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            PRAISE FOR MICHAEL STANLEY

          

        

      

    

    
      “From Minnesota to South Africa to Mozambique to Vietnam, Michael Stanley’s Dead of Night is an extraordinary tale of the extreme measures taken to combat international poaching and smuggling.”

      — C.J. Box, #1 New York Times bestselling author

      

      "Promising series launch...an entertaining page-turner. Readers will look forward to the sequel."

      ― Publishers Weekly

      

      "Award-winning author Michael Stanley exposes one of southern Africa's most vicious conflicts in a story that will have you turning pages, pining for the safety of the world's dwindling rhino populations, and questioning the line between fact and fiction."

      ― The Big Thrill

      

      “The fast-paced and exciting read of the summer that you will not want to miss.”

      – Bookreporter

      

      “I love Crys Nguyen, an intrepid environmentalist, quick thinking and fearless. Although tiny, she fights way above her weight. With a bit of karate and a deep commitment to yoga and meditation, she is a young woman after my own heart.”

      – Reviewing the Evidence

      

      “Dead of Night may belong with the darkest of Noir writing but it is also utterly thrilling, multi-layered, skillfully executed, educational, thought-provoking and ultimately a really satisfying read.”

      – Tripfiction

      

      “It’s an enthralling immersive read that won’t disappoint.”

      - Lizzie Hays, Promoting Crime Fiction

      

      “This story is brutal, brilliant and utterly breath-taking, my favorite of this writing duo so far…Totally stunning in every ‘sense’ of the word.”

      - Books from Dusk Till Dawn blog

      

      “I don’t think I caught my breath properly the whole time I was reading it. It is the best thriller that I have read in a long while.”

      - A Little Book Problem blog

      

      Praise for the Detective Kubu mysteries

      “Detective David ‘Kubu’ Bengu is a wonderful creation, complex and beguiling. The exotic smells and sounds of Botswana fill the pages as well as the changes and struggles of a country brimming with modern technology yet fiercely clinging to old traditions. Compelling and deceptively written…”

      —New York Journal of Books

      

      “A wonderful, original voice—McCall Smith with a dark edge and even darker underbelly.”

      —Peter James, #1 UK bestseller

      

      “My favourite writing duo since Ellery Queen.”

      —Ragnar Jónasson, bestselling author of the Dark Iceland series.

      

      “Great African crime fiction.”

      —Deon Meyer, author of the Benny Griessel novels

      

      Praise for other Michael Stanley books

      

      “The intricate plotting, a grisly sense of realism and numerous topical motifs (the plight of the Kalahari Bushmen, diamond smuggling, poaching, the homogenization of African culture, etc.) make this a compulsively readable novel. Despite a shared setting with Alexander McCall Smith’s No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency series, this fast- paced forensic thriller will resonate more with fans of Patricia Cornwell’s Kay Scarpetta.”

      —Publishers Weekly starred review for A Carrion Death

      

      “Kubu is also hugely appealing— big and solid and smart enough to grasp all angles of this mystery. Readers may be lured to Africa by the landscape, but it takes a great character like Kubu to win our loyalty.”

      —New York Times Book Review for A Carrion Death

      

      “The African Columbo … a smart, satisfying complex mystery.”

      —Entertainment Weekly, A rating review for The Second Death of Goodluck Tinubu

      

      “Bringing a love of Africa similar to Alexander McCall Smith’s popular No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency series, the author has created an excellent new venue for those who love to read about other cultures while enjoying a good mystery. Highly recommended.”

      —School Library Journal, starred review for The Second Death of Goodluck Tinubu

      

      “Death of the Mantis is the best book I’ve read in a very long time. A fantastic read. Brilliant!”

      —Louise Penny, #1 New York Times bestselling author

      

      “Kubu’s third recorded case is again alive with local color and detail and, refreshingly, offers his fullest mystery plot yet.”

      —Kirkus Reviews for Death of the Mantis

      

      “Death of the Mantis is the best book yet in one of the best series going: a serious novel with a mystery at its core that takes us places we’ve never been, thrills and informs us, and leaves us changed by the experience. I loved this book.”

      —Timothy Hallinan, author of the Junior Bender series

      

      “Impossible to put down, this immensely readable third entry … delivers the goods. Kubu’s painstaking detecting skills make him a sort of Hercule Poirot of the desert. This series can be recommended to a wide gamut of readers.”

      —Library Journal, starred review for Death of the Mantis

      

      “Tight plotting is seasoned with African culture and the uglier presence of African corruption ... believable and utterly menacing.

      —Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine for Deadly Harvest

      

      “…one of the finest crime thrillers of 2013...”

      —The Strand Mystery Magazine for Deadly Harvest

      

      “Kubu returns with a vengeance— but what is prowling in the darkness of Botswana is more dangerous than the four- legged predators. Then there are the Chinese who just may be the most dangerous of all— I love it!”

      —Charles Todd, award- winning author of the Ian Rutledge and Bess Crawford mysteries for A Death in the Family

      

      “Stanley and Kubu deserve much more critical and commercial attention than they have been receiving; hopefully this latest instalment will rectify that shortcoming.”

      —Bookreporter for A Death in the Family

      

      “The best yet, with both an ingenious mystery and a deeper and more textured depiction of modern Botswana and Kubu’s piece of it.”

      —Kirkus Reviews for Dying to Live

      

      “David ‘Kubu’ Bengu, an assistant superintendent in the Botswana CID, investigates a particularly baffling murder in his sixth, and best, outing. Stanley keeps the intriguing plot twists coming.”

      —Publishers Weekly, starred and boxed review for Dying to Live

      

      “Stanley once again mixes strongly developed characters, puzzling plot twists and a textured African setting in an international police procedural with heart and soul that will appeal to fans of Kwei Quartey and Alexander McCall Smith.”

      —Library Journal, starred review for Dying to Live

      

      “The local colour is as delightful as the intriguing investigation.”

      —The Times and Sunday Times Crime Club Pick of the Week for Facets of Death

      

      “A fabulous test of Kubu’s legendary deductive talents, Facets of Death is easily one of the best heist novels I’ve read since Gerald Browne’s classic 11 Harrowhouse.”

      —Bookpage starred review

      

      “Every fan of mystery novels should be reading and enjoying this series, and not just because of the ending, which has quickly and quietly become my favourite in recent memory.”

