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            While building a pipeline near the Okavango Delta, a contractor unearths the remains of a long-dead Bushman.

            Rookie Detective David ‘Kubu’ Bengu of Botswana CID and Scottish pathologist, Ian MacGregor, are sent to investigate, and MacGregor discovers the skeletons of eight more men.

            Shortly after the gruesome discoveries, the elder of a nearby village is murdered in his home. The local police are convinced it was a robbery, but Kubu isn’t so sure … and neither is the strange woman who claims that an angry river spirit caused the elder’s death.

            As accusations of corruption are levelled and international outrage builds over the massacre of the Bushman families, Kubu and his colleagues uncover a deadly covenant, and begin to fear that their own lives may be in danger…
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            This book is dedicated to all our readers,

whose enthusiasm for Detective Kubu

and the cases he’s had to solve has kept us writing.

Thank you all.
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         The peoples of Southern Africa have integrated many words of their own languages into colloquial English. For authenticity and colour, 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.

         A resort called Drotsky’s Camp appears in this book. It is a real place overlooking the Kavango River that we visited a long time ago. However, due to COVID restrictions, we were unable to go back there while researching this book. Consequently, it should be regarded as fictional since we made up how it looks and how it is run.
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            Cast of Characters

         

         Words in square brackets are approximate phonetic pronunciations.

         
            
               

	Balopi, Tolalo
            
                        
                        	Station commander at Shakawe police station [Taw-LAH-loh Buh-LOW-pee]



	Bengu, David ‘Kubu’  
            
                        
                        	Detective sergeant in the Botswana Criminal Investigation Department [David ‘KOO-boo’ BEN-goo]



	Dibotelo, Kagiso
            
                        
                        	Elderly resident of Ncamasere [Kuh-HEE-sow Dib-oh-TELL-oh]



	Dibotelo, Tandi
            
                        
                        	Deceased son of Kagiso Dibotelo [TUN-dee Dib-oh-TELL-oh]



	Gobey, Tebogo
            
                        
                        	Director of the Botswana Criminal Investigation Department [Teh-BO-go GO-bee]



	Lesaka, Endo
            
                        
                        	Counsellor at Ncamasere kgotla [EN-doe Luh-SAH-kuh]



	Lesaka, Joshua
            
                        
                        	Son of Endo Lesaka [Joshua Leh-SAH-kuh]



	Mabaku, Jacob  
            
                        
                        	Assistant superintendent in the Botswana Criminal Investigation Department [Jacob Muh-BAH-koo]



	MacGregor, Ian
            
                        
                        	Pathologist for the Botswana police



	Moitsheki, Rantau
            
                        
                        	Kgosi (chief) of Ncamasere. Known as Kgosi Rantau [GGO-zee RAN-tow Moi-CHECK-ee (GG as in clearing throat; ow as in how)]



	Moitsheki, Raseelo
            
                        
                        	Son of Kgosi Rantau [RUS-uh-EH-low Moi-CHECK-ee]



	Mowisi, John
            
                        
                        	Local farmer [John Moh-WEE-see]



	Ntemba, Abram
            
                        
                        	Detective Sergeant at Shakawe police station [Abram N-TEM-buh]



	Selelo
            
                        
                        	Bushman [Seh-LEH-low]



	Serome, Joy
            
                        
                        	Clerk in the Botswana Police Service Records department [Joy Sé-ROE-meh]



	Tembo
            
                        
                        	Local contractor [TEM-bow]



	Wata, Mami
            
                        
                        	Water spirit [MUM-ee WUH-tuh]



	Zondo, Ezekiel
            
                        
                        	Deceased farmer; husband of Mma Zondo



	Zondo, Jacob
            
                        
                        	Son of Ezekiel and Mma Zondo



	Zondo, Mma
            
                        
                        	Mrs Zondo; wife of Ezekiel Zondo






         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         Amos Sebina peered through the dust at the bucket of his backhoe. He blinked and looked again. He had to be mistaken, but it did look like a skull sticking out of the sand. He turned off the engine and jumped out of the cab, shielding his eyes from the sun. He eased forward to inspect it more closely.

         It was definitely a skull.

         He took a step back. Was it human? Or could it be a baboon’s? He didn’t know the difference. He scratched his head. If it was human, why wasn’t it buried in a graveyard? And if it was a baboon’s, why would anyone bury it in the first place?

         He retreated further. He wasn’t going to touch it, because that could bring him very bad luck. He looked around for a stick but didn’t see one. So he broke a branch off a bush and stripped off the leaves and twigs.

         He edged closer to the bucket, reached forward and poked the skull. It didn’t move.

         He wanted to see more, but it would be disrespectful to stick the branch into the eye socket and try to lift it. So, he used the branch to sweep away the fine Kalahari sand. In a few minutes, most of the skull was visible, but he was none the wiser as to what sort of creature it had belonged to.

         He stepped back, unsure of what to do. If he dumped the skull and continued digging, his boss would be happy, but the police wouldn’t – if it was a human skull. If he stopped digging, and the skull turned out to be a baboon’s, his boss would be furious and probably fire him for delaying the project.

         Sebina knew that his best course of action was to tell his boss as soon as possible and let him make the decision. However, there was no way to contact him. He’d only see him at the end of the day when he came to take him back to Ncamasere, the village where he lived.

         Sebina shrugged. Whatever it was had been dead for a long time. A few more hours weren’t going to change anything.

         He glanced at the trench that he’d been digging. He gasped and jumped backwards. Numerous bones of different shapes and sizes were protruding from the sand.

         Now it was obvious that he couldn’t do any more digging that day. But it was only just before noon and at least five hours before his boss arrived. More likely six. He would bake if he sat in the cab for all that time doing nothing, to say nothing of the heat he’d take from his boss.

