His father used to talk about cleansing children of disobedience. They held gatherings near the railway lines. Parents were told to stay away.”

“One of Mandla’s former men says bodies were buried behind the depot. We’re arranging a search. I need names, dates and anything that can connect the gatherings to those graves.” Zee set down her spoon.

Rosa was quiet for a while. “I can name two women whose sons disappeared. The mothers have died, though their daughters may still have the letters they wrote asking the police for help. Give me until morning.”

“That’s useful. More useful than anything I’ve got from his sermon.”

Rosa’s fingers moved towards the prayer bowl. “I dreamed about his father again. There were pigs against our kitchen window. I heard him speaking through one of them.”

“Did the dream resemble anything that happened when you were a child?” Zee said.

“There were animals kept behind a house where the boys were taken. I remember hearing them from the road. The dream keeps returning me there.” She rubbed the thread at her wrist. “My mother trusted dreams. I remember the sound of those animals well enough without one.”

She pulled a photograph from her folder. It showed the faded red sash that the former Brotherhood member had handed over beneath the fig tree. The original remained sealed with the evidence officer. Rosa held the photograph under the lamp and traced the stitched border with her finger.

“He wore that at the first cleansing I witnessed,” she said. “The thread was sewn by a woman who worked behind the old community hall. Mandla came to me afterwards because he was frightened of what his father wanted.”

“You told me you turned him away.”

“I sent him home that night.” Rosa put down the photograph. “I wish that had been the end of it.”

Zee waited. Rosa took the prayer bowl in both hands and turned it so the newer crack faced the light. She appeared to be searching for words, and Zee knew from experience that pushing would make her retreat into generalities.

Against the back wall stood a violin case wrapped in dark blue cloth. Zee had not seen Rosa open it since her grandmother’s funeral. Rosa followed her glance, then pulled the cloth higher over the case before returning to the broken bowl.

“Did you ever bless him?” Zee said.

Rosa set the bowl down. “I need to tell you what happened when he returned. I’ll come to the station in the morning and put it on record.”

Before Zee could answer, a thin sound came from the clay. The existing crack lengthened across the base and the bowl separated, leaving two pieces on the cloth. Rosa caught the larger half before it struck the table. Water trapped in the glaze dampened her sleeve.

Zee reached for a towel and helped her clear the fragments. For a few moments the work gave them both something straightforward to do. Rosa wrapped the pieces in the cloth, set them on the shelf and encouraged Zee to finish her food.

“You’ll give your statement tomorrow?” Zee said.

“Yes. I’ll start with the women whose sons disappeared.”

Zee left the sash photograph for Rosa to write the seamstress’s name on the back. At the gate she turned to ask about the album, but Rosa had begun washing the cups. Zee called Sol about the depot authorisation and kept the other question for the morning.

◆

At her workbench, Amahle replayed the Thursday service with the audio on one screen and the livestream transcript on another. The workshop smelled of burnt toast from a forgotten breakfast and the hot plastic of a power adapter. A strip of masking tape above the monitor carried three handwritten reminders: verify timestamps, preserve originals, call Zee before making an accusation.

She isolated the passage Zee had identified. “The lost son walks east,” Mandla said through the speakers. On a separate screen, Amahle opened the message archive attached to Dustborn88. The same line appeared there thirty-one minutes before the previous week’s service. It might be a shared slogan among followers. It could also be an instruction copied into the chat by someone waiting for a delivery.

Across four services, the line preceded an usher moving towards the east exit twice. On the other two recordings the camera never left Mandla. Amahle saved the intervals, then reached for the transport invoice; somebody had paid for the journeys.

The old adapter sparked as Amahle reached for her notebook. She unplugged it and worked from the battery. Tebogo’s tape still covered the damaged lead; he used to hold it against his knee while she typed. She put it in the drawer instead of the bin and returned to the old project folder, where their shared recovery key remained active.

A second finding was less ambiguous. The Hands of Grace Restoration Foundation appeared on the revival banner and on paperwork for several rehabilitation centres. Public registration documents gave the same administrator’s name, while a scanned permit bore a signature apparently dated after that man’s reported death in Lesotho. Amahle saved copies of the documents and flagged the death record for official confirmation.

The invoice claimed a routine delivery of medical supplies to a centre that had taken children from the revival services. Amahle copied its vehicle registration, date and purported administrator’s signature onto her working sheet, then sent Zee the registration with a request to identify the driver. If the same van had carried the communion cups, the driver might be able to say who loaded them; the invoice itself could not.

