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  On a cold, moonlit June night, shortly before midnight, white twins were born in Francistown, a small hamlet in the British Protectorate of Bechuanaland. The births were separated by fifteen minutes, and occurred two weeks prior to the Southern Hemisphere winter solstice.




  The father, an ex World war two Royal Air Force pilot recruited from Britain to fill a flying post with the local civil air service, had a fine baritone singing voice. The mother, an accomplished pianist, had abandoned the London concert stage to accompany her husband on his African posting. On hot dusty afternoons she gave piano lessons to colonial children at the local school.




  The parents were articulate, personable and handsome. A civilized pair, seemingly incongruously exiled to the rude environs of a wild, emerging continent.




  The twins’ births were normal in every respect. The moon waned low in the third quarter, and the Tati River, which bisects the town, lay characteristically dry at that time of year.




  The first-born was the girl, the second the boy. They were not physically identical, but similar in outward appearance, the parent’s excellent genes replicated faithfully. Africa nurtured, honed, and melded those beneficial attributes, infused them with its own unique qualities.




  Warmed by brilliant sunlight, caressed by scent-laden winds, seduced by vast, shimmering horizons, the twins grew to exceptional adulthood.




  




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 1




  THE RETURN




  




  He came out of a bright African sky, banking the small aircraft around billowing, turbulent white cumulus clouds that towered high above him in the hot summer afternoon. A shimmer of heat hazed the horizon, smudging the otherwise clear visibility. Far from civilisation’s pollution, the small aeroplane tracked steadily northwards.




  High above Botswana’s central Kalahari Desert, he checked his watch against the satellite navigation data. A small frisson of excitement coursed through him, it was time to descend. Keying the electric elevator trim switch forward, the nose pitched gradually downwards. He made small adjustments to the mixture and other controls, and peered expectantly through the windscreen.




  As the single engine high wing Cessna Centurion moved down into the lower levels, hot thermals of rising air bounced the aircraft, causing him to slow the machine to reduce their turbulent effects. A few minutes later the familiar ground features he sought emerged through the haze. As a complete contrast to miles of unremitting yellow and brown scrub desert, patches of green flood plain came into view interspersed with occasional glints of sunlight reflecting from bright water. Then palm filled islands swept by. The windscreen filled with a mosaic of meandering waterways and bright sparkling blue fresh water lagoons.




  His wide-set blue eyes smiled, displaying webs of crows-feet that characterise men who have spent long periods scanning distant horizons from high places.




  The Cessna Centurion flew low over a group of llala palms clustered near a sharp bend in the river. He banked a few degrees to the left, and suddenly it was there, the short grass airstrip paralleling the Southern extremity of a large crescent shaped lagoon. At the Western end an orange windsock hung limply from a wooden pole, near it stood a rudimentary hangar built of stout local timber and dark green shade cloth, sufficient protection from the sun’s harshest rays, and resilient enough to deflect hammering summer hailstones.




  A dozen water loving red letchwe antelope, startled by the sound of the low flying aeroplane, ran off the airstrip where they had been grazing and took up station on the adjacent green floodplain. He turned the aircraft towards the East on a right hand, down wind leg and performed the pre-landing checklist. With the wheels down he banked the small plane round and scanned the immediate vicinity for large birds that might be flying in the area. Collision with a heavy vulture or eagle would mar the idyllic afternoon.




  A quiet contentment suffused him as he lined up with the grass runway. Afternoon updrafts bounced the aircraft again and, selecting full landing flap, his eyes switched between the cockpit instruments and the approaching runway. He made small corrections with hands and feet to maintain the rate of descent and correct airspeed for a touchdown close to the downwind end of the short rudimentary airstrip. A knowledgeable observer would have recognised the finesse of a master aviator approaching.




  The light aircraft touched down gently in the classic nose high attitude, pulling a long plume of spiralling dust in its wake. The blue and white machine slowed quickly, then taxied off the runway and stopped next to the small hangar.




  He deactivated the various systems and shut down the engine. The silver propeller blades slowed and stopped. His left thumb clicked the red plastic master switch off. In the new silence he heard the characteristic hum of instrument gyros winding down, together with the periodic clicking of cooling hot metal. Through a side window he noticed that the letchwe had abandoned the airfield and were now standing stock still, watching him. Then one by one they lost interest in the mechanical interloper and lowered their heads to resume grazing.