      —Bookreporter for Facets of Death

      

      “I’d no more miss a Detective Kubu mystery than I would forget to brush my teeth in the morning. If you haven’t had the pleasure of meeting David “Kubu” Bengu, get your hands on a copy of Facets of Death. You can thank me later.”

      —Kittling Books

      

      “…a compelling, original narrative that will have (you) coming back for more.”

      —Mystery Scene for Facets of Death

      

      “Parallels to Alexander McCall Smith … are clear, but Kubu’s distinctive personality, juxtaposed against scenes of his country’s darker sides, help his adventures stand out.”

      —The Seattle Times for Facets of Death

      

      “A Deadly Covenant provides the reader with an exciting insight into crime in Botswana. A thoroughly enjoyable read.”

      —Alexander McCall Smith, worldwide best seller

      

      “Stanley gets everything  —the dialogue, the terrain descriptions, the plot beats—right.”

      —Publishers Weekly, starred review for A Deadly Covenant

      

      “A Deadly Covenant is a real page turner, perfect for those who like their mysteries complex, and want something a little different. The Detective David ‘Kubu’ Bengu series is an as yet under-recognised addition to the list of must-reads in the world of mystery fiction.”

      –Strand Magazine

      

      “As a big fan of uncovered or unsolved mysteries from the remote past, I found A Deadly Covenant completely intriguing and engrossing, and the Bushman scenes fascinating. Vividly painted scenery, and I can feel the oppressive heat. Talk about Sunshine Noir!”

      —Kwei Quartey, best-selling author of the Emma Djan and Darko Dawson mysteries

      

      “The unmatched beauty, spirit, and mystery of Africa never fails to come to life in Michael Stanley’s award-winning Botswana-based Detective David ‘Kubu’ Bengu series. In the newest addition to this irresistible series, A Deadly Covenant, societal conflicts, generational prejudices, family secrets, and political turf wars combine to obstruct a youthful Detective Kubu’s investigation into old bones unearthed in a remote Botswana village and the seemingly unrelated murders that soon follow their discovery. A Deadly Covenant is an irresistible page-turner and a powerful contribution to the Kubu saga.”

      —Jeffrey Siger, international best-selling author of the Chief Inspector Andreas Kaldis series
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      Michael Stanley is the writing team of Michael Sears and Stanley Trollip. Both were born in South Africa and have worked in academia and business. Stanley was an educational psychologist, specialising in the application of computers to teaching and learning, and is a pilot. Michael specialises in image processing and remote sensing and teaches at the University of the Witwatersrand.

      On a flying trip to Botswana, they watched a pack of hyenas hunt, kill, and devour a wildebeest, eating both flesh and bones. That gave them the premise for their first mystery, A Carrion Death, which introduced Detective ‘Kubu’ Bengu of the Botswana Criminal Investigation Department. It was a finalist for five awards, including the Crime Writers’ Association Debut Dagger. The series has been critically acclaimed, and their third book, Death of the Mantis, won the Barry Award for Best Paperback Original mystery and was a finalist for an Edgar award. Deadly Harvest was a finalist for an International Thriller Writers’ award.

      

      Visit Michael and Stanley’s website, michaelstanleybooks.com and follow them on Twitter at @detectivekubu and on Facebook at www.facebook.com/MichaelStanleyBooks.
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      Boss Man: Crys Nguyen’s name for Chu Nhan, boss of smuggling gang in Ho Chi Minh City

      Chikosi, Bongani: Game guide at Tshukudu. Also works with an anti-poaching team in Kruger National Park

      Chu Nhan: Boss of smuggling gang in Ho Chi Minh City. Crys calls him the boss man

      Davidson, Michael: A journalist who investigated rhino poaching and rhino-horn smuggling before Crys

      Dinh Van Duong: Official in the Vietnamese Department of Environmental Affairs

      Do: Associate of Nigel Wood in Ho Chi Minh City

      Donald: Associate of Søren Willandsen at End Extinction NGO in Ho Chi Minh City

      Goldsmith, Sara: Editor at National Geographic magazine

      Ho Van Tan: Vietnamese man who survives plane crash in the bush

      Joe: Seller of rhino horn in Ho Chi Minh City, who works with the smugglers

      Le Van Tham: Seller of rhino horn in Ho Chi Minh City

      Mabula, Colonel: Head detective at the Giyani police station

      Malan, Anton: Owner of the Tshukudu Nature Reserve, who breeds rhinos and harvests their horns

      Malan, Johannes: Son of Anton Malan

      Ng: Supplier of rhino horn in Saigon Port

      Ngane, Petrus: Night guard at Giyani police station

      Nguyen, Crystal: Minnesotan journalist of Vietnamese descent

      Phan Van Minh: Translator in Ho Chi Minh City

      Pockface: Crys Nguyen’s name for a thug from Mozambique involved with the rhino-horn smugglers
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      Willandsen, Søren: Director of End Extinction NGO in Ho Chi Minh City

      Wood, Nigel: Director of the Rhino International NGO in Geneva
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      Michael Davidson wiped the sweat off his face, irritated that his hand was unsteady.

      He’d been following the white pickup for almost two hours. He was actually surprised that he hadn’t lost it somewhere along the way, because he’d had to keep a long way back as there was very little traffic. But the roads were straight with few major intersections – that had helped. Eventually near a small town called Giyani, the pickup had turned onto a dirt road. After that he’d been able to drop even further back and just follow the dust train. Eventually the dust had stopped at the gate of a smallholding.

      He drove slowly past at the entrance. The pickup was nowhere in sight and had probably been driven round the back of the ramshackle house. The entrance was nothing more than a double metal farm gate that you pulled closed by hand, with a cattle grid below it. It was secured with a padlock, but it wasn’t much of a barrier.

      He was very tempted to call it a day – he’d already connected most of the links in the rhino-horn smuggling chain. But there was still the crucial connection to establish – the one between the local traffickers and the people who would smuggle the horn out of the country to Mozambique. He had to document that. And if his tipoff was correct, the transfer would happen today. This would be his one and only chance. And if he succeeded, the payoff would be big – both in money and reputation. But these were very nasty men, and they had a lot to lose.

