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Foreword



Botswana is a country of breathtaking variety, from the semi-desert of the Kalahari to the lush waterways of the Okavango and the riverine forests of the Chobe. The peoples, too, are diverse. The Bushmen, or Barsawa or San, eke a living from the arid areas by skill and knowledge, and have been doing so for over twenty-thousand years. The Batswana people constitute more than half the population and speak Setswana, regarded as the national language, although English is the official language.

The country was granted independence from Britain in 1966, and has enjoyed a stable and peaceful democracy for forty years, despite unrest in all its neighbors. This is not to say that tensions are absent between race groups and cultures, nor that twenty-first century technologies have overwhelmed ingrained superstitions, beliefs, and prejudices. In which country is that not true?

The people are friendly, believe in courtesy, and in dignified traditional ways. In the early 1960s, the country had a subsistence economy, but after independence the economy grew as a result of beef exports and mineral discoveries. The stability and natural wonders attracted tourists from abroad, and the economy began to improve. But it was the development of fabulously rich diamond mines in the 1970s and early 1980s that propelled the country onto a rapid growth path, sometimes in conflict with traditional values and beliefs. These mines are run by Debswana, a joint venture between the Government and the international De Beers diamond giant. Diamond miners and traders have their own agendas throughout Africa, and Botswana is no exception.

We have invented a conglomeratethe Botswana Cattle and Mining Companyprivately owned and ubiquitous in the south of the country, and have used it as a pivot for the financial tensions of the story. Such companies and their impacts are common elsewhere in Africa, but, perhaps fortunately, not in Botswana.

Botswana has a dedicated and efficient police force, and a judicial system that believes in punishment as well as rehabilitation. The Criminal Investigation Department is based in the capital, Gaborone. Its offices are in a newer area of the city to the west, between the reservoir and a small group of hills erupting from the plains. From one of these offices, Assistant Superintendent David Kubu Bengu would look out at Kgale Hill.

Glossary and Acknowledgments

The peoples of southern Africa have integrated many words of their own languages into colloquial English. For authenticity and color, we have used these occasionally when appropriate. Most of the time the meanings are clear from the context, but for interest, we have included a glossary at the end of the book. You will find our many acknowledgments there, also.
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Part One

A CARRION DEATH


A carrion Death, within whose empty eye There is a written scroll!

SHAKESPEARE, THE MERCHANT OF VENICE, ACT 2, SCENE 7


March












Chapter 1



The hyena moved off when the men shouted. It stood about fifty yards away, watching them with its head low between powerful shoulders, wary, not fearful, waiting for its chance to retake the field. The men stood in silence, staring at what the hyena had been eating.

Yellowed bones pierced through areas of sinew and desiccated skin. The head, separated from the spine, lay about a yard away. Remnants of skin on the upper face stretched in a death mask over the skull and pulled at the scalp. The lower part of the face had been torn away, and the back of the skull was smashed by jaws hungry for the brains. The eye sockets were empty, save for dried blood; one of the vultures had already had a turn. Snapped ribs lay scattered, but the backbone and pelvis were intact. One leg remained attached; the other was gone. The lower half of one arm was missing; the other, freshly crunched by the hyena, lay a short distance away. There was a cloying smell of carrion, unpleasant but not unbearable. The scavengers had removed most of the flesh, and the desert sun had desiccated the rest. The flies, less cautious than the hyena, had startled to a buzzing swarm but now resettled, fat green jewels on the dirty bones.

Its definitely a man, said Andries unnecessarily.

Bongani was staring at the bodiless head.

Its not one of our people, Andries continued. Wouldve heard that somebody was missing. Itll be one of those bloody poachers that have been causing trouble up north. Damned cheek, coming this close to the camp. Andries gave the impression that the man had got his just deserts, given this lack of proper respect for the authorities.

Bongani looked at the area around the corpse. Thorn acacias, trees typical of Kalahari stream verges, were scattered along the edges of the dry river. Vultures brooded in the branches, waiting for another chance at the remaining scraps should the men and the hyena withdraw. The riverbanks consisted of mud baked to hardness by the sun. From there scattered tufts of grass spread away from the bank, becoming less frequent as they battled the encroaching sand. Beyond that the desert had won, and the first slope of loose sand ran up to the Kalahari dunes, which stretched endlessly into the haze.

The two men stood under one of the trees, its canopy cutting off the heat, its roots sucking moisture from the subterranean water. The body sprawled on the edge of a mess of twigs, leaves, and branches that had fallen to the ground over the years. Behind it lay the sand bed of the long-vanished river, patterned with tracks of animals, some old with the edges of the imprints crumbling, and some as recent as those of the disturbed hyena.

Bongani spoke for the first time since they had spotted the vultures circling. Do you have problems with white poachers here?

Andries just looked at him.

Look at the head. Theres still some hair left on the scalp.

Andries knelt next to the skull and examined it more closely. Although the hair was fouled with blood, one could tell it was straight and perhaps two inches long. This was a disturbing development. These days game reserves survived on tourists rather than conservation imperatives, and bad publicity would be unwelcome.


You wouldnt expect to find a poacher down here anyway. You just said so, Bongani pointed out. And why on his own in a dangerous area? They dont operate like that.

Andries was reluctant to give up his simple diagnosis. Some of them arent in gangs, you know. Just hungry people trying to get some food. But he knew it would never wash with that straight hair. But not the white ones, he admitted. Itll be some damn fool tourist. Has a few too many beers in the heat and decides to take off into the dunes to show how macho he is in his four-by-four that hes never had off-road before. Then he gets stuck. The retributive justice of this new idea made him feel a little better.