  Opening the left door he stepped from the aircraft, then reached into the back for a small portable tow bar which he attached to the nose wheel. With a few hearty shoves he manoeuvred the Cessna backwards into the shade cloth hangar. He chocked the wheels and placed little red cloth protection covers on various parts of the machine to prevent tropical insects from crawling into important small apertures. Then he retrieved his well-worn brown leather suitcases from the rear baggage area and put them on the ground, locked the aircraft’s doors and pocketed the key.




  A noise, like an approaching express train, startled him until he recognised the unique susurrus sound caused by a strong gust of wind soughing through the acres of long fibrous tassel headed papyrus plants that bordered the lagoon.




  The pilot walked to the edge of the airstrip and put down his bags. He knelt on one knee and placed the palm of his right hand flat against the earth, and held it there for several moments. Then he stood up and brushed the dust from his fingers, the gesture of a returning pilgrim who’d kept the faith. He stretched his six foot two inch frame, flexing long limbs to expunge muscles kinked by cramped confinement. As he did so another sound carried to him, the shrill, inimitable call of a fish eagle. He smiled.




  At the far end of the airstrip a roofless four wheel drive safari vehicle appeared and turned towards him, his surface transport to the nearby game lodge he had acquired. He lifted his bags and, smiling expansively, walked along the airstrip to meet it. A big man, handsome, blonde and blue eyed. Middle-aged now, yet still lean, tanned, and fit.




  Beyond the tall palms and undulating papyrus fronds the Northern sky showed a deep cerulean blue. The horizon glowed briefly, etched in the nascent discharge of distant lightning. He marvelled at the unique quality of the light that suffused this region. Crisp, yet somehow soft at the edges, a light that seemed to heighten the three dimensionality of sky, scenery, and whatever occurred between.




  After an adventurous life, Julian Bella-Jones had returned to reside in the Okavango Delta.




  




  Chapter 2






  LONDON




  




  Later the same evening




  




  The statuesque blonde woman held the appreciative audience in thrall. Her lustrous blue eyes sparkled above high cheekbones; the sensuous lips parted slightly as her nimble fingers flew across the undulating piano keys.




  Her charismatic personality radiated to every corner of the large concert hall. She exuded mystique, and her virtuoso performance transported her numerous devotees, inducing in many yearnings for things they’d never have.




  The gleaming black Bosendorfer Concert Grand Piano, tuned to perfection, seduced the discerning audience with the exciting and technically taxing music of Rachmaninoff’s beautiful Piano Concerto Number Two.




  A solitary, long stemmed red rose, launched from the darkened auditorium, shed a crimson petal as it fell softly onto the brightly lit stage and rolled to rest near her piano stool. There would be official bouquets at the conclusion of this final encore, the closing concert of her acclaimed London season.




  The Royal Albert Hall, renowned showcase of classical music, brimmed with a capacity crowd of distinguished followers, a tribute to the legendary piano playing virtuosity of Arabella Bella-Jones, the celebrated white African.




  The piano encore completed, Arabella acknowledged three curtain calls and a tumultuous standing ovation. With a wide-mouthed smile, she graciously accepted the two large bouquets of red roses presented to her on stage, blew her customary kiss towards the audience, and then exited the brightly lit concert platform to continuing applause.




  An hour later at the lavish post-concert cocktail party, Arabella courteously autographed programs, mingled charmingly with the many attending well wishers and musical luminaries, then shared canapés and kind words of mutual appreciation with the accomplished conductor, violinists, and other invited members of the philharmonic orchestra.




  An hour and a half later she deemed sufficient time had elapsed to permit her polite withdrawal to her Knightsbridge apartment. Arabella bade a charming farewell to the elegant guests, thanking them for their patronage and many gracious compliments. Then she swept with inherent athletic élan from the festive ballroom, and was handed into the open rear door of a waiting black Mercedes Benz limousine.




  The smiling orchestra conductor closed the car door. As the chauffeur pulled away from the rain slicked kerb Arabella turned, beaming, and waved through the rear window at the many well wishers who had stepped outside to see her off.




  The black Mercedes rounded the corner and Arabella slumped back into the luxurious upholstery, her body language diametrically opposed to that she had exhibited moments earlier.




  Twenty minutes later, ensconced alone in her plush apartment, Arabella removed the telephone from the hook and seated herself at the large dressing table. After a particularly fine performance it was her habit to award her adrenalin charged reflection a congratulatory wide-eyed wink.