      He drove on until he found a driveway where he could pull off and be sure his vehicle wouldn’t be seen from the road. Then he grabbed his camera and walked back to the padlocked gate. Perhaps he could just hide near it and photograph who came and went.

      But once he reached the gate, the lure of a scoop was too strong to resist. If he merely photographed a vehicle leaving the farm, what would that prove? he asked himself. The chain would not be joined.

      Anyway, they wouldn’t be expecting anything – he was sure they hadn’t noticed him following them. So, it wouldn’t be such a huge risk, and there was thick bush around he could hide in if he had to.

      He wet his lips and carefully scanned his surroundings. Nothing. Quickly, he clambered over the gate, dropped to the ground and moved off the driveway into the veld. A couple of cattle on the next property raised their heads and looked at him, but there was no other response.

      He started to think about ways he could get close to the house. The problem was that the area immediately around it had been cleared. Some optimist had planted scraggy grass, but it had mostly lost the battle with the hard, dry ground. He couldn’t see anywhere near the house where he could hide safely.

      Then he heard a vehicle approaching.

      He was surprised. The pickup had just got there.

      Davidson dropped to the ground behind a low bush, thankful for at least a little cover.

      He felt the familiar effects of an adrenalin surge. He’d done a stint covering the war in Afghanistan and, while he hadn’t enjoyed the danger, there’d been a peculiar exhilaration in knowing that every step you took might be your last. But there had also been fear. And that was what he felt now.

      A man came down the driveway and opened the gate for the vehicle that had just arrived. It headed up to the house, and he heard the man following it.

      Then the footsteps stopped.

      Michael pressed his body into the ground, annoyed with himself for not moving further into the bush. The footsteps started again.

      Were they coming closer?

      There was a snap of a twig.

      Davidson realised the man wasn’t on the road anymore and wondered if he should make a run for it?

      But the man was close and almost certainly armed. Davidson’s heart hammered.

      He lay dead still, feeling the stones and grit through his jeans, and realising that he’d picked up some thorns when he hit the ground. The back of his neck itched with sweat, and something many-legged was crawling on his arm. He forced himself to ignore it.

      The man had stopped. Then he heard the sound of a urine stream hitting the dust. He heard a zip being pulled up, and the footsteps resumed up the driveway. He breathed a sigh of relief.

      Shortly after, he heard voices and vehicle doors slam, but then it was all quiet again. They’d all gone into the house.

      He lifted his head and looked around cautiously, but there was no sign of either vehicle. He decided the main entrance to the building must be on the other side.

      He scrambled to his feet and rapidly worked his way further into the bush and round the house, trying to keep low and out of sight of any of the windows. After a few minutes, he could see the door with the pick-up and the new vehicle parked in front of it. The problem was that from where he was, he wouldn’t be able to see what was happening or take pictures, and if he tried to get much closer, he’d be exposed. He needed elevation.

      He spotted a large sausage tree between him and the vehicles. He’d have preferred to be closer, but then further away was safer. The tree would have to do.

      Hoping that the men were all engaged inside with their transaction and that they hadn’t left a lookout, he worked his way forwards, keeping the tree between him and the house. There were no sounds except those of the bush – the trill of insects, the harsh cackles of green wood-hoopoes. Reaching the tree, he stood up and realised he’d lucked out. From here he actually had a good view, and from up the tree he’d be able to see the front entrance and the vehicles clearly. He’d just have to climb high enough to be hidden by the large leaves and huge sausage-shaped fruits.

      There was a convenient branch not too high off the ground, but it was dead. He’d have to use it to lever himself up, and if it broke it would attract attention. He clenched his teeth and reached up for it, trying to grab smaller side branches at the same time to distribute his weight. He could feel that the dead branch was brittle, felt it protest … felt it crack. But it held long enough for him to lift himself into the canopy. His haste caused some rustling, and the dead branch had made some noise. He held his breath, his heart racing again. There were still only the bush sounds.

      He checked his camera and blew some dust particles off the lens. Then he got some pictures of the new vehicle – a beaten-up panel van – including its number plate, which indicated that it was from Mozambique. Just as he suspected. On the side was painted ‘Maputo Electrical’ with a lightning logo.

      Then he waited.

      It took a while, but at last two men – Asian by the look of them – emerged from the house, each with a holdall, obviously heavy. One of the white men he’d been following came out after them.

      Davidson wondered if the other man was still in the house.

      Michael slowly lifted his camera and rested the lens on a branch.

      It wasn’t long before his patience was rewarded in a way he couldn’t have dared hope for. To open the back door of the van, one of the men had to drop his holdall – and it wasn’t fastened. For a few seconds, Davidson could see into the bag quite clearly through his zoom lens.

      It was stuffed with rhino horns.

      The man picked up the bag and tossed it into the back of the van making no attempt to hide it, and his partner did the same.

      As Davidson zoomed out to get a wider shot, the missing second white man walked into the viewfinder. He was at the side of the house. Michael froze, his heart thumping. The man was scanning with a pair of binoculars.

      In a few moments, he would be focused on the sausage tree.
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      Crys caught Kirsten, the leader, fifty metres before the crest of the hill. At the top, she was five metres ahead. It was all going to hinge on the last downhill.

      Float on the downhills, her coach had told her. Don’t force it!

      Her lighter body would work against her. Kirsten was heavier and stronger.

      Float! she told herself.

      If she could get to the bottom even or slightly ahead, she was confident she was faster on the home stretch.

      She concentrated on keeping her body loose.

      The first turn was a long arc. She was still ahead as she came out of it. The second was a tester, steep and sharp. The type of turn she’d always struggled with, tightening up and not committing.

      She could hear Carl’s voice: Float!

      She struggled to relax her muscles and headed into the turn. Down and around, faster and faster.

      At the end of the turn, she was still ahead. Now a long straight. She could sense Kirsten gaining. Then she could see her, edging ahead.

      Ahead was the last curve – sharp to the left followed immediately by a tight turn to the right.

      Float!

      Suddenly, Crys was in the zone. Fatigue and fear drained away. She was on the outside watching herself. Watching herself float through the taxing S-curve. Watching herself ahead by five metres at the bottom. Watching herself cross the finish line ten metres ahead of a struggling Kirsten. Watching herself raise her ski poles in unbridled joy.
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        * * *

      

      ‘And the winner of the 2017 Minnesota Women’s Biathlon is … Crystal Nguyen!’