Bongani focused farther up and down the river. The wind, animals, and the hard stream verge could explain the lack of footprints, but a vehicle track would last for years in these conditions. It was one of the many reasons why visitors had to stay on the roads.

Wheres the vehicle? he asked.

Hell have got stuck in the dunes and tried to walk out, Andries replied.

Bongani turned back to the body. The lengthening afternoon sun highlighted the dunes and concentrated his attention. Wouldnt he follow his vehicle tracks back to the road? he asked.

No, man, hed realize that this stream would join the Naledi farther downnearer the campand take the short cut. Youd be three miles at least from the road up there, said Andries, waving vaguely upstream, and youd be climbing up and down through the dunes all the way.

Bongani grimaced and turned to stare at Andries. So lets see. Your tourist has too much to drink and sets off into the dunes, probably in an unsuitable vehicleby himself, since no one reports him missing. He gets stuck and then has enough knowledge of the local geography to realize that following the watercourse will be the easy way back to camp. However, he doesnt realize how much dangerous game he may encounter in the river. And, by the way, hes working on his suntan at the same time, because he sets off naked.

Andries looked down. What makes you think he was naked? he asked, ignoring the rest.


Well, do you see any cloth scraps? The animals wouldnt eat them, certainly not with bone and bits of sinew still left. And what about shoes? Animals wont eat those either. Bongani continued to watch the changing light on the sand dunes while Andries silently digested this new challenge.

Lets take a look up in those dunes, Bongani said at last. Maybe he came from up there. Lets go round the side of the tree, though. I dont want to disturb the area between the body and the dunes.

Something in the way the sand looked struck him as not quite right. For once Andries didnt argue. They clambered up until they could see beyond the crest of the dune above the streambed. Two sets of tire tracks stretched away from the river, the fat-shoe tracks of vehicles designed for the desert. The tracks came toward the dune and then stopped abruptly as though the vehicles had been lifted into the sky.

Oh, shit! said Andries. It drove out here and then went back. It was one vehicle, not two.

Yes, Bongani agreed. And they had to turn around on this dune when they saw that theyd come to the river. They smoothed the area where they turned so that you couldnt see the tracks from the riverbed. They walked together toward the spot where the tracks disappeared. Once there, they had no further doubts. There were boot prints aplenty, and close up, they could see the sweep marks on the sand that the wind had not fully erased. Whoever had been there had been careful to use the hard ground and debris from the trees to hide their progress into the river course.

They knew what they were doing, these people, whoever they were. Bongani had grudging respect in his voice. They wanted that body destroyed, and they knew that was more likely to happen along one of the river courses than in the relatively dead dunes. And they left it naked because that way nothing would remain to show it was human. In another day or so they wouldve had what they wanted. And in case by bad luck the remains were found, they took care to hide the tracks, which might be visible from the river. Your tourist, or whatever he was, was murdered, Andries. I think we have a big problem.


Andries nodded. We can get the camera from the truck and take some pictures. Wed better get the tarpaulin to cover the remains. And well have to wait here until we get some men to keep guard. Theyll have to spend the night here. We wont get the police out until tomorrow morning.

Sitting in the sand with Bongani and a corpse for several hours was the last thing Andries felt like doing, but there was no choice. The hyena was still waiting. It had moved much closer when they climbed into the dunes.











Chapter 2



Assistant Superintendent Kubu Bengu of the Botswana police hoisted his not inconsiderable bulk onto the front seat of the police Land Rover and settled himself for the long drive. This involved selecting a CD of one of his favorite operas with a baritone part. He fancied that he had a reasonable voice and sang with gusto, but restricted this to periodsof which there were plentywhen he was on his own. Most of his friends were not opera lovers, and the others knew him too well to be polite. After selecting Mozarts Magic Flutehe would sing Papagenohe checked that he had enough fuel and drinking water for emergencies and pulled onto the main road. It would take him four hours to get to Dales Camp, the bush resort near where the body had been found, on the verge of the Central Kalahari Game Reserve.

Two hours later, Kubu ejected the CD, satisfied with his singing. He had modestly given himself only two encores of the bird-catcher aria. The opera helped him remain patient on the congested road from Gaborone to Molepolole. One had to be aware of so much: pedestrians, who insisted on playing chicken with oncoming vehicles; real chickens that foraged for food in the road; and of course the other vehicles, the drivers of which claimed right-of-way over all others. Especially terrifying were the minivan taxis, which stopped whenever and wherever they chose, passed on either side of other vehicles, and were not above using the sidewalk as a highway.

At Molepolole, Kubu turned north, and the traffic dropped off. Now there were no fences, and one had to watch out for livestock. The slightly raised road meant that what little rain the area received was channeled to the verges, where the dry grass was tinged with green, attracting the animals. Kubu wasnt concerned about the goats. They were smart and got out of the way. However, sheep, if scared by a vehicle, were as likely to run into the road as away from it. Since his Sunday school days Kubu had thought that goats had been unfairly judged. Sheep were as likely to be led into temptation as redemption and would be too stupid to tell the difference. He would rather be a goat himself. As for the cows, they preferred to examine the danger of an oncoming car at their leisure from the middle of the road. No amount of hooting or shouting would shift them. The cows were the worst.

After twenty-five miles the road narrowed so that there was just enough room for two cars to pass in opposite directions, but not enough if one was a heavy vehicle. Kubu had to pull onto the dirt shoulder twice when trucks approached. He concentrated on the driving and set aside his musings, as well as his music.

As he approached the town of Letlhakeng, Kubu relaxed and slowed. A new roadside poster focusing on HIV safety momentarily caught his attention. When he looked back at the road, he was horrified to find an enormous pig crossing just ahead of him, moving toward his side of the road. She was dark and almost invisible against the tarmac. And she completely ignored him as she made her way purposefully to the far side.