         So he decided to walk to the farmhouse down the road to see if he could find some shade. His boss had told him in no uncertain terms that the farmhouse was off limits, but to hell with that. The skull was a good-enough reason to disobey orders. He could always say he had to report what he’d found as soon as possible, and the only way to do that was to have someone at the farmhouse call the police.

         Sebina picked up his lunchbox and a bottle of now-tepid water, and set off across the sand towards the road that led to the farmhouse. Maybe a car would pass, or a bakkie, that could drop him off a kilometre down the road. That would leave only a few hundred metres to his destination. However, nothing came down the road, not even a bicycle, leaving Sebina a nearly thirty-minute walk to the farm gate.

         When he reached the driveway to the house, he stopped. Not only was there a high wall around the property, topped with razor wire, but his way forward was blocked by a metal swing gate with a large DO NOT ENTER sign, topped with more razor wire. Most frightening was the picture of two ferocious-looking black dogs, mouths open, teeth showing. With red eyes.

         He looked around to see if there was an intercom he could use to alert the house. There wasn’t. In a final effort, he cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, ‘Dumela! Hello!’ Nobody came out of the house. He tried again with the same result.

         The only response was two huge dogs racing towards the gate, barking, snarling and jumping up against the gate. Sebina backed away. He looked at the house, but no one appeared. They were either out or not interested.

         ‘Amos Sebina,’ he said out loud. ‘Now don’t waste your time here. The skull can wait.’

         After a couple of minutes, he turned and trudged back to the backhoe. The cab would have to do until his boss arrived to take him home later that afternoon.
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         At nearly half past six, Sebina was returning to the scene once more, but this time in the back of a police Land Rover. There was still enough light, so he led Abram Nteba, the local detective, and a constable across the sand to where the backhoe stood, looking like a huge scorpion.

         Sebina pointed. ‘I saw the skull in the bucket first.’

         The constable kept his distance while the detective edged forward.

         ‘It’s definitely a skull.’

         ‘And there are bones in the ditch.’ Sebina took a wide path around the bucket and pointed at the ground. ‘See, there.’

         The detective nodded. ‘We’ll have to call in the pathologist from Gaborone. He won’t be able to do anything until the day after tomorrow even if he flies.’ He turned. ‘Constable, put police-scene tape around the whole area. No one is to come in. You’ll stay here until morning—’

         ‘No way. You must be mad if you think I’m going to spend the night near those things.’

         ‘Sorry, Constable. You don’t have a choice. Build a big fire. That should keep the spirits away.’

         The constable backed away, fear in his eyes.

         ‘There’s a tent and sleeping bag in the back of the Land Rover. I think there’s water and some cans of food too, and a little gas stove. You’ll be fine. Now get moving, I want to get home, and I’ve still got to call the CID in Gabs.’

         Fifteen minutes later the area had been cordoned off, and the constable had fetched everything he needed for the night, putting them on the ground nearly fifty metres away.

         The detective laughed as he walked back to the vehicle. ‘I hope the ancestors aren’t angry at being disturbed.’

         The constable glowered and headed off to find some wood.

         ‘And what about me?’ Sebina asked as he climbed into the Land Rover.

         ‘I’ll drop you off at your house.’

         ‘No. What I mean is what am I going to do tomorrow and the next day. The boss will be angry and won’t pay me.’

         ‘That’s too bad, but there’s nothing I can do.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Detective Sergeant David ‘Kubu’ Bengu was on his hands and knees, silently cursing. The new filing cabinet that had just been delivered didn’t sit squarely on the floor and rocked when he pulled out a drawer. So, he was folding pieces of paper, trying to find the exact thickness to remedy the situation. So far, he hadn’t succeeded.

         Just as Kubu was wondering whether he should use thicker paper, his office door swung open, barely missing him.

         ‘Can’t you knock before you come in?’ he growled without looking up.

         ‘I want to see you in my office. Now.’

         By the time Kubu had scrambled to his feet, blushing, Assistant Superintendent Mabaku had disappeared. Kubu dusted his knees and headed down the corridor to his boss’s office. He knocked on the door.

         ‘Sit down.’

         ‘I apologise for what I said, Assistant Superintendent. I thought it was Elias coming to upset my day.’

         ‘He’s very good at that. What are you working on?’

         Kubu hesitated. He wasn’t quite sure how to answer. If he said he was very busy, which he wasn’t, Mabaku might ask him for a debriefing and find out the truth. If he said he wasn’t busy, Mabaku might shout at him for being lazy and give him a pile of uninteresting cold cases to go through.

         ‘To be honest, sir, I’m a little bored. I’ve enough to keep me busy, but most of it isn’t very exciting.’

         ‘Most police work is boring, Detective Sergeant. Cases are solved by being methodical and paying attention to detail. That diamond heist I pulled you into is the exception. That type of case happens rarely. Most of your time will be spent pulling together bits and pieces, trying to create a picture that’ll allow us to prosecute someone.’

         ‘Yes, sir.’ Kubu was hoping that Mabaku’s question was going to lead him into an interesting case, but his hopes were soon dashed.

         ‘I want you to go home and pack for a five-day trip to Shakawe.’

         Kubu frowned. ‘Shakawe? What’s happened there?’

         ‘That’s the problem. We’re not sure. You’ll go with the pathologist. What’s his name? MacGregor, I think. Ian MacGregor.’

         ‘Has someone been murdered?’

         ‘We don’t know. A man was digging a trench for a water pipe just south of Shakawe, and unearthed a skull and some bones. The police there took some Polaroids and faxed them through. They’re human all right, but that’s all we know. I want you to observe what the pathologist does when he approaches a body and documents the scene. Then when he’s finished, I want you to bring the bones back to Princess Marina Hospital – that’s where he has his lab – and watch him do a post mortem.’

         ‘Watch him do a post mortem?’ Kubu blanched, hoping he didn’t throw up when Ian cut up the bodies.

