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We published our first collection of short stories, Detective Kubu Investigates, six years ago. To our surprise and delight, it was very popular. Since then, we’ve written more stories, and now have brought them together in this second anthology. Some were first published in mystery magazines and anthologies, and we’ve reprinted them here. Three of the stories involve Kubu and Botswana, but a couple of ringers crept in as well. We hope you enjoy them all.

Shoot to Kill was written as the cover story for an issue of Down & Out: The Magazine last year, but the backstory had been in our minds for a long time. The rhino-poaching scourge is out of control and, without radical action, rhinos will disappear from the planet. In our stand-alone thriller, titled Shoot the Bastards in North America and Dead of Night in the UK, our new protagonist, Crystal Nguyen, investigates both the poaching and the smuggling from the front line and discovers how dangerous both can be. 

The Case of the Missing Tuba was written for Blood Works, an anthology in memory of the late Gary Shulze, who with his remarkable wife, Pat Forvarp, built the wonderful Once Upon a Crime bookstore into a landmark for mystery and thriller lovers in Minneapolis. One of Gary’s talents was playing the tuba—an apparently harmless occupation, but the tuba has a twist in the tail, so to speak!

The Con was written for an anthology of mysteries with cooking. Cooking is not one of Kubu’s talents, so he usually tries to get out of it. Here, he’s faced with making bobotie - a wonderful Cape Malay dish you should try. (The recipe’s at the end of the story.)

We are often asked where we get our ideas. The answer is in lots of ways. Sometimes it’s something we see that strikes us as intriguing. Stanley’s observation of the Chinese shops and road builders in northern Botswana and the way they keep themselves at arm’s length from the local people led to our fifth Detective Kubu mystery, A Death in the Family, whose backstory is the Chinese influx into southern Africa. But Parlor Game was different. It literally came to Michael in a dream. Maybe a nightmare. He woke with the whole thing fresh in his mind and wrote the first draft over a few hours. Where did those ideas come from? Deep in the subconscious? Scary, since in the dream, we were the protagonists...

Spirits isn’t a Detective Kubu story, but in in the sixth Detective Kubu mystery, Dying to Live, which concerns a mysterious plant with amazing properties in the Kalahari Desert, we introduced a character we found intriguing—a Bushman policeman posted to an isolated town in the Kalahari, New Xade, where many of the Bushmen people from the Central Kalahari Game Reserve were resettled. We wanted to give him another outing, so he takes the lead in Spirits. The belief in witchcraft is deeply rooted in all the Botswana cultures. Like all beliefs, it can be exploited.

We hope you’ll enjoy these five stories and that they’ll encourage you to read more of Kubu’s cases. And if you haven’t read our first Detective Kubu Investigates collection, you could start there.

Michael and Stanley, September 2019.
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Shoot to Kill
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Phumu lay prone on the ground clutching his rifle. This was his first mission, and he was scared. He’d been trained to be good in the bush, to follow spoor, and to move so quietly that even the elephants wouldn’t hear him. And he’d learned to shoot accurately. The law concerning poachers was to shoot first and shoot to kill, because that’s what they would do.

He was proud that Rra Tlou had chosen him for this mission. Rra Tlou was a legend in the Botswana anti-poaching force—his missions never failed. The rhinos were always safe with Rra Tlou, and so were the rangers who went out with him. But Phumu was still scared.

Rra Tlou sat a little distance from him, but close enough so Phumu could see his hand signals and hear whispered instructions. Both had a good vantage over the Chobe River flood plain, although the river itself was hidden behind the thick brush and riverine trees that flourished from the perennial water. If they came, the poachers would silently cross the river in mokoros from Namibia and hide the dugout canoes in the river bush, but they’d be exposed when they crossed the flood plain in search of the rhinos. Phumu was ashamed because secretly he hoped they wouldn’t come, but he knew that they would. He knew they’d been tipped off about a group of rhino nearby, and they wouldn’t pass up an opportunity to try for a twenty-thousand dollar horn. That was more money than Phumu could imagine. It was like winning the lottery. They would come.

As the night wore on, Phumu started to feel the chill, even through his thick camouflage uniform, and he struggled not to shiver. By contrast, Rra Tlou sat quietly, hardly moving, relaxed, waiting. From time to time, he would scan along the river with binoculars and a thermal scope. Once, perhaps sensing that the waiting was getting to Phumu, he said, “They will come when the moon is higher. They want to be able to spot the rhinos.”  Phumu nodded as if he’d known this all along.