Kubu swung the Land Rover onto the dirt verge, controlled the threatened skid, and stopped the vehicle in a spray of sand. As he cursed and mopped his forehead with his handkerchief, he watched the sows progress in his rearview mirror. Although he must have missed her by only a whisker, she had not even glanced in his direction, nor had she broken her stride. And now she was joined by the excited piglets that had motivated her near-death experience. Kubu had not seen them in the shock of the close encounter with their mother. He started to see the funny side, and his mouth twitched into a doubtful smile. What an obituary it would make! The overweight detective and the monster pig! As he watched the huge creature waddle with her brood into the thornbushes, he promised himself that he would take his diets more seriously in the future. Then he started to chuckle.



After Letlhakeng the road became a track, and there were no other vehicles. Kubu drove on through the endless grass and thorn scrub of the Kalahari. There is something special about this land, he thoughtits desolation, its vastness, its emptiness. A hard land that plays havoc with people who are not self-sufficient, but reluctantly gives up secret prizes to those who understand it.

Just look at the Bushmenamazing small people with the ability to survive in this harshest of environments. Hunter-gatherers who had lived in southern Africa for more than 20,000 years, over the centuries they had been squeezed both by blacks and whites, the former moving south from central Africa and the latter moving north from the Cape of Good Hope. And the ambivalence remained. Currently there was tension between the Kalahari Bushmen and the Botswana government. The government had removed the Bushmen from the Central Kalahari Game Reserve into settlements to the south, asserting that this would help them to survive and adapt to modern society. Opponents argued that the true reason was to allow diamond interests to prospect on traditional Bushman lands.

Kubu owed the Bushmen a debt of gratitude. His childhood Bushman friend, Khumanego, had shown him how the desert was alive, not dead as he had thought. He remembered vividly how in one school holiday Khumanego had taken him sweltering miles into the arid landscape and drawn a circle in the sand a few yards in diameter.


What do you see? Khumanego had asked him.

Sand, stones, and some dry grass. Thats all, he had replied.

Khumanego shook his head gently. Black men! he chided. Look again.

I see sand and stones, some small and others a little bigger. Also some dry grass.

An hour later the world had changed for Kubu. Khumanego had shown him how to look beyond the obvious, how to explore below the surface, to notice what no one else would see. In that small circle thrived a teeming worldants, plants that looked like stones (lithops, he found out later), beetles, and spiders. He loved the lithopsdesert plants cunningly disguised as rocks, almost impossible to distinguish from the real things. They blended into their surroundings, pretending to be what they were not.

The trap-door spider also impressed him. When one looked carefully at the sand, almost imperceptible traces of activity clustered around one area. On his knees, Khumanego pointed to the barely visible crescent in the sand. He gestured to Kubu to pick up a twig and pry the trapdoor open. Kubu complied, nervous of what he would find. The open trapdoor revealed a tunnel, the size and length of a pencil, made from grains of sand and some substance holding them together. Khumanego tapped the tube. A small white spider scurried out and stopped on the hot sand.

This spider, Khumanego whispered, knows the desert. He digs a hole and makes walls of sand with his web. He makes his home under the sand where it is not so hot. He listens and listens, and when he hears footsteps on the sand, he opens the door, jumps out, catches his meal, and brings it back to his homeappearing and disappearing before the insect knows what is happening. Very clever spider. You dont know that he is there, but he is very dangerous.

Kubu thought that the spider and the lithops survived in the same wayavoiding attention by blending into the background.

It was the experience of seeing so much when there was so little to see that had the greatest impact. Khumanego had taught him to open his eyes and see what was in front of him. Black people dont see, Khumanego had said. White people dont want to. Kubu returned home that afternoon and vowed he would never be blind again. From that day, Kubu had trained himself to be observant, to see what others did not and to look beyond the obvious.

Kubu was startled out of his reverie by a stretch of corrugation on the road. He owed much to Khumanego. He hadnt seen him for several years. He should check up on him, Kubu thought, especially with all the problems between the government and the Bushman people. Kubu sighed. Why couldnt people respect each other? Why did they need to be at each others throats so much of the time?

Kubu continued along the hot, sandy road, leaving a cloud of dust in the still air. He was lucky there wasnt a car in front of him.

He wondered about the reason for his trip. A ranger and a researcher had found the body of what they thought was a white man being eaten by a hyena. It puzzled him that there were no missing person reports for a white man, only the usual few of black men, who probably had gone to South Africa in the forlorn hope of making their fortunes. They had also mentioned tire tracks. Perhaps the labs could match tread patterns, but it was a long shot. The wind did unpredictable things with sand.

An hour later, Kubu drove up to the entrance to Dales Camp. Next to the wooden welcome sign with the letters burned into it, there was a galvanized steel gate hanging over a cattle grid. He stopped the vehicle. There were no bird calls, just the persistent trills of cicadas in the oppressive air. Kubu found himself oddly reluctant to open the gate. The bush beyond looked no different, and yet it had an unwelcoming feela feel of unpleasant secrets to be revealed only at a cost.

Kubu lingered a few moments with this feeling. He had learned to trust hunches. Then he shrugged and opened the gate. He pulled through, stopped to close the gate behind him, and drove to the reception area. Three uniformed attendants with huge smiles ran up to open his door and help him with his luggage. They were surprised to find that he was not a white man. Kubu waved them aside and told them he could handle his own overnight belongings. Yes, sir! they said, all smiles, but disappointed they were not going to get a tip.