         ‘Don’t worry. From what I’m told, it’s only a skeleton, which means it’s been dead for some time. Ten years or more, most likely.’

         ‘When do I leave?’

         ‘MacGregor will pick you up at ten. I’ll get you rooms at the Kalahari Arms in Ghanzi for tonight. Then report to the Shakawe police station as soon as you can tomorrow.’
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         When Kubu returned to his office, he realised he had two problems. It was already just after nine, and there was no way he could walk back to his room, pack and return by ten. And even if he could, he’d be wet through. It was hot outside.

         However, it was the second problem that he really didn’t want to deal with. For the past few months, he’d become very fond of a woman from Records – a Joy Serome. In fact, ‘very fond’ wasn’t quite accurate. He had a crush on her that made him feel like a schoolboy whenever he saw her.

         He and Joy enjoyed lunch together on those Saturdays they were both free. And the next lunch was in two days, so he was going to have to postpone it.

         He picked up the phone and spoke to Ian MacGregor, who promised to come a little early so he could take Kubu to his room.

         That took care of the first problem.

         Kubu knew he should walk over to Records and tell Joy that he couldn’t make Saturday’s date, but he couldn’t pluck up the courage to tell her face to face. He’d mumble and bumble, and generally make a fool of himself.

         He took a couple of deep breaths and dialled her number.

         ‘Records. This is Joy.’

         ‘Dumela, Joy. This is Kubu.’

         ‘Oh, Kubu. How nice to hear your voice.’

         Kubu wondered if she meant it.

         ‘How are you?’ she continued.

         ‘I’m … um … fine. And you?’

         ‘I’m fine too. Is something wrong? You sound a little strange.’

         ‘Well … um … I’m sorry but I have to cancel lunch on Saturday. I have to go to Shakawe in an hour. I’ll be away for five days.’

         ‘No problem. I can’t talk now. Call me when you get back. Have a good trip.’ Kubu heard the phone being put down.

         Kubu’s stomach ached. Did she think he was no longer interested? Was she blowing him off? Maybe she’d found someone else. Maybe that’s why she couldn’t talk.

         He wanted to run over to Records and give her a big hug, but knew he’d only make a fool of himself.
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         Kubu was impressed when he saw what was on the backseat of the police Land Rover that pulled up in front of the Criminal Investigation Department at a quarter to ten. The two cooler boxes indicated that MacGregor was a man who thought ahead – something Kubu also did when it came to food.

         Kubu climbed into the Land Rover and settled into his seat. ‘I’m afraid I don’t have any supplies.’

         MacGregor shrugged. ‘Not a problem, laddie. I’ve plenty. It’s a long, hot way to Ghanzi, and we don’t want to be without refreshments if we run into car trouble. You can wait for hours before anyone passes.’

         Kubu nodded in appreciation, smiling at the broad Scottish burr, and proceeded to spell out directions to his room.

         MacGregor glanced across. ‘I think the last time I saw you was at the time of the great diamond robbery.’

         Kubu nodded.

         ‘And, if I remember correctly, you played a big part in solving the case. Not so?’

         ‘Well, I had some lucky breaks, and I thought I saw a way to catch the brains behind the whole thing.’

         ‘An unusual plan, I believe, which worked. From what I hear, you impressed the powers that be.’
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         ‘I haven’t seen much of Botswana,’ Kubu said as they left Gaborone on the A10 towards Kanye. ‘I grew up in Mochudi, and for the most part, all I saw was the road from there to Gabs. However, I did go on this road to Jwaneng when working on the diamond case.’

         ‘There’s not much to see except scrub and sand. And cattle, of course.’

         ‘Tell me about Scotland and how you came to be in out-of-the-way Botswana, of all places.’

         ‘Well, my family is from a village called Newmains, near Glasgow. There were coal mines in the area for the iron works, so some of the men in the family worked there and some in the works. My father was actually a mining engineer, so he didn’t work in the mine itself. My mother was an Edinburgh lass. It took some time for her to be accepted. Glaswegians generally don’t like people from Edinburgh.’

         ‘So, why did you leave?’

         ‘I was very lucky to win a scholarship to the medical school at Glasgow University. When I finished, I did a residency in Kenya, because I wanted to get away from the rain – it never stops in Glasgow. When I returned to Scotland, I joined a small general practice and continued studying to become a forensic pathologist. It was fascinating – we had to pass exams in toxicology, firearms and ballistics, serology, and so on. I’m sure it’s very much like what you do – snooping round for clues, except most of my clues are in the human body.’

         Kubu grimaced. ‘But why Botswana?’

         ‘When I left Kenya, I knew I had to get back to Africa. It had got under my skin. So I started looking around, and I saw this job advertised. I applied and was offered it. As ye ken, I’ve only been here four months. I love it. I dabble in watercolours, and I find the light in the desert wonderful. And the sun! There were times in Glasgow that I’d forgotten what it looked like. What about you? How did you land up at the CID?’

         ‘My story is a bit like yours. The local priest in Mochudi persuaded Maru a Pula school in Gabs to give me a scholarship. My parents had no money, so they couldn’t have afforded it. I loved the school, loved the teachers, loved learning.’

         ‘But why a detective?’

         ‘It’s a long story, but the short story is that before I went to Maru a Pula I was at school in Mochudi. I was always being teased and bullied because I’m fat. I hated that. There was another boy there, whose name was Khumanego. He was also having a hard time because he was small and a Bushman. We became friends. Two of a kind, yet so different in looks.’

         Kubu paused as he thought back to his schooldays. They seemed a long time ago now.

         ‘Anyway, Khumanego and I would go out into the desert sometimes. He showed me that it was alive, not dead, as I’d always thought. One day he drew a circle in the sand, a few metres in diameter. He asked me what I saw. I told him I saw sand, stones and some dry grass. He was appalled at how blind I was. He taught me how to look beyond the obvious, how to explore below the surface, to notice what no one else would see. He showed me that in that small circle thrived a teeming world: ants, and plants that looked like stones – which I found out later were called lithops – and beetles and spiders.