Time went by. Phumu heard the sound of elephants breaking branches off trees not too far away, but he ignored them. The elephants wouldn’t harm them. Not with Rra Tlou there. It was rumored that Rra Tlou could walk with the herd and talk to the elephants, such was his bushcraft.

In the distance, a lion was roaring for his females, and Phumu thought he heard a leopard cough.

He sensed rather than saw Rra Tlou silently moving to lift the glasses and focus slightly up river. After a moment, he held up three fingers. So, there were three poachers coming. Then Rra Tlou held up two fingers and pointed at himself, followed by one finger and pointed at Phumu. So Phumu was to take the one on his side, Rra Tlou would take the other two. Phumu nodded to show he’d understood. Now that the moment had come, he was calmer. He would do this. He would protect the rhinos just as Rra Tlou did.

Now Phumu could make out the three men walking silently across the plain, keeping behind cover as much as they could. They were still too far. What if they stayed too far?  How would they stop them then?

But after a few minutes, Phumu realized the men were heading towards them. They would come close enough. He quietly released the safety on his rifle, spotting that the men had weapons. Maybe AK-47s. He swallowed hard and tensed, waiting for Rra Tlou’s signal. But Rra Tlou was patient. He waited as the men approached.

Suddenly the leader stopped. Neither watcher had made a sound, but men used to the bush had a sense of presence, and the leader sensed something in the bushes ahead. He waited several moments, and then, apparently satisfied, moved forward again. Surely now they were close enough?  But Rra Tlou didn’t move. More seconds went by. Phumu could feel the sweat dripping from his forehead, and was scared that it might drop into his eyes and spoil his aim.

At last Rra Tlou gave the night-bird call signal, and immediately fired the first shot at the leader. Phumu hesitated just a second, and it gave his target a chance to dive for cover. Phumu’s hasty shot hit him in the shoulder flinging him backwards into the grass. Rra Tlou’s second shot dropped the third man, just as a burst of automatic fire from his AK-47 went wild. It was all over in less than five seconds.

“Cover me. Be alert!” Rra Tlou said. He cautiously climbed to his feet and approached the poachers, rifle ready. The man Phumu had shot was still struggling, perhaps trying to reach for his gun, Phumu thought, but the moonlight wasn’t strong enough for him to tell. Rra Tlou shot him in the head. Then he checked the other two men. They didn’t move, but he shot each one in the head to make sure before he went back to the third man and looked at him closely. Then he returned to Phumu.

“All right. It’s done. But we’ve got a problem. You better call for backup.”

Phumu just nodded. He didn’t ask what the problem was. He was struggling to avoid disgracing himself by throwing up.

***
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ASSISTANT SUPERINTENDENT David Bengu—called by his nickname, Kubu, by everyone who knew him—was thinking in his office after a good lunch. This involved putting his feet up on his desk, closing his eyes, and allowing his mind to wander. Sometimes it wandered into sleep.

This pleasant pastime was interrupted by the ringing of his office telephone. Regretfully, he swung his feet to the floor, sat up, and answered it.

“Bengu. Who is this?”

“Kubu, it’s William Mafoe.”

“William!  Good to hear from you. It’s been a long time.”  William had been with Kubu at the University of Botswana, and they’d shared an interest in cricket. Neither man was of a sporting physique—both enjoyed their food too much—but both avidly followed the cricket tests and one-day matches, groaning when their favored team failed to live up to their expectations, celebrating when it did. However, after college they had headed in different directions—Kubu to follow his dream to be a detective in the Botswana Criminal Investigation Department, while William was passionate about nature conservation. Both had been successful with their career choices, and William was now a senior manager in the Department of Wildlife and National Parks.

“Indeed, it has!  Did you watch the South Africans playing Pakistan?”

Kubu admitted that he’d been too busy now that he had two children to occupy him. They spent a few minutes catching up on their family news.

“So, William,” Kubu said eventually. “It’s great to hear from you. What is the problem?  What do you need from me?”

William laughed. “They said you were the sharpest detective in the CID, Kubu, and I see they weren’t making that up. I’ve got a problem here connected with our big anti-rhino poaching operation. Since President Khama introduced the shoot to kill rule, we’ve been pretty successful at stopping the poachers dead in their tracks—literally—but suddenly we have a big problem. Someone is passing information to the poachers, and
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