  Tonight she declined. Instead, the fine blue eyes gazed sadly into the mirror. A small tear trickled from the corner of one, followed immediately by the moistening of the other. She brought her hands up to her cheeks and spoke directly to her reflection. “Oh, Arabella!” she exclaimed. Then the tears coursed unchecked. Her sobs grew loud, wracking her statuesque body with inconsolable grief.




  Morning found her sleepless. Distraught, she stood at the window regarding the damp English dawn through troubled eyes.




  




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter 3





  




  




  




  




  




  THE CENTRAL KALAHARI




  




  Dawn on the following day




  




  The old Bushman stirred in his makeshift grass hut. Waking fully, he sat up on his animal skin kaross and un-wrapped a dirty length of grey linen cloth, carefully extracting a shining stainless steel artifact that had been in his possession for many years. He gazed at it fondly, then ran his brown bony fingers around its form as though to internalise its gleaming symmetry. Completing the morning ritual he re-wrapped the silver talisman, and woke the boy with a gentle shake to his shoulder.




  The boy rubbed his eyes and yawned. “Good morning father,” he said in the strange clicking tongue of the Bushmen. The old Bushman reciprocated the greeting, and said, “Be quiet now. I am recalling my dream.” The old man squatted on his haunches and wrapped his hands around his knees. He gazed through the hut’s doorway towards the Northern horizon, his eyes distant and unfocused.




  Then, blinking his eyes, the old man stood up abruptly. “Come,” he said to his teenage son, “we must take our digging sticks and water gourds, then start a long journey.” He walked out of the low hut and pointed his digging stick at the horizon, a few degrees to the North of where the sun was rising. “That is the direction we must travel.”




  Turning to his son he said, “I have told you of the white man’s silver birds with long white tail plumes that whistle high across the blue sky and that blink many coloured eyes in the dark so that they may be separated from the stars at night.”




  “Yes,” his son agreed, “you have told me of this wonder which I have seen and heard with my own eyes and ears.”




  “And I have told you of the music,” the old man said, “which is not like our own, but which is sweet, and has many layers, like honey sifting through the comb.”




  “Yes, you have told me of the different music,” agreed the boy, “but I have not heard it.”




  The old man stooped and gathered his few belongings. “We must take leave of our companions in the village and start this long journey immediately.”




  He awoke his neighbors and held a brief discussion with them. Then he turned to the boy and said, “Come, we have far to go and must collect many roots on our journey.” So saying, he set off towards the North East. The boy gathered his own digging stick and water gourds, and dutifully followed behind the old man.




  “Where are we going?” asked the boy.




  “To the great basin of the Kalahari,” the old man replied. “There you will touch a silver bird and hear the sweet music with many layers. My dream is alive.”




  




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter 4





  




  




  




  




  




  Julian declined an invitation to join the usual early morning game drive. Waking at a more reasonable hour, he stretched expansively in the comfortable lodge bed. Pushing the dangling mosquito net aside he stood up, walked over to the window of the thatch roofed chalet, and opened the curtains. Light wind rippled the surface of the fresh water lagoon. He heard the unique sound of wind soughing through the bordering papyrus again, and remembered the first time he’d heard it.




  The emotive sound regressed him to a passionate afternoon spent on a papyrus fringed sand bank near upstream Shakawe. Here the Okavango River flows as a single purposeful watercourse, hemmed between two parallel fault lines lying deep beneath the sand. The river, constrained by the imperceptible walls of this shallow valley, meanders widely before fanning out across the Kalahari sands to form the immense inland Okavango Delta wetland system.




  With one eye open for predatory crocodiles, Julian’s other eye had been focused on his reflection in the dilated pupils of the bluest pair of eyes he had ever seen.




  “My little Jewel of the Okavango” he had called her. Her blonde hair dark with river water, her bare tawny limbs had flexed and embraced him as they made young, though satisfying love. Her long shapely legs had scissored his waist tightly, guiding his motions.




  At the culmination of their lovemaking the wind had gusted strongly through the papyrus, seeming to those who know something of music to confer a natural crescendo to their passionate encounter. This combination of the unique cadence and his first sexual experience became indelibly associated.




  Julian completed his morning ablutions and left the small guest chalet, crossed the well swept intervening earthen area and entered the thatched dining room. The elegant structure, comprising of wooden beams with open sides, afforded a large viewing area that could be isolated from the elements by the lowering of canvas blinds. The wood and reed building’s ochre tiled floor conferred a warm aspect, while the comfortable cane furniture was upholstered in a complementary African motif.