         ‘I particularly liked the trapdoor spider. I can remember Khumanego pointing to a crescent in the sand that I could barely see. He told me to pick up a twig and pry the trapdoor open. I was pretty nervous, but I did it. Underneath was a tunnel, the size and length of a pencil, made from grains of sand and some substance holding them together. Khumanego tapped the tube, and a small white spider scurried out and stopped on the hot sand.

         ‘He told me how clever the spider was, living in the cool below the surface, hidden from view. Then jumping out, grabbing its prey and scuttling back into its hole. I was very impressed, but also embarrassed at how blind I was.’

         ‘There’s always a silver lining, if you’re willing to look for it.’

         Kubu nodded. ‘My silver lining was that I vowed I’d never be blind again. Since then I’ve always tried to be observant and to see what others don’t. To look beyond the obvious.’

         They were both silent for a few minutes, each reflecting on the paths they’d taken that had brought them together in the middle of the Kalahari Desert.

         ‘That time with Khumanego – that’s when I decided I was going to be a detective.’
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         As they headed west, the terrain became more desert-like. The bushes were more stunted and further apart, not wanting to share the little water there was. Even their leaves were covered in a brown dust, and the sky had a brown haze. The only splashes of colour were the occasional road signs. Kubu wondered how people could survive in such desolation.

         After a while he turned to his companion. ‘What do you think happened in Shakawe, Ian? It’s strange that a person is buried without any headstone or marker.’

         ‘Not really. If you’re out there alone and die, nobody may find you and bury you. And even if they do find you, they may be scared of touching a dead body or just think it’s too much effort. Then, over time, the bones would get covered by the sand.’

         ‘How long does it take for a body to decompose into just a skeleton?’

         ‘It depends on a lot of things, such as temperature and moisture. But I’d say these bones have been in the sand at least ten years. But it could also be a hundred.’

         Kubu felt a flash of disappointment. The case had become even colder than it had been before.

         ‘How do you think he died?’

         Ian shrugged. ‘There’s no way of knowing at this stage. That’s what we have to find out.’

         ‘What’s your guess?’

         Ian glared at Kubu. ‘I don’t guess. That only causes problems.’

         Kubu retreated into silence, embarrassed by his question.

         After a while, Ian continued. ‘There are only two possibilities. The person either died of natural causes, such as sickness or old age, or was killed. Of course, if he was killed, it could have been accidental.’

         Or on purpose, Kubu thought. He perked up again. If it was a case of murder, the perpetrator may still be alive. Suddenly the case became interesting.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Kubu had never been on a trip that lasted nearly seven hours, but to his surprise, he enjoyed it – the wide-ranging conversation with the gentle Scot; the companionable silences; the vastness of sand and scrub. He’d expected the stunted bush to give way to red dunes as they headed deeper into the Kalahari, but although the sand started to have a pinker hue, the vegetation didn’t change much.

         However, some of the silences were not as benign as he would have liked. It was during those that he’d worry about Joy. He’d never felt this way about anyone else. He yearned for her, but wondered if she felt the same way. Nor did he feel confident enough to try to move the relationship forward. He was sure he’d make a fool of himself.

         Certainly, she seemed eager to meet on Saturdays for lunch, and, yes, she kissed him on the cheek each time they parted. But what did that mean? Was she waiting for him to seize the initiative and kiss her? On the mouth? His heart pounded. What would that feel like?

         Each time Joy intruded on his thoughts, he felt a little depressed. And each time, he took a deep breath and banished her by asking Ian a question.

         The only other thing he didn’t like about the journey was the surprising number of dead cows lying next to the road.

         ‘What a waste of good meat,’ Kubu said as they passed yet another carcass.

         ‘Now there’s a good idea gone wrong,’ Ian responded. ‘You’ll notice that this road has a fence on each side. That’s to keep cows and other animals off the road. But what they didn’t plan on was that even the smallest amount of rain runs off the road. So, the best grass is right there, at its edge. Animals want that. Somehow the cows find a way through the fence and head for the edge of the road. Not too much of a problem during the day. But at night, it’s a real hazard. They are hard to see, and often drivers aren’t paying attention because it’s such a boring drive.’

         Kubu gazed at another carcass, legs pointed skyward. ‘It certainly seems that the fence is doing a better job keeping animals near the road rather than away from it.’
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         It was late afternoon by the time they reached Ghanzi and pulled into the Kalahari Arms hotel. Ian opened the back of the Land Rover and took out the suitcases. ‘Time for a swim before dinner.’

         Kubu frowned.

         ‘What’s the matter, laddie? Scared of water?’

         ‘No. But I don’t have a swimming costume.’

         ‘How could you forget it in this heat?’

         ‘It didn’t occur to me that I could swim while on duty.’

         Ian chuckled. ‘Well, well. Isn’t that something? A hippo who can’t get in the water!’

         He picked up his suitcase and headed towards the reception. ‘I’ll see you at the pool. You can cool off with a drink. By the way, have you ever had a steelworks?’

         Kubu shook his head. ‘What’s that?’

         ‘Order one. I think you’ll like it. And order one for me too.’
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         Twenty minutes later, after he’d washed his face in cold water, Kubu headed for the pool, where he found a table under a small, thatched roof. When a waiter arrived, he ordered the two steelworks.

         ‘By the way, I’ve never had one. What’s in it?’

         ‘Kola tonic, lime juice, bitters and ginger beer.’

         Kubu thanked the man, and when the drinks arrived, took a sip. Interesting. A little sweet, but not overly so, followed by a sharpness. That must be the ginger beer, he thought. He took a mouthful and swirled it around as he’d been told to do with wine. Different parts of his mouth reacted differently to the various tastes. Kubu liked it. And it was very refreshing.