      The small, enthusiastic crowd of skiers and spectators whooped and applauded.

      As she pushed through the crowd to the podium, Crys was experiencing an almost out-of-body experience. It was as though she was watching herself being patted on the back, relishing the taste of her first major win. Part of her was thrilled, part surprised at the positive reception, and part feeling a bit of an anti-climax after the hundreds of hours of training she’d put in.

      As she stood between the two runners-up, holding the trophy above her head, she realised what a strange sight it must be. She, a typical Vietnamese woman – short, black hair, dark olive skin; they, tall, blond women of Nordic descent. She was pretty sure that it was the first time a woman who wasn’t white had won such a high-profile race.

      The press realised they had a good story, and photographers crowded around, cameras flashing.

      ‘Crys, what’s it like to be the first Vietnamese winner?’ shouted a reporter in the crowd.

      ‘I don’t know what I’m feeling at the moment,’ she replied with a smile. ‘But I’m sure it’s no different from what other winners feel – elation, satisfaction.’

      ‘But don’t you feel proud that a Vietnamese can beat the Americans?’

      ‘I don’t think about my heritage when I’m skiing. I’m just proud to have won against such tough competition.’ She indicated the two women next to her. ‘Being Vietnamese has nothing to do with it.’

      Let’s get this over with, she thought.

      ‘Is there any particular aspect of your training that made the difference?’

      Crys nodded and pointed at the back of the crowd. ‘My wonderful coach, Carl Hansen. Without him, I’d still be on the course.’ She lifted her hands and applauded in Carl’s direction.
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        * * *

      

      It was around eight o’clock when Crys opened the front door of her rented home on the outskirts of Duluth. She, Carl, and his wife, had enjoyed a leisurely celebratory dinner at a local restaurant. Now she wanted to savour the day by herself.

      She loved the quietness of living on a cul de sac, with a forest as a neighbour, loved the fact that hardly anyone used the road in front of her house. No one ever peered in the windows or knocked on the door wanting to borrow a cup of sugar. Better yet, she wasn’t asked to the occasional neighbourhood get together. To the few people who lived on her road, she was invisible.

      She lit the wood stove and sat down in her favourite chair. She had one thing to do before settling in. She picked up her phone. Should she phone? Or should she text? She could feel herself tense up. There was a risk either way. She wanted to phone, to speak to her mother, to tell her of her victory. But if her father heard them speaking . . . she shuddered at the thought of what he would do. Especially if he was in a bad mood. Which he usually was. It was a big risk. Normally they spoke when he wasn’t around, usually when her mother was out shopping and could use a payphone. They knew he often checked her mother’s phone to see who she’d been speaking to.

      Crys took a few deep breaths. She so wanted to share her good news and have a good chat. But she’d seen her mother’s face after one of her father’s tantrums. She couldn’t take the chance.

      Even a text was risky, even though she’d told her mother how to turn off the notification sound. But it was less risky – her mother could read it later, when alone, then delete it. Reluctantly she started typing.

      After she’d pressed SEND, she unrolled her yoga mat on the floor. She needed to stretch and centre herself after the excitement of the day. She sat down and slowly twisted into a half lotus, her tired muscles protesting with each stretch. She breathed deeply, closed her eyes, and quietly chanted her mantra: Úm ma ni bát ni hồng. Úm ma ni bát ni hồng. Úm ma ni bát ni hồng. Úm ma ni bát ni hồng.

      It took some time before she was able to clear her mind of the myriad images of the day: the perfect shooting score, the terrifying final downhill, and the trophy – the trophy she and Carl had worked so hard for. Slowly, she began to relax. Her heart rate slowed, and she tried to open her mind to nothingness.

      Half an hour later, she stretched out into the downward dog, holding it for a minute, then ended with a couple of minutes in the corpse pose.

      When she stood up, she took her glass of water and sat next to the stove, gazing into the flames.

      It had been an almost perfect day – with one exception. Her friend Michael had promised he’d fly in from New York to root for her, but he hadn’t appeared.

      Michael was a writer for the New York Times. They’d become good friends because of their shared interest in the environment, particular endangered species. He’d originally contacted her to talk about a series of articles she’d written for the Duluth News Tribune on the plight of gray wolves. After that, they’d emailed each other a lot, chatted on the phone, and met on several occasions at conventions in various parts of the country. They were kindred spirits and became close. He was serious and committed to wildlife, but he was also fun … and good-looking in a craggy sort of a way. He was the sort of man she’d been waiting for, and she could feel herself falling for him. So she’d been thrilled – with just a touch of jealousy – when National Geographic had invited him to write an article on rhino-horn smuggling.

      While he was travelling in Vietnam and South Africa, they’d kept in touch as usual. He let her know what he’d learned on his trip, and then he’d tease her about the frigid weather in Minnesota. In return, she’d write that she knew the rhino assignment was just a cover for a vacation in the sun. They were both looking forward to getting together at the time of her big race. It would be great to have the support of such a good friend, Crys had told herself.

      Then the emails stopped coming.

      In his last email, about four weeks earlier, he wrote excitedly that he’d found out about how the rhino-horn embargo was being circumvented in South Africa and was going digging for the final pieces of information he needed for his article. He’d jokingly invited her to his inevitable Pulitzer reception.

      Initially she hadn’t been concerned about his lack of contact; it was normal – he was pursuing a difficult story, after all. She understood that. But when she still hadn’t heard from him after a couple of weeks, she’d started to worry. For the past ten days she’d been trying to contact him – both by email and by phone on his New York and South African numbers. All to no avail.

      Finally, she’d sent an email to National Geographic asking whether they knew where he was, but they hadn’t replied.

      She decided that now she had some free time, she was going get to the bottom of the matter.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, she negotiated an early morning snowfall on the way to her office at the Duluth News Tribune. She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down to plan what she needed to do to find Michael.

      She pulled out her cell phone. First, she called Michael’s New York numbers – at home and at the New York Times, but only reached voicemail messages that indicated he was on assignment overseas. As before, she left messages asking him to call her.

      She also tried his South African number; it went to voicemail immediately, suggesting that the phone was turned off. She left a message there too.