A few minutes later Kubu stood inside a thatched area, with horns of kudu and eland on the walls, and a huge elephant skull standing in the corner. Soapstone animal carvings clustered on the floor and tables. He paused under one of the ceiling fans that labored to cool things off, and sighed with pleasure. He looked around, noticing that the dining area was under the thatch but open to the outside, where there were reclining chairs around the pool. Kubu recovered momentum and walked to the desk, made from a thick piece of mopane wood, skirted with bamboo. The designer African-bush look, he thought.

I am Assistant Superintendent Bengu, Kubu told the receptionist. She had the beautiful features of the Bayei tribe of the Okavango Delta. I was notified a body had been found near here.

We are expecting you, sir. You will stay one night with us? You have tent number 28. Its the last one on the right. It has a good view of the waterhole.

Thank you. Please could you arrange to have two large steelworks sent to the tent, with ginger beer, not ginger ale, and extra ice in a bucket? I am going to have a quick shower before lunch. What time is lunch, by the way?

Twelve to two oclock. The waiter will bring the drinks right away. I will also tell Mr. Botha that you are here. Hes the one who found the body.

Thank you. There should be a police Land Rover on its way to fetch the body. Please let me know when it arrives.

Kubu picked up his bags and walked to his tent, waving away yet more porters. He was sure he had been given the end tent not because of the view but because the resort would want to keep a potential murder as low-key as possible.

It was a typical permanent bush tent, about twelve by sixteen feet, with a large bed covered with a locally woven bedspread in rust colors. There were two riempie chairstheir bases interwoven with strips of animal hidewith side tables, a chest of drawers with a mirror, a place to hang dresses and jackets, mosquito netting knotted above the bed ready for use, a can of mosquito repellent, a large thermos of cold water, two drinking glasses, candles in candleholders, two boxes of Lion matches. No one wanted the noise of a generator spoiling their bush experience.

Next to the outdoor toilet, a shower with tall reeds on three sides faced the waterhole. The animals can watch me shower, Kubu thought. The tent opened onto a wooden platform with a rail made from a thick mopane branch. Two easy chairs framed a small table with mosquito coils ready to be lit.

The receptionist was rightthe view was spectacular. The waterhole lay not a hundred yards away, artificially fed, he was sure. Thick reeds flourished on one side, as well as trees and bushes. No grass grew for twenty or thirty yards from the water. It had been eaten and trodden into oblivion by all the animals. Several zebra cautiously moved to the water, and three young giraffes loitered in the background, each wanting to avoid being the first to approach the potential dangers of a waterhole. In the heat of the day, few birds were active; only a small flock of guinea fowl clattered about, too stupid to realize that shade is cooler.

The waiter arrived with the two large tankards. Kubu loved steelworks and wondered why it was not more popular. A tot of cola tonic, a dash of bitters, filled to the top with ginger beer, preferably bottled. He hoped the barman had added the ice at the end so all the liquids had blended together. He disapproved of putting the ice into the glass before the liquids. Kubu poured the first steelworks down his throat, washing away four hours dust and dryness. He smiled and went off to the shower.



An hour later Kubu was sitting next to the pool under an acacia tree, watching a couple of young boys churning the water. He had just finished a delicious lunchcold meats and pickled fish, tasty salads, fruit salad and ice cream for dessert, followed by a cheese platter. He regretted not indulging in wine, but after all, he was on duty.

At that moment a white man approached. Big and strong, he had a belly that was beginning to show the effects of beer. He wore the clothes of a game ranger: short-sleeved khaki shirt with green epaulets, khaki shorts with an old leather belt holding a knife pouch, knee-length khaki socks, and a pair of worn boots. Skin tanned deep brown indicated a man who had spent his life in the sun. The tan highlighted the light blue eyes and short blond hair, as well as a long scar down the right side of his face. Kubu wondered what had caused ita childhood fall, a bar fight, a sports injury?

Inspector Bengu? The man had the guttural accent of an Afrikaner from South Africa.

Yes. Im David Bengu. My official rank is assistant superintendent, Kubu said, rising. You must be Andries Botha?

Ja. Thats me. It was me what radioed you about the body.

Please sit down. Something to drink? A fruit juice, or a beer perhaps?

No, thank you. Iwenoticed a lot of vultures circling and went to see what the lions had got the night before.

Slowly, slowly, Mr. Botha. Before we get to the body, please tell me a little about yourself. What do you do? Do you work here at the game reserve? How long have you been in Botswana? You know, the usual background stuff. Kubu took a small pad out of his briefcase, clicked his ballpoint, and waited.

Ja, fine. I was born in the Northern Cape on a farm between Hotazell and Olifantshoek. I was always interested in animalswe had cattle. But it was a hard life for my father. So many droughts and bad years. Eventually he got a job in Bechuanaland with the Bechuanaland Cattle and Meat Companynow the Botswana Cattle and Mining Company, of course. BCMC. Kept the letters the same. He was a good farmer and was in charge of their cattle herds. I was still young, so they sent me to boarding school in Bloemfontein. Every holiday I came back to Gaborone, where my parents lived. I really liked the bush, so after school I went to Stellenbosch University to study wildlife management. My pa knew the owner of this game lodge concession and asked him if he would hire me when he started the camp here. Mr. Baillie offered me a job as assistant manager and part-time ranger, and here I am. He paused, trying to decide what else was of importance.

How long have you been here, Mr. Botha?

Oh, it was two years in January. He nodded.

So how did you discover the body? And where is it right now?