         Ian walked over, drying himself. ‘Well, what do you think?’

         ‘I like it a lot. Where does it come from?’

         ‘I dinna ken, but it’s popular in South Africa. I was given a glass when I visited Cape Town on my way here.’

         ‘Well, please give me the recipe. It’s not as good as wine, but it’s a good substitute.’

         ‘I thought you’d like it. Let’s enjoy it and then go for an early dinner and bed. We have a way to drive tomorrow, and work to do when we get there.’
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         The next morning, Kubu and Ian had an early breakfast and were on the road again by seven-thirty. After about three hours, they started seeing signs to lodges on the Kavango river.

         ‘I’ve always wanted to stay at one of those,’ Ian commented. ‘Good fishing, beautiful scenery to paint.’

         Not long after they drove through Sepupa, Kubu pointed to a billboard next to the road.

         ​WELCOME TO NCAMASERE

HOME OF THE KGOSI RANTAO WATER PROJECT


         Across it were the words ‘WATER THIEVES’ sprayed in red paint.

         ‘I wonder if that’s where the skeletons were found,’ Kubu mused.

         Ian shrugged. ‘Probably. There can’t be too many water pipes being laid around here. But obviously not everyone is on board.’

         As they continued through the small village of Ncamasere towards Shakawe, they speculated about the disagreement shown on the billboard. Eventually, they agreed they were wasting their breath since neither knew anything about the situation.

         When they arrived at the Shakawe police station just after noon, the receptionist took them to the office of Detective Sergeant Abram Nteba, a slight man whose size was the antithesis of Kubu’s. He immediately suggested that they head to Drotsky’s Cabins for lunch.

         ‘It’s our favourite place – when someone else is paying. And it’s also where we’ve made reservations for you to stay, so you can drop off your things.’

         He has his priorities right, thought Kubu, even though he doesn’t look as though he enjoys his food.

         ‘Call me Abram. No formalities here. I’ll go and tell the station commander we’re leaving. He wants to join us. I’ll tell you what I know when we get there.’
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         Drotsky, whoever he was, had chosen a perfect spot for a camp. The cabins were scattered under huge trees. All overlooked a large expanse of water, which Kubu learnt was the Kavango River, not far from where it spread out into a huge delta that then disappeared into the sands of the Kalahari. And the birds … He’d never seen so many in his entire life. They were everywhere, often dozens in a tree, of every shape and size, from magnificent brown-and-black eagles with white heads to gorgeous reddish birds with blue tinges that nested in holes in the banks of the river.

         As for Ian, he seemed to be in heaven, walking along the bank, framing views with his fingers and pointing excitedly at birds that he exclaimed he was seeing for the first time. ‘Lifers’ he called them.

         Eventually, the station commander arrived, looking as though he’d just changed into a new uniform, every crease in place. He introduced himself and shook hands. ‘Assistant Superintendent Balopi. Let’s eat. I’ve a busy afternoon.’

         How does he manage to look so fresh in this heat? Kubu wondered.

         Abram ushered them all to an outdoor table, where they placed their orders. Then he described what had happened when the trench was being excavated.

         ‘I’ve never seen anything like it. A skull grinning out of the sand in the bucket of a backhoe, and various bones in the trench where the hoe had just scooped up the sand. Here, let me show you.’

         He pulled some Polaroid photos out of his notebook and handed them to Ian. ‘You can keep these.’

         Ian scrutinised them carefully. ‘Some of these came over the fax in Gabs, but obviously they weren’t as clear as these. I’m sure the skull is human, but that’s about all I can say right now.’

         He handed them to Kubu, who looked through them, studying each carefully. Then he pointed to one. ‘This is the only one that shows how big the trench is. Not how wide or deep, but how long. From this angle you can see that it almost disappears into the distance.’ He turned to Station Commander Balopi. ‘I know it’s for water. But I don’t know any of the details.’

         ‘Next to the river, there’s plenty of water, but a few hundred metres away it’s desert. That’s why they’re digging the trench – to lay a water pipe so they can farm more land. It’ll help a lot of people out here.’

         Kubu mentioned the water-project sign they’d seen near Ncamasere.

         Balopi nodded. ‘Yes, that’s what we’re talking about. The project is the brainchild of the local kgosi, Kgosi Rantao. He’s very progressive and has a vision for the future. He realises we need to increase food production around here, otherwise everyone will leave.’
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         After they’d finished their meal, the station commander stood up and turned to Ian. ‘This shouldn’t take long should it, doctor? You must have more-pressing cases in Gabs than a pile of old bones in the desert.’

         ‘All I can promise, Assistant Superintendent, is that I will move as quickly as my investigation requires. I haven’t been to the site yet, so I can’t even speculate.’

         Balopi nodded at Abram. ‘I can’t imagine it’ll take more than this afternoon. I need the detective sergeant back in the office tomorrow morning.’ With that, he marched off to his Land Rover.

         Abram shook his head. ‘He means well. It’s just that he’s very protective of his authority. He’s a top-down man and doesn’t like it when his people show initiative.’ He hesitated. ‘He needs a wife to soften him up a bit.’

         Kubu was surprised – he thought a senior policeman would be sought after as a partner. ‘Has he ever been married?’

         ‘No. The rumour is that two dates were the most anyone lasted: the first, he was sweet, and the second, his true colours came out. As far as I know, he hasn’t asked anyone out for years. And even if he wanted to…’ He paused. ‘I shouldn’t be talking about him like that. He’s a good policeman and runs a very tight operation, even if he’s a bit controlling and overly exacting with paperwork and all that stuff. I even had to get his permission for us to talk to the boss of the man who found the skull. The man’s pretty unhappy and angry that I won’t allow them to touch the backhoe until Dr MacGregor here can take a look.’

         Ian drained his coffee. ‘Very well. Let’s go. I’ve someone waiting for me.’