“You need the side camera,” Amahle said when Zee finally answered. “The main feed loses the ushers exactly when I need them. And the man signing these permits is supposed to be dead.”

“Supposed to be?” Zee pulled over beyond Rosa’s gate.

“The death entry is a copy. I’ve sent the reference for confirmation. Don’t put it in a statement as a fact yet.”

“Send the original files and the links. We’ll ask the registry to confirm them.”

“Already packaged. There’s more in the subtitles. Some uploads include strings that resemble times and map coordinates. I examined the format against the raw file rather than the on-screen text.”

“Can you place them?”

“One points towards the fig tree by the spring. Another matches a road near the old depot. I want to cross-check both against the next release before I call them drop sites.”

“The Choir met beneath that tree yesterday. Mandla’s people know it matters to them. What does the next recording say?” Zee took a moment.

Amahle opened a scheduled transcript she had downloaded before the ministry website changed its access settings. A repeated line appeared beside a timestamp for the following evening: The lamb shall lie in the garden, beneath the fig. The text might be a threat, a ritual cue, or a coded meeting point. Amahle sent Zee the timestamp while their call was still open and urged her to warn the Choir. Someone had named the elders’ meeting place in a public sermon, whatever the line was intended to mean.

“I’ll send the file and its capture record,” Amahle said.

“Good. Anything linking the sermons to the overdoses?”

“A memorial page for Sipho Mlambo. Seventeen. He sang with a youth choir that attended three services. His family says he died after the last one. I’ve kept their post separate from the medical cases until we can confirm the circumstances.”

On the memorial page, seventeen-year-old Sipho Mlambo stood in the second row of a choir photograph, one sleeve rolled higher than the other. Beside the screen Amahle kept an older picture of herself with the aunt who had raised her and whom she called Ma. Her birth mother, Thulisile, had died when Amahle was an infant. The woman who raised her had continued attending Mandla’s gatherings even after Amahle was old enough to question where the offerings went.

“I remember her coming home from those gatherings,” Amahle said. “Sometimes she’d be so tired she couldn’t manage the stairs. She’d tell us the pastor had been teaching her to let go of her worries.”

“Did she ever say what they gave her?” Zee said.

“She would never tell me what they gave her. She was ashamed to have a schoolgirl asking those questions.” Amahle reached beneath the desk for her notebook. “Her sister may still have the letters. I’ll ring her tomorrow.”

“Do that tomorrow. Tonight I want you to back up the raw recordings and get some sleep.”

She saved the files to an encrypted drive and wrote the time of each download beside its source address. The memorial photograph remained open on her second monitor. Before switching it off, she enlarged Sipho’s face and copied his name into the list she was building for Zee.

The next morning they would go to the fig tree with the coordinates, the sash photograph and the witnesses’ accounts. She pinned the coordinates beside Sipho’s photograph, packed the scanner into her bag and set her alarm for five.
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Chapter 3: The Garden Where the Lamb Lay
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The ground beneath the fig tree was still damp from the previous night’s rain. Zee stopped beyond the roots and inspected the path that ran down to the community spring. Someone had dragged two chairs through the mud since the Choir’s meeting. Their feet had left parallel lines from the path to the clearing, where cigarette ends and crushed paper cups lay among the fallen leaves.

Amahle came through the gate carrying her tablet and a canvas bag of equipment. Her alarm had rung at five, and she had already complained twice about the hour. She handed Zee a printed map with three marks along its eastern edge.

“The coordinates in the subtitles land within twelve metres of here,” she said. “That’s as precise as I can make them. The source file could have been rounded, or somebody could have entered the numbers by hand.”

“And the older recording?” Zee compared the map with the path.

“There’s a service from a few years ago with this tree behind the preacher. I matched the branch that forks over the spring. The upload date tells us when the video went online. We’d need the original camera file to establish when it was filmed.”

Zee folded the map and put it in her notebook. The Choir had gathered here at their last meeting with an accusation that Mandla’s old followers had buried boys near the railway depot. Now his next sermon had pointed towards their meeting place. Whoever supplied the coordinates knew the tree mattered to the elders. That alone justified the visit.

“Sol’s still chasing the depot authorisation,” Zee said. “I’ve requested a uniformed officer through him if we find anything that needs securing. Until then, photographs and hands off.”

“You say that every time I bring useful equipment.” Amahle pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves.

“You once opened a suspect’s phone with a kitchen knife.”

“It was a butter knife. And it worked.”