Ag, man. Weve got a guy here from the university studying ecology for Wildlife. We always cooperate with the Department of Wildlife and National Parks. Mr. Baillie says its very important to cooperate with the government and the locals. He hesitated and glanced at Bengu to see if he had given offense. But Kubu just nodded and went on writing. Anyway, this guy wanted to go to the Kamissa waterholeabout an hour from here. Apparently he thinks Kamissa is special.

Who is this guy? Kubu interrupted.

Oh, Dr. Sibisi. Bongi? Andries paused. Ag nee wat, I dont remember his first name. His last name is Sibisi.

Did you ask him why he thought Kamissa was special?

Ja. Complicated stuff with satellites and so on. Better ask him yourself if you want the details.

Kubu suppressed a smile. He suspected that Andries did not know how to interact with a smart academic who was also black.

Fifteen minutes later, Kubu had extracted the details of the find: how they had seen the vultures and found a hyena eating a human corpse; how they had noticed some marks in the sand and had found tire tracks, some of which had been covered; and how they had covered the body with a heavy tarpaulin because they thought it better to leave it where they found it.

Wouldnt the hyena tear the tarpaulin off and drag the carcass away? Kubu asked.

Ja. But we left two of my rangers there overnight to make sure it didnt steal the body. Theyve been there all night. We should go there now. If we wait too long, it will be dark before we get back.

Kubu sighed, thinking he would prefer to sit by the pool sipping some decent South African sauvignon blanc. He decided he could wait until their return to meet Sibisi. Better to talk to him alone. I was waiting for the police vehicle, but it mustve been delayed. Can you arrange transportation for us? When do you think well be back?

About six, if we get going now.

Kubu sighed again. Okay, well leave in fifteen minutes. I have to get my camera and things. Please tell reception to send somebody with the police Land Rover when it comes, to show the driver the way. Also, please ask them to arrange for Dr. Sibisi to meet me after dinner.

Andries did not look at all happy at being ordered around. One other thing, Kubu said. Please have reception pack some cold drinks for us. I guess your rangers out there could use some food and something cold, as well.



Nearly an hour passed before they reached the Kamissa turnoff, which was nothing more impressive than multiple tire tracks in the sand. It wouldnt be easy to find, and Kubu was glad that he had asked Andries to supply a guide for his colleagues. The waterhole lay a third of a mile or so farther on, at a low point of the dry river. At the end, the track snaked between some large thorn trees and ended in a small turning circle, where one could sit to watch animals drink. Kamissa turned out to be nothing more than a collapsed seep-hole half filled with muddy brown water. The noise of the truck startled a small group of gemsbok, and they jumped away, stabbing the sky with their javelin horns.

This is the Kamissa waterhole, said Andries. Its one of over fifty pans in the Khutse area. They were part of a river system that flowed north to the Makgadikgadi long ago. The river dried up, but the pans are important for the animals. The bodys in a tributary watercourse about a half a mile away through the dunes. Well avoid the vehicle tracks they made and drive up the side here. He put the vehicle in four-wheel drive, engaged low range, and headed up into the dunes at a fine pace, unconcerned about Kubus large, albeit well-padded, frame being flung about in the vehicle as they hit bumps and sand ridges. He smiled a little and increased speed. Need to get those men their lunch and drinks, he said by way of explanation.

At last they descended into a narrower dry watercourse and drove a short way before stopping. There was a small tent underneath some trees and a tarpaulin stretched between two of them. Two rangers stood up and walked toward the Land Rover. On the other side of the watercourse was another tarpaulin on the ground with sand piled around its edges. Andries turned off the engine. There was dead silence. A shimmer of heat made the scene seem insubstantial.

This is it, said Andries. The body is under the tarpaulin, and if you walk up the dune on the left, youll come to the tire tracks. They carefully smoothed everything out on this side so you cant tell that any vehicle has been there unless you know where to look.

Kubu heaved himself out of the truck and stood, carefully taking in the scene.

What are you looking for? asked Andries.

Kubu said nothing while he stretched and eased the creases from the trip out of his large frame. Everything, he said at last. This seemed to him a complete answer, and he walked over to the tarpaulin and asked the rangers to remove it. As the tarpaulin came off, he took a few deep breaths. He did not like corpses under any circumstances. As corpses go, however, this was not too bad, since virtually no flesh remained. Even the skeleton barely looked as though it belonged to a human, so many bones were either missing or detached from the torso.

Ensuring he didnt move anything and leaving as much as possible of the area around the body undisturbed, Kubu took several rolls of photographs.

As he finished his task, the throaty noise of a vehicle with a damaged exhaust disturbed the desert quiet. Everyone looked back down the river. A beat-up police Land Rover appeared, mirage-like, following the tracks of Andriess vehicle. About time, Kubu muttered. We need some help.

Three people emerged from the vehicle. The driver, a constable from Gaborone, was tall and lean, his uniform stained with sweat. Next to him was a ranger; Andriess guide, no doubt. Behind them was a fiftyish white man, wearing khaki slacks and a dripping shirt already turning brown with sand and dust. He wore dark glasses and a broad-rimmed Tilley hat to protect his bald head. Dr. Ian MacGregor was one of the three police pathologists who performed their gruesome rituals at Princess Marina Hospital. Kubu liked him. He was competent, called a spade a spade, and was an accomplished watercolor painter of birds and Kalahari landscapes. Kubu was very fond of the painting MacGregor had given him of a crimson-breasted shrikeone of the areas most beautiful birdsemerging from the slender branches of a Kalahari sand raisin bush.

Afternoon, Kubu. What have we here? Kubu smiled to himself as he heard the Scottish burr. MacGregor had lived in Africa for thirty years, but spoke as though he had just arrived from the Highlands.