         ‘My boss wants me to watch Ian deal with the body,’ Kubu said. ‘When he’s finished, perhaps we can go and talk to the man who found the skull. And his boss.’
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         Kubu was surprised, even shocked, at the number of people pushing up against the crime-scene tape. There must have been more than twenty, including two young white men. It had always puzzled him why accidents and crime scenes were such a source of fascination.

         ‘Where did all these people come from?’ he asked Abram.

         He shrugged. ‘Ncamasere is a village quite near here. Probably from there.’

         Ian took his briefcase from the back of the Land Rover and headed towards the backhoe. The throng of people parted to let the policemen through.

         When he reached the bucket, he peered at the skull. ‘It’s important not to disturb anything until you’re sure that you’ve documented it all. You can’t afford to miss something or contaminate what may be useful evidence.’ He turned to Abram. ‘Detective Sergeant, you did exactly the right thing in securing the whole area. Well done. Don’t worry about the blather you get. You’ve got a job to do, and that’s all that counts.’

         Kubu could almost see Abram swell with pride.

         Ian pulled a small camera from the briefcase and took several photographs from different angles. Then he pulled out a ruler and laid it next to the skull in the bucket. ‘It makes it easier for people to get a sense of the size.’ He took some more photos.

         Then he walked over to the end of the trench. ‘And what have we here?’

         Kubu looked down and saw some bones protruding from the sand and others scattered nearby. Ian took some more photographs from several angles, initially without the ruler, then with it lying on the sand next to the bones.

         ‘I’ll get the exact measurements when they’re in my lab.’

         Looking at the scene, Kubu felt a little despondent. He couldn’t see an interesting case emerging from a collection of old bones. Nevertheless, he had to do his best, so he wandered into the crowd and started asking whether anyone had any idea of what they were looking at.

         As expected, most said they’d heard a rumour of a body being found, and curiosity had led them there.

         ‘I’ve never seen a body,’ a young man said.

         ‘I’m so excited,’ a girl commented. ‘I’ve never seen a real skeleton, just pictures of one.’

         Ian pulled what looked like a paintbrush from his briefcase and returned to the backhoe bucket.

         The crowd pushed forward, eager to see what was going to happen next. It took an angry constable to prevent them breaking through the tape. ‘Get back! Get back!’ he shouted. ‘Or I’ll arrest you.’ That stemmed the tide, at least for the moment.

         Ian started to carefully sweep away the sand from around the skull. Progress was so painstakingly slow that the crowd started to become restless. They wanted action, not scientific rigour.

         While this was happening, Kubu continued to talk to people, with much the same results as before. No one knew anything. They were just curious.

         Then the two white men approached him. They looked like young backpackers, with crumpled clothes and scraggy beards.

         ‘Where are you from?’ Kubu asked.

         ‘We’re from London on a trip through Botswana,’ one responded. ‘Can you tell us what’s happening? My name is Fred Wray and I’m with the BBC, that’s the British—’

         ‘I know what the BBC is.’ Kubu didn’t believe the youngster for a minute. He looked just out of school. ‘What are you? Some sort of cub reporter?’

         The youngster didn’t meet his eye. ‘Actually, I’m just an intern there.’

         ‘Well, I’m Detective Sergeant Bengu with the CID in Gaborone. You’ve seen that there’s a skeleton here, and right now that’s all we know.’

         He turned away and was just about to go back inside the tape, when he noticed an elderly woman at the back of the crowd. She was taller than most and had her arms folded so tightly that she looked as though she was hugging herself. Kubu walked over to her.

         ‘Dumela, mma.’

         The woman glared at Kubu, then looked back at the trench. ‘Dumela.’

         ‘Mma, do you know who was buried here? Is that why you’re watching?’

         ‘I told them Mami Wata disapproved of their scheme.’

         Kubu didn’t respond immediately as he was trying to understand how the water spirit had anything to do with the skeleton. Eventually he continued, ‘Mma, I don’t understand. How is Mami Wata involved?’

         ‘They’re stealing her water, and now she reveals the past.’ With that, she turned and walked away.

         Kubu watched her go, then shook his head, puzzled.

         As he walked back to Ian, he noticed an old man leaning on a stick, standing away from the crowd, staring intently at what Ian was doing.

         Kubu joined him. ‘Dumela, rra.’

         The man turned his head. ‘Dumela.’ Then he returned to watching Ian.

         ‘What brings you here, rra?’

         The man didn’t answer for a few moments. ‘I hope they have found my son.’ His voice was hardly more than a whisper.

         ‘Your son? Is he missing?’

         The man nodded.

         Maybe there is a case after all, Kubu thought. ‘When did you last see him?’

         The man hesitated again. ‘On the fifth of September, 1975.’

         Kubu nearly choked, then filled with sadness. This man had been looking for his son for nearly twenty-five years.

         ‘Rra, I am Detective Sergeant Bengu with the Botswana Police Force. I know it’s hard for you, but please tell me what happened.’

         ‘I’ve told the police many times, but they do nothing. We pay them good money, and they do nothing.’

         ‘So, I will find a report at the Shakawe Police station?’

         The man nodded.

         ‘What is your name, rra?’

         ‘Dibotelo.’

         ‘And the police know where you live?’

         ‘I’ve lived in the same place for sixty years.’

         Kubu took a deep breath. ‘Rra, I promise I will see what I can find and come and tell you.’

         The man shrugged.

         Kubu looked to see what Ian was doing. He was in the process of lifting the skull out of the bucket. A murmur ran through the crowd.

         Ian looked at it from all angles, then put it down and took more photos. Then he pulled some sheets of paper from his briefcase. From where Kubu stood, it looked as though they were filled with photographs. Ian held each sheet next to the skull, comparing what he saw.

         Eventually, he put the papers back in his briefcase and turned to the crowd. He held up his hand. The crowd went silent.