  The full contingent of sixteen paying clients were enjoying a wholesome bush breakfast. Seated at small, well presented tables, their excited voices compared the various game species they had spotted and photographed on their early morning game drive.




  It was every tourist’s wish to see the so-called Big Five, namely lion, elephant, buffalo, leopard, and rhinoceros, though it was very unlikely that these would be spotted on a single game drive. Notwithstanding the lodge being situated in an enormous reserve with wild animals free to roam unfenced, it was not quite the same as being inside a large zoo. Consequently the sighting of any particular species could not be guaranteed. Also, rhinoceros were in meagre supply having being poached almost to extinction for their horns, which are valued in the Far East where the population ascribe aphrodisiac properties to them.




  The breakfast chatter was good-humoured, with guests from America, Germany, and other European countries mingling freely, exchanging names, addresses and business interests, as well as their game viewing experiences and expectations.




  Early morning and late afternoon were the best times for viewing wild animals as they generally sought deep cover in the middle of the day to escape the fierce rays of the African sun. More often during the mornings and evenings the game would congregate at known water holes or at the edge of lagoons or rivers to drink. This simple habit facilitated finding them there at these times.




  Julian sat at the lodge manager’s table and exchanged pleasantries with the personable husband and wife team. Over bacon, eggs, steak, chips, and sausages he enquired, “Is there anything new in the wind, anything I need to know about since my last visit here six months ago? Have any new regulations or requirements been promulgated by the Government that specifically concern lodge and concession holders, anything we need to comply with?”




  Mark, the rugged forty-year-old khaki clad manager, bit deeply into his thick slice of toast. The homemade bread was liberally spread with choice butter and imported marmalade. He looked conspiratorially across at his attractive wife, Sharon. She nodded. “Yes,” he said, wiping the crumbs from his lips with a monogrammed lodge napkin. “Since you ask, there is something rather curious in the wind. Nothing regulation wise from the government or game department that affects us, but we have recently been made aware of a rather strange turn of events, though it may just be a hoax or lunatic fringe joke in bad taste”. Julian raised his blonde eyebrows in enquiry. The manager continued, “You may have heard of Clyde Rochester, the American IT tycoon from San Diego. He’s coming out here on a hunting safari. His trophy speciality is elephant, and he’ll be hunting with Darren Watson, the veteran and now almost legendary local white hunter.”




  “I’ve never heard of Rochester,” replied Julian. “I haven’t lived in Botswana for very long, but I have heard of Darren Watson of course. He’s one of the ex-Kenyan breed, isn’t he?”




  “Yes,” agreed Mark. “He hunts for Northern Botswana Safaris based in Maun. They are the local outfitters”.




  “I thought I’d heard, or read somewhere, that elephant hunting had been suspended in Botswana?”




  Sharon, the manageress, joined the conversation. “Yes, it had, but it’s been reinstated this year.”




  Julian remarked, “Why anyone would want to shoot an elephant, or any other animal that they have no intention of eating, I’ve never been able to comprehend.”




  Mark nodded sagely and agreed, “They claim its sport. Even though the game is unarmed, unadvised, and could not begin to understand the concept of sophisticated modern firearms being reined against them in the name of sport. Their natural resources are no match whatsoever. So what could possibly be construed as sporting about murdering animals from a distance with high powered rifles?”




  “Well, precisely,” said his wife, “hunters need psychiatric help.”




  Julian twisted a speckle of black pepper onto his fried eggs and enquired, “Where does the hoax bad joke scenario come into this?”




  Mark leaned towards him and said, “It seems that Clyde Rochester has received a personal e-mail stating unequivocally that if he does undertake an elephant hunting safari within Botswana, the sender would then take it upon himself to restore the fair sporting balance to the competition. In other words, the sender would personally enter the arena on behalf of the elephant. The sender further advises that he is proficient in bush-craft and is morally opposed to the slaughter of helpless animals, elephants in particular. In essence, he would take it upon himself to protect the elephant by shooting at the hunter in the elephant’s defence.”




  Julian looked thoughtful. He had always disliked the so-called sport hunting safari operations that were commonplace within Botswana. His lodge was located well away from the nearest hunting concession area and run on purely photographic lines. The only shooting allowed here was done with a camera. Though very infrequently, the discreet taking of one of the numerous impala antelope was sanctioned, this plentiful animal being harvested purely to supplement guest and staff food rations.