      She knew that Michael was from Princeton, New Jersey, but he’d told her that he wasn’t on speaking terms with his father. That had struck a chord with Crys, who hadn’t spoken to her own father for twelve years, since he threw her out of the house for not behaving as he thought an obedient Vietnamese daughter should.

      Next, she called directory assistance and was given the numbers of three Davidsons in Princeton. She called the first and asked the man who answered whether he had a son, Michael Davidson.

      ‘Why do you want to know?’ he asked. ‘If you’re trying to collect on his debts, you’ve come to the wrong place.’

      Crys guessed this wasn’t the right Davidson, but it would be rude to just hang up.

      ‘No, nothing like that. I’m looking for a Michael Davidson who is a journalist with the New York Times. I must have the wrong number.’

      ‘Yeah, that’s my son. He’s with the Times. What’s it to you?’

      ‘He and I are good friends and exchange emails quite often. I haven’t heard from him for a while and was wondering if he was ill or something,’ she said, not wanting to worry him about his son being missing in Africa.

      ‘I’ve no idea where he is. I haven’t spoken to him for two years.’

      ‘He’s on a project overseas and—’

      ‘He’s sure to be up to some no good somewhere or other. Probably hiding from the debt collectors.’

      Crys frowned. This conversation wasn’t getting her anywhere.

      ‘Would you have the number of his ex-wife? Maybe she knows something about where he is?’

      He gave a sour chuckle. ‘Sheila? Forget it. She’d love to get her hands on him. He’s always behind on his alimony payments, and he owes the doctors and hospital a fortune for his daughter’s surgery. Fool didn’t have health insurance. Must have got his brains from his mother.’

      ‘I’m sorry I disturbed you, Mr Davidson.’ Crys, was eager now to hang up. She didn’t want to listen to any more unpleasant family stories. ‘Thank you, though.’

      ‘Good luck finding him,’ the man said and rang off.

      Crys felt a pang of sadness that he seemed to care so little about his son. Shouldn’t he be concerned, no matter what had happened between them in the past? She knew Michael had been married, but was puzzled that he hadn’t mentioned his daughter. She wondered if he was scared that telling her would put her off him. Or perhaps whatever had happened to her was too painful to talk about. And whatever his father had said, Crys was pretty sure Michael would be paying off his debts. He just seemed that sort of person.

      There was one more call she wanted to make before calling National Geographic to follow up on her email.

      ‘Barbara Zygorski,’ the voice on the other end of the line said.

      ‘Hi, Barb. This is Crys Nguyen. How are you?’

      ‘Well, thanks. It’s been a long time.’

      ‘Sure has. I wonder if you’ve heard from Michael recently.’

      ‘Not for a while. Probably a month or so. Last I heard he was heading for Mozambique, hot on the trail of some smugglers. What’s up?’

      ‘I’m really worried. He’s usually so good at dropping a line ever day or so. Now it’s been four weeks.’

      ‘Knowing him, he’s probably up to his ears in crocodiles somewhere in the bush. With no internet connection.’

      ‘You’ve been at the Times a long time – would you do me a big favour?’

      ‘If I can.’

      ‘Could you ask someone in IT to check if Michael has used his email account anytime since I received my last email from him. It was exactly four weeks ago today.’

      There was silence on the line. Crys decided to wait for a response.

      ‘I don’t know…’

      ‘Look, I know it’s against policy and all that, but this could help us find him. I’m sure you know someone who won’t blab.’

      Another pause. Then: ‘Okay, Crys. I’ll see what I can do, but I’m not making any promises.’

      Crys thanked her and hung up.

      Finally, she phoned the National Geographic office and asked for a Sara Goldsmith, who was the editor who’d offered Michael the rhino assignment.

      Crys introduced herself and explained she was calling because she’d not heard back in response to the email she’d sent enquiring about Michael Davidson’s whereabouts.

      ‘I do apologise for that,’ Goldsmith said, ‘but I’ve been trying to find out where he is myself. I was waiting to have some definite news before I got in touch with you.’

      ‘Do you mean you haven’t heard from him either?’

      ‘Well, when he was in Vietnam, and after he headed for South Africa, he’d email me every few days with updates and asking me to keep his notes and photos for safekeeping. Then about a month ago, his emails stopped coming. The last place we know he was at was a rhino farm called Tshukudu Nature Reserve near Kruger National Park. I spoke to them recently, and they said that he had been there, but had then left for Mozambique – something he hadn’t told me about. Anyway, we then contacted the South African police and asked for their help. They took a while to get back to us, and when they did, they said that the only contact they’d had with Michael was in a town called Phalaborwa, where he’d interviewed the police chief about some poachers they’d caught, who’d been given stiff prison sentences. They did tell us that South African Immigration had confirmed that Michael went to Mozambique around that time, then returned ten days later. There’s no record of him leaving South Africa after that. I insisted that they open a missing person’s docket, but I haven’t heard back, I’m afraid.’

      ‘So, he must still be in South Africa, unless he left illegally – which is unlikely.’

      ‘We’re worried that something may have happened to him,’ Goldsmith said. ‘Smugglers are generally not a pleasant group of characters.’

      Crys’s chest tightened. ‘Have you contacted his family?’

      ‘As far as I know he’s an only child, and he told me his mother died young. I located his father, but he said the two hadn’t spoken in years.’

      ‘I just spoke to him too. He has no idea where Michael is … and apparently doesn’t care.’

      There was a silence. Cry wondered what could have happened and realised Sara must be doing the same thing.

      ‘You’ve got to send someone to find him,’ Crys said at last. ‘You can’t just stop looking.’

      ‘We’ve thought about hiring a private investigator, but nobody who has anything to hide will speak to them. They’ll just clam up. We’ll be wasting our money and end up knowing no more than we do now. I guess we just have to leave it to the police for the moment.’

      ‘But you’ve got to do something!’ Crys protested with a sinking feeling that everyone had washed their hands of Michael.

      ‘So, what do you suggest Ms Nguyen?’

      ‘I … I don’t know...’

      When Crys put the phone down, she slumped in her seat. It seemed that Goldsmith had spoken to everyone Michael had had recent contact with, without any success. Michael had truly disappeared.