         ‘The skull is of a Bushman.’

         The crowd buzzed and started dispersing. A Bushman’s body wasn’t of any interest.

         Kubu noticed the woman who’d been talking about the water spirit. She didn’t look disappointed; she looked pleased.

         Then he glanced at Dibotelo. The old man was shuffling slowly away, shoulders hunched, head down.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Kubu walked back to Ian, who was looking for something in his briefcase.

         ‘Here they are.’ Ian pulled out a marker pen and a large evidence bag. He picked up the skull, turned it upside down, and marked it with a small numeral ‘1’, then bagged it.

         He walked back to the trench. ‘Now let’s see what’s going on here.’ He jumped down and approached the bones. He pointed to one. ‘That’s a femur – a thigh bone.’ He carefully brushed the sand away and lifted it. After examining it for a few moments, he marked it and bagged it too.

         Only part of the next bone was showing, so Ian squatted down and started brushing the sand away. Suddenly he stood up. ‘Sweet baby Jesus! There are more here.’ He pointed to where he’d been working. ‘That’s another skull. This needs to be excavated by someone who knows what they’re doing. Here, give me a hand.’

         Kubu extended his hand and helped Ian out of the trench.

         ‘Who will you get?’ Kubu asked.

         ‘I know someone at the university who may be able to help.’

         Abram interrupted him. ‘I don’t understand why we can’t just dig the bones out. They’ve been dead for a long time.’

         ‘Detective Sergeant, we can often learn a lot from how the bones lie. They can tell us if they’ve been laid to rest or thrown in a grave. If they were put here at different times, we may be able to learn that too, and maybe how long between them. Answers to any of those questions could be useful.’

         ‘When will this expert be able to get here?’

         Ian frowned. ‘I don’t know. I have to speak to him first.’

         ‘You mean it may be days?’

         Ian nodded.

         ‘Please, Dr MacGregor. Can we go back to the station now? You can explain the situation to the station commander. He’s not going to be happy. And you can phone your expert from there.’

         Ian glared at the man. ‘It’s not as though we’ll be looking for a murderer who’s just left the scene. These have been here for years.’ He turned and picked up his briefcase. ‘Kubu, please bring the evidence bags.’ With that, he stalked back to the Land Rover.
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         It was only when the bags had been packed and they were on the road that Kubu could ask Ian the question that was puzzling him. ‘How do you know the skull is from a Bushman? Isn’t it more likely that it’s a Motswana’s?’

         ‘Of course, I’m not one-hundred percent sure, but I’ll give up Scotch for a month if I’m wrong.’ He waved his hand at his briefcase. ‘The Polaroids Abram gave me are in there. Get them out and take a look at one taken from the front.’

         When Kubu had it in his hand, Ian asked him, ‘What do you notice about it?’

         Kubu studied it closely, but nothing seemed to be unusual. ‘It looks like a skull to me. Am I missing something?’

         ‘Look closely at the orbits – that’s eye sockets, to you.’

         Kubu looked carefully, but was none the wiser. ‘I’m not sure what I’m meant to see.’

         ‘There are three human groups commonly found in this area: Blacks, Whites, and Bushmen. Blacks generally have squarish orbits and Whites the shape of sunglass lenses. The ones in the skull we found are rounder, which makes me think they are from a Bushman. We’ll only be able to confirm that later with the help of an anthropologist.’

         Abram joined in from the back seat: ‘I don’t think your eyes look like sunglasses, Dr MacGregor.’

         ‘I never said the eyes of Whites looked like sunglasses, Abram. I said the shape of the orbits were the shape of sunglasses.’

         Abram shrugged. ‘I thought all skulls were the same.’

         ‘Well, they’re not.’
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         It was late afternoon by the time the policemen arrived at the Shakawe police station. Ian immediately asked for a phone.

         ‘Assistant Superintendent Mabaku, please.’

         Ian waited to be put through. When Mabaku answered, Ian explained the situation to him.

         Kubu could hear the response from where he was sitting. ‘What do you mean, MacGregor? Hire an archaeologist? That’s ridiculous. Go and dig up the bones. Tell me who they are, if you can, and how they died. It’s simple.’

         Kubu couldn’t but admire Ian’s patience as he explained how having an archaeologist excavate the site would have two benefits: it could help to establish the logistics of how the bodies came to be there. And secondly, it was in the overall interests of the country to document the demise of its original people.

         ‘I don’t give a damn about the demise of what you call the original people. I’m a policeman trying to solve crimes. I want to know what happened at Shakawe, and soon. The answer is no!’

         Ian scowled at the handset, then returned it to its cradle with exaggerated care. ‘Damned bureaucracy.’

         He turned to Abram. ‘Is there anywhere around here I can buy some balls of string?’

         Abram pointed at the door. ‘Before you do anything, Dr MacGregor, you’d better talk to the station commander.’ He stood up and turned to Kubu. ‘We’d better tell the contractor they won’t be able to work for a while. He’ll be pissed off. So will his worker, because he won’t get paid if he’s not working.’

         Kubu frowned. He’d been close to having no money himself on so many occasions that he felt a lot of sympathy for the backhoe driver. ‘If we deal with the skull in the bucket first, they can then take the hoe and continue working a little further on. Would that work, Ian?’

         Ian nodded. ‘I suppose so. Kubu, you go and talk to them. Explain what’s going on. I’ve got to get organised so we can get moving first thing in the morning. Meet back here when you’re finished.’

         Abram looked relieved. ‘Come with me, Kubu. I’ll drive. But be prepared for a tirade.’
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         On the way, Kubu asked about the strange woman at the excavation. ‘There was an elderly woman watching Dr MacGregor. When I spoke to her she told me that Mami Wata was angry with what was happening because her water was being stolen. I’ve no idea what she was going on about.’