Hello, Ian. Good to see you. Mr. Botha here and a colleague of his found this body yesterday. Had the good sense to cover it with a tarp last night and left rangers to keep an eye on it. The hyenas were having a feast, it seems. I have photographed it and the area. Im going to take a look in the dunes and leave you to do your work.

Kubu motioned to Andries to join him, and they walked slowly to the top of the dune to look at the tracks. He agreed with Andriess theory of a single vehicle that had come to the waterhole and then returned in the same direction. Kubu took a few more photographs, but decided that making casts of the tracks and boot prints would be a waste of time. They were too indistinct. He walked back along the tracks toward Kamissa for a short way, and then decided he had seen enough. He returned to the corpse to have a final word with the pathologist.

When youve finished your dirty work, Ian, please have the rangers sift carefully through the sand to look for any more bones or clues, and in particular, teeth. Also have them probe the area with a stick for any clothes that may have been buried.

Good thinking, commented Ian without looking up.

Why teeth? Andries interrupted.

If you look at the jaw bones, youll notice that there are no teeth. That is very unusual. If you find a skull thats been in the desert for years, it usually still has most of its teeth, so I think someone may have removed them to prevent identification. I doubt if well find any, but we must at least make the effort. I would appreciate it if you would help, both here and where the vehicle turned around.


Andries was very obvious in his displeasure at being delegated to do the dirty work. He said nothing, but Kubu could see him clench his teeth.

Also, Kubu continued, Im going to head back now. Please wait until Dr. MacGregor gives the word and then come back in the police vehicle. Ill see you both at Dales for supper. Id better take someone with me so that I dont get lost. Kubu selected one of the two night watchmen. The man looked tired and nervous, and Kubu thought that he might be ill and should get back to camp. Anyway, he had no intention of subjecting himself to another of Andriess joy rides.









Chapter 3



Despite the unpleasantness of the previous afternoon, Bongani had enjoyed a successful day organizing the game-count data gathered on his field trips around the area. When he returned to the university and obtained the Quickbird satellite data he had been promised, he would be able to register the data geographically and start making quantitative statements. Now he wanted time to catch up with his thoughts and then eat an early dinner. After that he would have the interview with the large policeman from Gaborone, who was entertaining the staff of the lodge by ordering Andries around. He would do what he could to help, but he really wanted to put the incident behind him and concentrate on his work.

As he walked back to his tent, he divided his attention between the purple clouds of the sunset and the myriad patterns of tracks in the sand. Long ago he had learned to read the story of the past hours and days through marks in the sand. Here a wolf spider had left its scribblings; here a genet cat had walked a night or two before; here a jackal had passed within the hour, its tracks still mint.

Then Bongani noticed a new set of tracks on the path. A sandal print, but with a tire tread of squares. Many of the locals wore homemade sandals cut from old tires, with straps from inner tubes. Others resoled their shoes with strips of tire rubber. It saved money, and the broad footprint worked well in the desert. However, he only knew one man who wore homemade sandals with this strange square treadPeter Tshukudu. He noticed that the tracks went in one direction only. Tshukudu would be waiting for him at his tent. The path went nowhere else.

He stopped for a moment, analyzing his own reactions. Surprise? Yes. Distaste? He wasnt fond of Tshukudu, who held the low post of a new ranger, but seemed to be deferred to by others of the black staff who would normally regard themselves as his betters. Fear? He didnt understand where that emotion came from, but it was present. Tshukudu had been one of the two rangers who had spent the night in the desert with the body. Only one had been needed, but no one was willing to do it alone. Perhaps his subconscious was playing games with him. He sucked in his breath and walked the rest of the way to his tent.

Tshukudu was leaning against the massive ironwood tree that supplied deep shade over the tent in the heat of the day. He was smoking a cigarette, but didnt look relaxed. He still had on the dusty overalls he had worn when he was with the body. He must have just returned from the waterhole.

Rra Sibisi, he began politely, speaking in mother tongue Setswana, I need to speak with you.

I have an appointment with the police detective. Will it take long? Bongani replied in the same language. He wanted this over quickly.

Tshukudu shook his head. I need to tell you. That man out there. He waved vaguely to the north. He needs your help.

Who needs my help? said Bongani, hoping that he didnt understand.

Tshukudu said nothing but fumbled in his pocket and withdrew a dirty piece of brown wrapping paper. He unwrapped it to show its contents, while Bongani watched with trepidation. It was a desiccated finger dislocated at the knuckle.

Thats important evidence, Bongani said, his voice a whisper. You must give it to the police at once.

There were things last night in the desert. Tshukudu shuddered. I was sick. Like malaria, but not malaria. I took this when the other man was asleep. For the Old Man. I knew he would need it. Tshukudu sounded frightened, and the digit was already wrapped and had disappeared back into his pocket. After the policeman brought me back, I went immediately to the Old Man. He said I must show this to you right away. He said you must come to the Gathering tomorrow night, so that you can help this man.

Bongani tried to protest again, but his mouth was dry, and nothing came out. Tshukudu said something that Bongani didnt quite catch about Kamissa being sacred or magic, and that it was very bad for the dead man to be there. The Old Man had told him this. Bongani must go there. The Old Man had told him this too. Then he asked, Will you come to the Gathering? Without any clear thought, Bongani nodded. Tshukudu started to walk away into the dusk. But he turned back and said, Bring money. Then he was gone.

Bongani went into his tent and sat on the bed, trembling. He would tell the detective. He would get Andries to forbid the Gathering. He would see that Tshukudu lost his job for tampering with evidence. But as his anger faded, he knew that he would do none of these.