  Julian said, “Well, that’s certainly a dramatic and novel notion, rather laudable really. But in this present day and age we’re all pretty well computer literate to varying degrees, conversant with the mechanics of sending and receiving e-mails and their attachments, etcetera. So, if this Rochester fellow is a so-called expert in IT, or the people whom he employs are, he must surely have the expertise available to trace the source of the message, the so called IP address or whatever it’s called?”




  “Yes,” Mark replied, “they have. It was sent from a public Internet café in London, but the identity of the sender is unknown. It’s not necessary to identify yourself before using Internet café equipment. You simply pay your money and hire one of their Internet connected computers for a few minutes.”




  Coffee arrived. “How was the e-mail signed, if at all?” asked Julian.




  “It was signed from a particularly good friend of the elephants and several other species,” replied Mark.




  Julian chuckled, “It’s probably a hoax, though it bodes well for the elephants. Also it sounds as though an articulate person must have been the author. So the possibility of some lowlife hood trying to frighten, or extract money from Rochester, seems unlikely.”




  Mark’s wife Sharon looked Julian directly in the eye and interjected sweetly, “Rochester received a second e-mail to the same effect just yesterday. This communication warned him that the threatened action would definitely become a reality if Rochester proceeded with his elephant hunting safari.”




  “Where was that e-mail sent from?” asked Julian.




  “An internet café in Cape Town, yesterday afternoon,” she replied. “It was sent to the Northern Botswana Safaris office in Maun pending Rochester’s arrival.”




  “How do you know all this?” asked Julian.




  “My sister works as a secretary for Northern Botswana Safaris,” she replied, and had the grace to blush.




  Julian laughed and asked, “Well, when is this Rochester fellow due to arrive, assuming he hasn’t heeded those e-mail threats and cancelled his safari?”




  Mark looked at his chunky, unfashionable, big dialled macho wristwatch and said, “He should be on the scheduled flight arriving at Maun mid-morning about three days from now. His safari starts the day after that.”




  Julian raised his eyebrows at the pair and excused himself from the table, leaving his neatly refolded serviette on the side plate. “I’ve been looking forward to semi-retirement here for several years, and I had been hoping for a relatively quiet but rewarding lifestyle on the banks of this paradisiacal lagoon.” He scratched his chin reflectively for a few moments, nodded to the pair, and strode toward the door of the dining room. Reaching it, he stopped, turned back to the couple and said, “What you’ve said is extraordinarily interesting. Tell me, is this matter common knowledge?”




  The pair looked at each other and Sharon replied, “No, not at all.”




  Julian pondered this reply for a few moments and, turning toward the door again said, “Please keep me posted of any new developments you may become aware of. Oh, and regarding your informative sister, you may rely on my complete discretion.” His eyes twinkled and then he walked out into the bright sunshine.




  Sharon pointed at his broad retreating back and remarked to her husband, “That hunk has the naughtiest eyes I’ve ever seen!”




  Mark groaned, “Oh no. Not again!”




  
Chapter 5





  




  




  




  




  




  Returning to the chalet, the morning breeze carried the clear, distinctive, call of the ubiquitous fish eagle. The raptor’s trill instantly transported him to earlier days when he used to live and fly in this area.




  The reminiscence went back half a lifetime. He had been a young bush pilot with one foot on the bottom rung of his aviation career; carefree days when flying involved looking out of the window and seeing the ground. If you could not see your destination you couldn’t get there. If the weather was bad, you simply waited for it to improve. No fancy global positioning systems or computer navigational gimmicks. Those were the days when local knowledge counted for something, he thought.




  An old joke used on new pilots seeking navigation information to Okavango destinations used to run along the lines of, “Fly to the dead snake and turn west, carry on for about five minutes, then you should be able to see the airstrip straight ahead of you unless it’s submerged under a new flood, been dug up by wild animals, or is obscured by thick smoke billowing from bush fires started by local tribesmen. Anyway, have lots of fuel, just in case. That’s the best advice.”




  After two years of Okavango bush-flying Julian had joined the airline that his father flew with in Francistown, Wenela. It stood for Witwatersrand Native Labour Association. They flew DC-3 Dakotas and four-engine DC-4 Skymasters from various points in Southern Africa where migrant native labourers were boarded and brought back to the base in Francistown in North Eastern Botswana.




  From Francistown they journeyed by train to Johannesburg where they were employed on contract to the goldfields, working underground, hewing the precious ore from the reefs.




  After two years Julian was promoted to the rank of Wenela DC-3 and DC-4 Captain, one of the youngest in the airline.