         ‘Oh, that must have been Mma Zondo.’ Abram tapped his head. ‘She claims that she talks to Mami Wata on the bank of the river. Of course, no one else has ever seen the spirit, even though Mma Zondo swears she’s real.’

         ‘Then she said that Mami Wata was revealing the past. What does that mean?’

         Abram shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea.’

         ‘I also spoke to an old man who was watching Ian work on the skull. He said he lost a son twenty-five years ago – just disappeared and has never been found.’

         ‘That must have been Kagiso Dibotelo. It’s very sad. He lost his wife when their son was young. He brought up the boy himself. They were very close. Then the boy disappeared. With absolutely no trace. No clues, nothing. It broke Kagiso. He’s never been the same since.’ He tapped his head again. ‘He comes to the police station at least once a year to ask whether we’ve made any progress finding the body. Of course, we haven’t.’

         ‘Nobody saw the boy the day he disappeared? Nobody heard any rumours?’

         ‘No. A total mystery. People ended up saying someone must have put a curse on him.’

         ‘A convenient explanation.’

         Abram frowned. ‘You don’t believe in curses?’

         ‘Oh yes, I believe that people put curses on other people.’ Kubu hesitated. ‘I just don’t believe they work. What works is that people believe in them. It’s all in the mind. If you don’t believe in them, they don’t work. I learnt that on my first big case.’

         Abram glanced at him, but didn’t respond.

         A few minutes later they pulled up at a warehouse on the outskirts of town. ‘This is it,’ Abram announced and climbed out of the vehicle.
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         They found Sebina and his boss in a make-shift office at the front. The boss didn’t wait for introductions. ‘I’m Tembo, and I’ve got a contract to complete. A government contract with deadlines.’

         The meeting had started off much as Abram had predicted.

         ‘Now my equipment is stuck out in the desert losing money while you people dig up old skeletons. When can I get back to work, hey?’ Without letting them answer he pointed at Sebina. ‘Meanwhile this lazy bum sits around doing what he likes doing best. Nothing.’

         Kubu jumped in. ‘People have died, Rra Tembo. We’re investigating a possible multiple murder. That takes priority.’

         ‘It does, does it? I want to talk to your boss. You people get paid even if you do nothing. It doesn’t work like that in the real world.’

         Before Kubu could respond, Abram interjected. ‘Rra Tembo, we completely understand your situation. However, we have a simple plan so you can get back to work right away.’ He paused and waited for a response.

         Tembo started to say something, then just folded his arms and waited.

         ‘The pathologist will start with the backhoe and be finished with it tomorrow morning. Then you can move it—’

         ‘So I can resume work tomorrow?’

         ‘As I was saying, you can move the equipment. After that you can resume work fifty metres further on and finish the small section we’re working on when the investigation is over.’

         ‘That’s not convenient. The trench has to be completely straight. You can’t start putting kinks in plastic pipes.’

         ‘I’m sure the kgosi would want you to keep moving.’

         Tembo took his time thinking it over. ‘All right. I think we can do that. But we start first thing after lunch. One-thirty.’ He glared at the detectives and pointed to the door. ‘What are you waiting for? Haven’t you got work to do?’

         
            [image: ]

         

         When Kubu and Abram returned to the police station, they found Ian with three balls of string and several bundles of stakes. There were also two constables in the room.

         ‘The station commander had a fit when I told him what I needed to do. He clearly doesn’t want people from Gabs treading on his turf.’ Then he smiled. ‘I told him we’d leave sooner if I had help, so he assigned these two constables to work with me.

         ‘I’ve also arranged accommodation for us at Drotsky’s Cabins for two more nights. At least Mabaku can pay for that. Not a thebe is coming from my budget. I can assure you of that.’ He picked up his briefcase. ‘We can go there now and have something to eat. We’ll need to be up early, so an early night is called for.’

         He turned to the two constables. ‘Meet me at the excavation at seven tomorrow morning. Let’s hope it’s a cool day because it could be a long one.’
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         A while after the detectives had left and Sebina had gone home, Tembo made a phone call. He’d been given a modified set of plans for the water reticulation system, and he was furious. He started shouting the moment the call was answered.

         ‘What the fucking hell are you smoking? You can’t ask me to do this. This isn’t a storage facility, this is a full-scale dam. It’s nothing like what was in the tender document. Must be ten times the size.’

         ‘You’re wrong. It’s more like fifteen times. But take a look at the new location. The amount of work involved wouldn’t be much more than for the original storage facility.’

         ‘What do you know? You’re an engineer suddenly?’ Nevertheless, Tembo studied the plans again. ‘It’s in a riverbed. All the water will just leak away in the sand.’

         ‘It has a clay base. The civil engineer says it should work.’

         ‘But this isn’t what Water Affairs approved. They’ll never accept this. You’ll be taking far too much water from the river.’

         ‘That’s not your problem. You’ve got a signed set of plans. You’re just following the new instructions.’

         ‘Forget it. It’s bad enough that I’m delayed by the stupid skeletons. You’d better make that go away or I’m going to be way behind. We stick to the original plans in the tender. That’s final.’

         There was a long pause on the line.

         ‘You still there?’

         ‘I’m here, Tembo. Listen, you wanted this tender really badly. I arranged you got it. You owe me. And I’ll make it worth your trouble. Estimate how much extra time you need for this. It better not be too many days. We don’t want any more delays. And you don’t want to be losing money.’

         Tembo was about to deliver an angry reply, but then thought about the extra money. He named a figure.

         There was a pause. ‘That’s a lot more than the extra cost.’

         ‘Yes, it is,’ Tembo said with satisfaction.

         There was an even longer pause. ‘Very well. But then you stick to the original schedule. And keep your mouth shut about this.’

         ‘Fair enough. Have the money in my account tomorrow.’ Tembo hung up. He smiled. It had been a bad day, but it had ended pretty well.
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