Chapter 4



Kubu staggered into his tent, followed closely by the waiter with another two double steelworks. He was exhausted. He had driven six hours in the heat and dust and had also spent an hour examining the area around the body. And he had climbed dunes and wandered around in the sun looking for clues.

As the waiter put the tankards down, Kubu ordered two more. He drained the first two and set off for the shower. Fifteen minutes later, he emerged feeling much better and was cheered by the sight of more drinks. Dinner had already started, judging by the strange sounds that had come from the main lodge, emanating from what mustve been a kudu horn masquerading as a trumpet. He settled into one of the chairs overlooking the waterhole and relaxed. Dinner could wait half an hour. He deserved a few moments of relaxation. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, ignoring the warning grunts of the springbok in front of him. Had he cared to, he might have seen a leopard slinking through the grass and across the bare verge to have its evening drink.


Thirty minutes later he roused himself and dressed in a colorful African shirt, size XXXL, khaki slacks, a size even larger, and sandals. He examined the result in the mirror. A broad face looked back at him with a cultivated, slightly stern expression belied by laughter crinkles around his eyes. I need a shave, he thought, rubbing his well-filled cheeks, but he couldnt be bothered. The shirt had no buttons, and he didnt tuck it in. It was cooler and less constraining that way, leaving a little extra room for expansion.

Satisfied, he headed for the dining area. A number of the guests looked around at the large black man who had come to join them for dinner. Kubu was sure that it was already well known that he was a detective investigating a murder. Since neither Andries nor Ian was there, he was shown to a small table at the far end of the room, near the door to the kitchen.

It was nearly nine when Kubu left the dining room. He had contemptuously rejected the mopane worm starterclearly only there to titillate the touristsbut the springbok stew with local vegetables had been excellent. Apparently it was the chefs specialty, and he had indulged himself with a second helping lest that worthy gentleman be offended. Now he carried a large brandy out to the lounge to join his coffee. So what if he was on duty, he thought. He had already been working for nearly fourteen hours, and there was more to come. He deserved a little something.

As Kubu was leaving, Ian MacGregor walked in, obviously recently showered.

Did you just get back? Kubu asked.

About half an hour ago, replied Ian. I had to have a wee Scotch to calm my nerves. You are a rascal leaving me with that maniac driver, Andries. He insisted on driving the police Land Rover! His accent had thickened noticeably. He was verra upset with you, bossing him around like that. And he took it out on me and the rangers.

Kubu suppressed a grin. Did you get everything you needed? Any idea when you will have your report?

We spent a wee bit more time sifting sand than we expected, but found nothing. Strange, those missing teeth! Recently knocked out, without doubt; some of the roots are still in the jawbone. There are a few other things that seem odd too, but I dont want to speculate now. It certainly looks like a murder, though. Killed by a blunt instrument to the skull, I should think. Anyway, I should have your report done the day after tomorrow.

Many thanks, Ian. I always appreciate your good work, Kubu said. I have to do another interview, so Ill leave you to your dinner. See you in the morning.

I doubt it, Ian replied. Im going to leave at sixbefore your rising time, I should think. Get the body to the mortuary as soon as possible.

Definitely! Kubu said. Have a good trip back.

He walked onto the veranda and looked around to see if he could spot Bongani.

Away to his left sat a young black man, nervously sipping what looked like a Coke. He was in his late twenties, early thirties, Kubu thought. Of average height, lean but not muscular, he wore small reading glasses with no rims. He reminded Kubu of a black John Lennon. He was casually dressed in a T-shirt and shorts.

Kubu walked over. Im Assistant Superintendent David Bengu. Are you Dr. Sibisi? He addressed Sibisi in the vernacular rather than more formally in English, hoping Setswana would make the interview feel more like a chat than an interrogation.

Bongani stood up, shook hands, and introduced himself. Bongani Sibisi.

I am delighted you have a first name. Kubu smiled. No one seems to know it. Least of all Mr. Botha! Kubu dangled an ice-breaker, which Bongani accepted.

Ah, yes. Andries isnt sure what to make of me. But I think hes a solid guy. Just a little old-fashioned in his views perhaps. Likes to be in charge.

So what are you doing out here in the middle of the bush? Kubu inquired, watching Bongani closely.

Im a conservationist doing research on animal populations and distributions. Its related to carrying capacities in arid environments, so its particularly important for the Kalahari.


What are carrying capacities? Kubu asked.

Carrying capacities are the amounts of animals of different species a particular area can accommodate in reasonable health.

Ah. So why did you get Andries to take you out to Kamissa yesterday morning?

The Bushman people say that the Kamissa waterhole is a sacred place. They call it the place of sweet water. They say thats why its the favorite place for all the animals. Weve done some satellite imaging, and the grazing and browsing is very poor theresuggesting higher concentrations of herbivores than at nearby waterholes. There must be something about the water that attracts them. I want to find out what it is. He paused. I have ordered much higher-resolution satellite data over the area for correlation purposes.

Kubu had read about that sort of work. This fellow is clearly a respected scientist, he thought, if he uses such expensive technology in his research. He wondered if Bongani also had the common sense to be a good problem-solver.

So what happened when you got to the waterhole?

Bongani fidgeted with his glass of Coke, rattling the ice cubes. Kubu thought he should at least have asked for a twist of lime or lemon.

Well, we saw the vultures circling and dropping down behind the dunes, so we went to have a look. Andries thought it might be some poaching going on or maybe a lion kill. When we got there, we saw immediately that the kill was a person, not an animal. A hyena had been chewing on the bones. It was horrible. Bongani took a deep breath and rushed on. Andries thought it was a poacher, but I pointed out that the body seemed to have long, straight hair, which made it a white man. I also noticed that there were no clothes or boots to be seen. The only logical conclusion was that it was a murder, and the murderers had taken the clothes to avoid identification. Bongani said this all in one breath and then gasped air.