They walked the clearing’s edge, recording the tracks and a flattened patch of grass where a vehicle might have stood. Blue plastic cord had snagged on a low branch; Zee photographed its frayed end before moving towards the tree.

Traffic carried from the main road. Farther off, a drummer in the church hall practised three strokes and a pause. Zee noted the interval; it resembled the pattern beneath Mandla’s parade, though she had been wrong about remembered rhythms before.

“The branch matches. See the scar where one limb broke away?” Amahle followed Zee towards the trunk. She turned the screen so Zee could compare it with the recording. “I’ve got a second image from the same upload. There was a cloth tied round the root in that one. Red, maybe. The video is grainy.”

Zee crouched beside the root. Rain had washed loose soil into a narrow channel against the bark. Beneath the surface, a thread snagged on a splinter of wood. She cleared enough wet leaves to reveal a folded corner of fabric, singed along one side and caught beneath a stone. Its red weave resembled the old sash surrendered by the Brotherhood witness.

“Photograph it from where you’re standing,” Zee said. “Then give me the scale from my bag.”

Zee lifted the fabric with forceps, its charred edge crumbling against the card. Faint writing showed on the reverse where rainwater had left pale blue marks. She noted its position and sealed it for examination.

“Can your light show whether that’s ink?” she said.

She switched on a small ultraviolet torch. A portion of the lettering fluoresced as Zee tilted the open packet. They could distinguish a lamb-shaped mark and several words, though the broken stitching obscured the beginning of the line. Zee made a photographic record of both sides under white light and again beneath the torch.

“Read what you can,” she said.

“‘He who wears the lamb shall bear the weight of the garden’s blood.’” Amahle stopped at the torn edge. “Could be paint used for banners. Could be something Mandla had stitched for a ceremony. The lab can tell us about the material. I’d like to compare that lettering with the upload captions.”

“Compare it with the sash. I want to know whether the cloth came from the same batch.”

She put the packet in her bag while the drummer tried the three-beat phrase again. The missed beat made the colours Zee associated with pitch seem to shear apart. She had followed false patterns before; this time she wrote down the interval rather than trusting the feeling it gave her.

A voice came from the path beyond the photographed tracks. Zee motioned Amahle to stay by the stone and called for the stranger to remain where she could see his hands.

“Excuse me.”

The barefoot young man wore a white robe over his school sports shirt. A wire ran from beneath its collar towards his ear, and he carried a cracked glazed communion cup; dried red liquid stained his thumb. Zee stopped several paces from him.

“Stay there, please. My name is Detective Dlamini. Have we met?” Zee put herself between him and Amahle.

He glanced towards the road and opened his mouth, but ground his teeth together before any words came. As his shoulder tightened beneath the robe, the cup trembled in his hand.

Amahle edged sideways to film the wire. “Taxi-rank earpiece,” she murmured. “Nothing custom-made.”

“Can you hear me?” Zee asked the young man. “What’s your name?”

His fingers tightened around the cup. From somewhere beneath the robe came a faint electronic hiss, followed by the same three drumbeats. He flinched at the third.

“The lamb returns for ascension,” he said, his voice roughened by strain. “And the garden knows its name.”

She recognised the sermon language. The words came out at an unnatural pace, each phrase preceded by a barely audible cue from the wire. She held her hands where he could see them.

“Take the cup down slowly. We can get you something to drink and find out who sent you.”

His mouth worked before he made a sound. “I had to say it. He said someone would come.”

“Who told you?”

“The man at the tent.” His breath quickened. “Please take it.”

He moved forward. Zee stepped back to give him room. The young man’s heel slipped on the wet bank, and he lost his grip. The cup struck a flat stone beside the root, opening the old crack along its side. Most of the red liquid poured across the stone and ran into the shallow channel left by rain.

The young man folded onto his knees. Amahle set her phone on a rock, the camera still recording, and approached him from the side. Zee checked that he could breathe properly, then asked whether he had taken anything at the revival. His pupils were unusually wide, and sweat ran down the hollow beneath his ear. She called for an ambulance and described his symptoms.

“Luthando,” he said. “My mother calls me Lutho.”

“Where is she?”

“At work. She thinks I’m at the clinic.” He gave a small, frightened laugh. “They promised a cure. I keep hearing the preacher when it goes quiet.”

Amahle crouched by the stone. As the liquid drained from its surface, a circular design emerged beneath a crust of red-brown clay. Someone had cut lines into the stone and filled them with ochre. The runoff
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