      And no one seemed to care too much about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      That evening, Crys couldn’t focus on anything. She tried to watch TV – a BBC wildlife documentary – but she couldn’t concentrate. Her mind kept wandering to Michael and what could have happened to him. No one went off the radar for a month without letting someone know where they were. But what could they do to find him?

      Sara Goldsmith hadn’t been optimistic that a private eye would ever get close to the people who had useful information, and she was probably right. Government officials and the police would be open to meeting, and perhaps the farmers that Michael had spoken to would too, but the people actively involved in poaching almost certainly would stay clear.

      So, who was left? That was the question that haunted Crys for most of the evening.

      The answer came to her when answers often did – when she was in a yoga position and her mind was clear. She should go herself.

      It made perfect sense. She had a strong personal interest: she really liked Michael and their friendship was developing. She had the qualifications: she was a relatively well-known environmental writer with a strong background in investigative journalism. Her general focus of interest was endangered species – and rhinos certainly fit that bill. And she had the time – her last major project had just been published.

      All she had to do was convince National Geographic to send her to look for him and work on the article.

      She untwisted from her half lotus and was so excited by the idea that she nearly forgot to end her session with stretches and a cool down.

      When she stood up, she could barely wait until the morning, when she could call Sara Goldsmith and make her suggestion.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Good morning, Ms Nguyen. I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon. Have you heard from Michael?’

      ‘Good morning, Ms Goldsmith. Unfortunately, I haven’t. But I have been stewing over our conversation yesterday and the fact we couldn’t come up with a good plan to look for him.’

      Goldstein didn’t respond.

      ‘OK, so I have a suggestion that I’ve thought through carefully, which I think would work.’

      ‘And that is?’

      Crys hesitated, then took the plunge. ‘I’ll go…’

      She paused, but again there was silence from the other end of the line. She realised she was going to have to convince Sara.

      ‘I can go under the pretext of writing a story about rhino poaching – just like Michael. If you’ll let me see his notes, I should be able to speak to the same people he spoke to and perhaps find out who he thought were involved in his big story.’

      ‘Hmm … it’s an interesting idea,’ Goldsmith said at last. ‘And you’re willing to fund yourself?’

      Crys took a deep breath. ‘Actually, I was hoping that you would hire me to finish writing Michael’s story.’

      This time there was a very long pause. Crys wished she’d worked her way around to the suggestion rather than just throwing it out immediately. But she wasn’t good at prevarication.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Goldsmith said eventually, and Crys’s heart sank. ‘I’m worried that Michael may have run foul of the smugglers – they are very nasty, I believe. I wouldn’t want the same to happen to you.’

      ‘Ms Goldsmith, I can do the job. I’m an investigative reporter and deal with environmental affairs…’

      ‘I know who you are,’ Goldsmith interjected. ‘That’s not the issue. I’ve been very impressed with the reporting you’ve done on the plight of gray wolves and how poaching disrupts their social groups.’

      For a moment Crys was taken aback. This was a huge compliment, coming from such a prestigious source. She felt herself blush.

      ‘Thank you,’ she stammered. ‘I wouldn’t have thought you’d ever have read any of my work.’

      ‘Because of who we are and the people who are our customers, we try to keep tabs on everyone who’s doing good work in the same areas as us. Your name has popped up a few times, including from Michael, so we’ve been keeping an eye on what you’ve been up to. I thought your gray wolf piece in the Duluth News Tribune last week was excellent. And it was widely syndicated too.’

      Crys wasn’t sure what to say, so she just repeated a thank you.

      ‘So, what you’re suggesting is that we send you,’ Goldsmith continued, ‘because you’ll have a better chance of gaining access because of the National Geographic connection. Is that right?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      There was a silence. And the longer it lasted, the less optimistic Crys became.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Please give it some thought, Ms Goldsmith. We have to do something. This isn’t just about the story. Michael may be in serious trouble. We have to find out what has happened to him.’

      ‘Give me a call tomorrow. I’ll have an answer, but don’t get your hopes too high.’
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        * * *

      

      The next twenty-four hours moved as slowly as the sap from the maple trees next to her house during a spring cold snap. Every time Crys looked at her watch, after what seemed like hours, only minutes had passed.

      She slept so badly that she left the house at seven the next morning to ski for an hour. Anything to keep her mind off the clock. She’d had three cups of the Duluth News Tribune’s coffee by the time she called Sara Goldsmith again.

      ‘It’s Crys Nguyen, Ms. Goldsmith.’

      ‘Please, call me Sara…’

      ‘Have you thought about my suggestion?’

      ‘Of course.’

      Crys waited anxiously for her to continue.

      ‘Are you sure about this, Crys? If Michael ran into trouble researching his story, you could too. It could be extremely dangerous.’

      ‘I’m willing to take that risk. And I’ll be very careful.’

      ‘If I say yes, when could you leave?’

      ‘As soon as I can get organised. Perhaps by tomorrow night. Every day may make a difference to Michael’s safety.’

      ‘Crys, listen to yourself. You’re talking about rescuing him, not finding him. That’s a big difference. You aren’t qualified to rescue anyone … but, I suppose you are qualified to find someone.’

      Crys held her breath. Had she overstepped the mark in her enthusiasm?

      There was another of Sara’s long silences.

      ‘Okay, Crys. I have management permission to hire you to work with Michael on finishing his piece. We’ll obviously pick up all expenses, and there’s a reasonable stipend if we publish your article.’

      Crys felt a huge wave of relief. ‘Thank you, Sara. Thank you. I won’t let you down. I promise. Please send Michael’s material by overnight. I’ll email you the address. And also, please email me the names of anyone you know he spoke to so I can set up meetings with them.’

      ‘I’ll send the email now, and you’ll get the material tomorrow morning. I’ll include the remit I gave to Michael. So, you’ll know what we asked him to do. Any questions?’

      ‘Not at the moment,’ Crys replied, her head spinning with excitement.

      ‘There is one other thing: Michael’s deadline is six weeks from now. I need you to meet that.’

      ‘Six weeks? For the travel and research and writing? Michael had more than twice that.’

      ‘If you don’t think you can…’

      ‘No, no, of course, I can make it. I was just taken back by how quickly everything was happening. You’ll have your article on time.’