Take it easy, Dr. Sibisi, Kubu said. This is not a race. Weve plenty of time. Anyway, it seems that you should be in my shoesyoud make a good detective.


Bongani looked at him with his shoulders still taut and hunched. He was very tense, and not about to relax. Kubu wondered why.

You said that there were no clothes or boots to be seen. In fact, there were no clothes hidden nearby either. I had the sandy area near the body either dug up or probed with a pole. I think we can assume that it was a murder. He hesitated for a moment. Dont you think its an odd coincidence that the murder should be near the area you are studying?

What are you suggesting?

Im not suggesting anything. Im asking what you think.

Well, maybe its not a coincidence at all. Where there are lots of animals, there will be predators. That dry culvert is a highway to the waterhole. A good place to get rid of a body, I would guess.

Now that, thought Kubu, is an interesting idea. It seems Bongani has the analytical skills of his chosen profession. Kubu was impressed. Thats quite possible, I suppose. Is it common knowledge that the area attracts so much game?

Bongani nodded.

Kubu continued. How did you spot the vehicle tracks?

When we were standing at the body, I noticed that there was a different texture to the sand on one section, near the top of the dune. I thought it was strange, so Andries and I walked to the top, and we found the tracks. Theyd tried to smooth them out at the top. Im sure there was more than one man by the footprints.

Kubu nodded. Did you touch the body at all?

No. We took a big loop up the dune in case we disturbed something that might be significant. We did have to put the tarpaulin over the body, but were very careful where we stood. Our tracks should be quite obviousall the rest were there when we arrived.

Kubu nodded and smiled. Im impressed! Good job. As I said, if you ever want to change professions. Bongani still looked tense, but managed a weak smile.

Kubu closed his notebook. Thanks for all your help, Dr. Sibisi. Ive kept you up late, and its probably been a long day for you too. Have a good rest.

After Bongani had gone to bed, Kubu beckoned a waiter and ordered another brandy. It had been a tiring day, and he didnt have a lot to show for it. When the brandy came, he took a sip, closed his eyes, and gently swirled it around his mouth. He loved its gentle sharpness, the hints of sugar and fire, and of course its delicious smell. He breathed in and out of his nose several times to enhance the taste. He sighed with pleasure.

That night, Kubu found himself overtired. So he lay on the bed and tried to organize his thoughts. Bongani is a good chap, he thought, and very smart. He could be a big help. But what makes him so nervous? Some family or youthful indiscretion with the police? It seemed unlikely. After about fifteen minutes, he forbade himself to think about it anymore. He needed his rest. As he lay with his eyes shut, Mozart took over, and he chased different tunes back and forth in his head. He even found his hand conducting an aria from The Magic Flute. At last he gave up and allowed his mind to return to the gruesome riverbed.

There were many important questions needing answers. First, who was the victim, and second, why had no one come forward looking for him? The third question was why the murderers had gone to so much trouble to make the body difficultperhaps impossibleto identify. And the fourth questionbut the fourth question eluded him. It had slipped out of his mind and taken even The Magic Flute with it. All that remained was the rhythm of his impressive snoring. Joy Bengu loved him dearly and missed him when he was on a trip, but when she went to her lonely bed, it was with guilty relief.









Chapter 5



The next morning Kubu took the fourth question to breakfast: Why had the body been dumped where it had been foundrelatively close to a waterhole visited by tours from the game lodge? He guessed that Bongani had supplied the answer with his sweet water theory. It was the perfect place to get rid of a body. The water attracted game. Where there was game, there were hyenas, and hyenas ate everything, including the bones.

As he helped himself to a large plate of fresh fruit saladthe perfect way to start breakfastKubu acknowledged that there were, of course, many more questions. His skin tingleda sign the chase had started.

Spotting Bongani on his own, Kubu ignored the waiters efforts to show him to his out-of-the-way table and walked up to Bonganis instead.

Mind if I join you? he asked. Bongani nodded with his mouth full and indicated a chair. He didnt look very enthusiastic. Kubu put down his fruit salad and rewarded the unsuccessful waiter with an order for lots of coffee, with hot milk, and brown toast. He then went back to the buffet to place his order for eggs, bacon, tomato, mushrooms, and fried bananas. When he returned, Bongani had finished eating and was sipping his coffee.

Where did they come from, the murderers, and where did they go? Kubu asked as he settled into his food. They obviously werent living around here. This is a major conservation area. How would they get in and out of it without anyone seeing them or checking their credentials?

Bongani had thought of this too. This is a huge area, one of the largest controlled areas in the world. Dozens of tracks lead into the reserve from the surrounding hunting and cattle areas. If you know your way around, its easy to drive in without being seen.

Kubu digested this information along with the last piece of bacon. He called the waiter over for more coffee, but changed his mind and instead ordered a plate of hot mielie-meal porridge with full-cream milk, sweetened with honey.

My wife is always putting me on diets at home, he explained to Bongani. So I try to get just a little extra when I travel.

Bongani folded his paper napkin and prepared to leave. Kubu said quickly, You know, you may be onto something about the sweet water at the waterhole. A ready-made disposal system for dead bodies could well be worth a bit of a drive. I didnt see it as that important yesterday, so we didnt stop at the water. That may have been a mistake. Is there a ranger who could take me out there?

Ill take you, said Bongani immediately and unexpectedly. I didnt have a chance to get the water samples I need to find out why the animals like it so much. Andries was in too much of a hurry to get back after we found the body. We can go as soon as youre ready. I
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