      ‘And remember, Crys – officially I’m sending you because I need that article. That’s your first priority. Understood?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘If you can find out about Michael, so much the better. But that’s not your top priority. And anything you do find out, you report it to the police. Don’t put yourself at risk.’
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        * * *

      

      After she hung up, Crys gave a series of fist pumps. Not only could she look for Michael, but National Geographic had just given her a huge professional opportunity. And she’d get to a continent she’d always wanted to visit. After wolves, elephants were her favourite animal, even though she’d never seen a live one. And Africa had the biggest population of them in the world.

      There was another huge bonus. She would have to go to Vietnam.

      She’d been born there, but when she was one year old, she, her mother and her brother had left for Minnesota, taking advantage of the refugee programme. Crys had never been back.

      She stood up and walked down the passage to her boss, Scott Nielsen’s, office.

      He looked up as she came in. ‘You look pretty pleased with yourself.’

      Crys nodded, a huge smile lighting up her face. ‘National Geographic has asked me to be a co-author on an article on rhino poaching! I’ll have to go to South Africa.’

      ‘That’s wonderful! When do you need to leave?’

      ‘Tomorrow!’

      ‘Tomorrow?’ Scott gasped. ‘Why so soon? I’ve stuff I want you to do.’

      As she explained what had happened and why she was offered the job, Scott raised his eyebrows. ‘You never cease to amaze me, Crys. Now you’re a one-woman search-and-rescue mission. Okay, you’d better get going, but there’s a price for me being so accommodating – a weekly column on what you’ve been up to in Africa. Okay?’

      She nodded. ‘Of course. It’ll be fun to write something more casual than the Geographic stuff.’

      ‘Drop me an email tonight about the projects you’re working on. I’ll make sure they’re covered.’

      ‘Thanks, Scott. I just can’t believe this has happened to me.’
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        * * *

      

      That night Crys was frantic. There was so much to organise.

      She started by going online and buying an open ticket to Johannesburg via Atlanta.

      It was going to be fifteen hours on the plane. Not her favourite activity.

      She then sent off a number of emails to set up appointments in South Africa, to be followed up the next day with calls.

      The next morning, she raced around Duluth trying to find clothes more suitable for Africa than Minnesota, and a good, but not-too-expensive, camera.

      When she got home, the parcel from Sara was on her doorstep. She grabbed it, made a cup of coffee, and skimmed through Michael’s material to find out who he’d spoken to and what he’d learned about rhino poaching and rhino-horn smuggling.

      She was immediately drawn into his investigation. He’d met with several government officials and NGOs in Vietnam, as well as some people involved in selling rhino horns and rhino-horn powder. It seemed that either consumption was increasing or supply was decreasing, because several of the people selling rhino horns had complained about a shortage and rising prices.

      After that, he’d gone to South Africa. And that’s where the trail stopped. There was nothing since he’d emailed her and Sara about being close to a breakthrough on how rhino horn was being smuggled out of that country.

      There was no hint of what he had found out or who was involved. It was a mystery.

      She put the notes aside with a frown. Now she needed to pack. She could read the material more carefully on the flight to Johannesburg. Perhaps she would find some detail she’d missed.
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          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      Crys wanted to scream. She’d been sitting outside the minister’s office at the Department of Environmental Affairs in Pretoria for more than two hours, basically twiddling her thumbs. Instead of interviewing the minister about the future of the rhino population in South Africa, she was struggling to keep awake as jet lag took hold of her body. To make matters worse, she’d heard nothing from Delta about her luggage, which had failed to show up on the carousel at Johannesburg’s Oliver Tambo airport the night before.

      ‘Do you think the minister will be available soon?’ she asked the minister’s secretary for what felt like the hundredth time.

      The secretary shrugged. ‘Dr Duma said she’d be back by now, but it was the president who wanted to see her. He’s a little unpredictable when it comes to time.’

      ‘I’ve flown here all the way from the United States for this appointment,’ Crys said, trying to keep the annoyance out of her voice.

      Organising the meeting with the minister by phone from Duluth had been difficult enough. Now she didn’t think she was going to see the minister at all. Crys forced a smile, trying to keep in the secretary’s good books. ‘What does her schedule look like tomorrow?’

      The secretary glanced at her computer screen. ‘Impossible. She has a meeting at eight. Then a lunch with her counterpart from Mozambique, and in the afternoon, she flies to Switzerland. The best I can do is to take you to Mr Tolo, the deputy minister. Let me call him and see if he’s willing to talk to you.’

      Crys wasn’t happy with the offer, but accepted reluctantly. But she did recognise the deputy minister’s name from Michael’s notes. The minister had sent Michael to meet with him as well.

      A few minutes later, she was shown into Tolo’s office. He waved her to a seat and went back to reading a letter.

      At last he looked up. ‘What can I do for you, Miss Nguyen?’ He pronounced her name ‘Naguyen’.

      Tired and irritable, Crys couldn’t stop herself: ‘It’s pronounced like the word ‘when’. It’s Vietnamese.’ Seeing his raised eyebrows, Crys tried to adopt a more pleasant tone. ‘It’s very difficult to pronounce, I know. And thank you for agreeing to see me, Mr Tolo, particularly at such short notice.’

      Tolo stared at her, impassive, so Crys pulled out her notebook and launched straight into her list of questions.

      But he wasn’t helpful, and Crys found his answers superficial, even evasive at times.

      She told herself to keep calm.

      She was frustrated, though, that she had to keep pushing to get answers to her most important questions and began to think that Tolo either didn’t know much about the rhino situation, or simply didn’t care.

      Eventually he held up his hand. ‘Miss Nguyen,’ he said, using the same mangled pronunciation as before, ‘we appreciate your concern about the rhino population here. But we know what we’re doing. We’re managing the situation.’

      ‘Mr Tolo, I’m not here to judge,’ Crys said, ‘just to gather facts for an article National Geographic has asked me to write. Southern Africa lost about fifteen hundred rhinos last year, with over a thousand of those in South Africa itself. How can you say you have the situation under control?’

      Tolo sucked in his lower lip. ‘I didn’t say there wasn’t a problem. I said we’re doing what we can. South Africa is much stricter on these things than most other countries in Africa. And poachers are often shot on sight here – although that’s not allowed, or encouraged, of course. We appreciate the support we get from National Geographic and the World Wildlife Fund and so on, but we don’t need to be told how to run things.’ The smile he now gave her wasn’t exactly warm. ‘Maybe you should visit your countrymen in Vietnam and tell them to stop buying rhino-horn powder. That would be a huge help.’

      ‘I’m going there when I’ve finished here,’ Crys replied, trying to keep the irritation out of her voice. ‘And I certainly plan to ask why they’re the biggest consumers of rhino-horn powder.’

      Tolo didn’t respond; he just pointedly glanced at his watch.

      Crys realised her time with Tolo was running out, so she tried a different approach. ‘Some experts advocate legalising trade in horns that have been legally obtained – from rhinos that have died naturally in a national park, for example. What is the South African government’s position on that?’

      He shook his head as though it was a stupid question. ‘CITES is the body that regulates international trade in animal and plant products, and they’re against that practice. However, as you probably know, it is legal to trade rhino horns here in South Africa as long as they are not exported. But as there’s no local demand, it makes no difference.’

      ‘What about sawing off the horns?’ Crys asked. ‘Some private game farms have done that. And they stopped losing rhinos right away.’

      Tolo sucked his lip again. ‘Impossible! That may work for a game farm, but in a big national park where there are thousands of rhinos? You have to find them, dart them, and remove the horns. That’s very expensive. Tens of thousands of dollars each time. Then they grow back, so you have to do it all again a few years later. Where’s the money going to come from?’

      Crys wasn’t getting anywhere.

      ‘Mr Tolo, a colleague of mine from National Geographic, a Michael Davidson, interviewed you a few months ago. I wonder if you’ve spoken to him since.’

      Tolo shook his head. ‘I remember talking to someone from your magazine, but don’t remember his name. But I’m sure I haven’t spoken to him since. Why do you ask?’

      ‘We haven’t heard from him for a while, and he hasn’t returned to the US from South Africa. We’re concerned.’

      Tolo just shrugged. ‘In that case, I suggest you take it up with the police rather than Environmental Affairs.’

      ‘As part of the research for my story,’ Crys continued, realising she wasn’t going to learn anything about Michael, ‘I’d like to spend time with one of the anti-poaching units in a national park. I want to see how they operate. Can you arrange that?’

      ‘Impossible! It’s too dangerous. It’s a war out there, you know. As I told you, some of the patrols shoot to kill. And the poachers shoot back. I can’t put you at that kind of risk.’

      Crys started to explain to him how she could look after herself, but could tell he just saw a young Vietnamese woman who’d only be in the way. She sighed. It wasn’t the first time she’d had that problem.

      He stood up and, after scrabbling around in a filing cabinet, handed her a thick envelope. ‘There’s lots of background information in here. I’m sure it will answer any other questions you have. Now, I’m afraid I have another appointment.’

      Crys had nothing to show for her morning except a few notes that added nothing to what Michael had already written.
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        * * *

      

      As she left the building, a wave of heat hit her. It was difficult for her to comprehend that just three days before, she was cross-country skiing in Minnesota at minus five degrees Celsius. In Pretoria, it was about thirty-five and sticky with it.

      If she didn’t miss Tolo’s attitude, she certainly missed his air-conditioning.

      There was a rush of people on the sidewalk. South Africa’s economy may have been shaky, but downtown Pretoria was frenetic. A scruffy man came up to Crys and asked her for money. She shook her head and started to move away, but he followed.

      ‘I’ll get you a taxi,’ he said. Crys shook her head again. It had only taken a few minutes in the cab to get to the department from the hotel, and she was looking forward to the walk back. Fortunately, he wasn’t persistent and vanished into the crowds.

      As she walked on, however, she had the sensation she was being watched. She spun around just in time to see the man who’d asked her for money. He quickly looked away and pretended to be going in another direction.

      She thought he was probably looking for an easy target.

      Crys knew more than a little karate. A scrawny pickpocket didn’t worry her; but she did hold her briefcase more firmly, and when she reached her hotel was pleased to escape the crowds and the heat.

      When she opened the door to her room, Crys was relieved to see her suitcase on the bed. At last, something was going right: Delta had actually come through with its promise to deliver.

      Crys went to open it, but as she did, she noticed that both locks were broken. All that was preventing the contents from falling out was the colourful strap she always used – more for identification than for security.

      Crys groaned. Her next stop was at Tshukudu Nature Reserve on the border of the Kruger National Park, so she’d have to buy a new suitcase before heading out there.

      She flipped the case open.

      ‘What the—’ Crys couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Someone had been through her belongings. Her neatly folded clothes had been taken out, scrunched up, and stuffed back in; all her toiletries had been removed from their bag, but not replaced. And the lining of the case had been cut. Someone had been checking to see whether anything was hidden behind it.

      She wondered why anyone would do something like that.

      It wouldn’t be customs – Crys had travelled a lot and knew they were usually halfway decent at repacking suitcases. She pulled out her phone and pressed the number for Delta’s baggage services.

      After waiting for an age to get through to the right person, Crys was assured that her bag had left the airport in good shape. She frowned as she rang off, staring at her jumbled belongings. Could this have happened after her suitcase arrived at the hotel?

      She picked up the room phone, called the concierge and asked if he had taken delivery of the suitcase.

      ‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘at about half past two.’

      ‘Did you notice if it was in good shape?’

      ‘Yes, it was. Is there a problem?

      ‘Yes, there is! It’s wrecked – someone’s broken it open. And they’ve been through it. My stuff’s all messed up.’

      ‘I’ll call the police right away, madam.’

      ‘No … don’t bother.’ Crys sighed, dropping onto the bed, exhausted. ‘My insurance will cover the suitcase itself, and I don’t think I’ve lost anything. It’ll just be a waste of time to get the police involved. But…’ She thought for a moment. ‘You didn’t notice anyone following the porter who delivered the suitcase to my room, did you?

      ‘No, madam.’

      ‘Who has access to room keys? Because if the porter delivered it intact, somebody searched it in the room.’

      ‘No one other than the housekeeping staff has a master key. And also the porter – but he only had it while he was taking it up for you.’

      ‘Would it be possible to look at any CCTV you have of the foyer of the hotel and the passage to my room, please? I’d only need it from the time the suitcase was delivered to you.’

      There was a silence. Then he answered that he’d check with the manager, but didn’t think there would be a problem. He’d let her know the next morning.

      Crys thanked the
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