  When the twins were ten years old they were taken to London on holiday. There they had visited Covent Garden, to attend Puccini’s famous opera, La Boheme. Seated high in the slips the twins were thrilled by the dramatic music and powerful lyrical singing. The death scene electrified them both. Afterwards Julian, heavily influenced by the moving performance, declared to his parents that he no longer wished to become a pilot when he grew up. Instead, he wanted to become an opera singer. His parents exchanged meaningful glances and the die was cast.




  One day, when Julian had landed his Wenela Dakota at Francistown, he found his father waiting to meet him. Driving home together, his father told Julian that the high quality tape recording of his voice, recently made in a Johannesburg studio, had impressed a panel of European judges.




  Julian’s mother retained influential European musician friends, artists and devotees she had known and played with on concert platforms before the war. Her associates facilitated the placement of Julian’s tape recording where it would be accorded a beneficial hearing. Julian’s voice had been judged good and also trainable. The musical luminaries awarded Julian a two year classical singing scholarship to a prestigious Milan academy.




  After dinner that hot summer night, Julian had walked out of his parent’s house and gazed up at the brilliant starscape. His life was about to change dramatically. He identified Orion’s Belt, and the Pleiades, bright against the inky blackness. He hugged himself with smug, barely suppressed glee. Looking up at the bright stars he made a silent promise to Arabella. “I will make you proud of me, my beautiful sister.” She was living in London at that time, studying classical piano at the Royal College of Music.
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  Julian heard a knock at the door. Mark stood there and asked if it was convenient to show Julian his newly built house. He told him that it would be ready the next day, and apologised for the delay, explaining that the locals had problems sun drying the thatching grass, which had been saturated by recent heavy rains in the area.




  Julian followed him out to a four-wheel drive open safari vehicle, which could seat up to ten guests and was modified expressly for game viewing drives. They boarded the vehicle and moved off from the lodge. Three hundred meters away they entered the Southern edge of the private airstrip. Checking that no light aircraft were approaching or manoeuvring on the runway they drove along it, creating the customary billow of brown African dust behind them.




  In order to preserve his privacy, as well as that of any personal guests who might be staying with him Julian had, on a previous visit, selected the location for his personal three bedroom private residence with great care. It lay almost a kilometre from the lodge.




  The Toyota land cruiser bumped along the rudimentary dirt track, winding between thickets of mopane trees. The tree, endemic to the area, has characteristic double leaves that resemble small green butterflies with open wings. The new house nestled near the edge of the lagoon and was surrounded by attractive llala palm trees. The unimpeded view of the papyrus was conducive to tranquillity and the distant horizon beyond the large crescent of sparkling blue water showed small fluffy cumulus clouds building in the morning summer heat.




  The dwelling was positioned in such a way that the lodge and staff living quarters were not visible from the house. Access roads had also been rerouted in such a way that there was no need for vehicles to pass in close proximity to Julian’s residence. Two adequate alternative roads circumvented the lagoon towards the big game areas of the North, East, and West. Occasionally a powerboat would traverse the lagoon but this couldn’t be helped, and in any event would only create a minor remote disturbance, without raising any dust. A few paces from the front door a natural break in the water’s edge allowed private docking facilities for Julian’s aluminium-hulled, outboard-engine boat. There was also a secluded area of lagoon close to the house that afforded good fishing. The fighting tiger-fish abounded in these waters, as did the fresh water tilapia or bream which, when fried with butter, lemon and a little fresh garlic comprised gourmet eating.




  The pair nodded to the local black thatchers that were laying dried grass on an exposed corner of roof. Mark said, “Dumela Rra”, which means good morning, sir. The men replied politely in kind. They stood on rudimentary wooden ladders and chatted loudly among themselves as they worked. It is the black African’s habit to talk with excessive volume, regardless of the proximity of their companions. This unfortunate trait creates unnecessary disturbances in restaurants and other sophisticated service related venues, where black waiters or check out staff are wont to gather together in convivial knots and shout at one another. European patrons generally find the ensuing clamour unnecessary and inappropriate.




  The residence was spacious and would be cool in summer, though a large fireplace had been constructed to Julian’s specifications. The Southern African winter nights can be cold and a roaring evening fire is a great comfort for three months of the year, and also during summer periods when overcast skies and incessant rain could sometimes prevail for several days.




  “Where’s the furniture?” Julian enquired, “presumably in storage nearby?”




  “Yes,” agreed Mark, “it’s over in the big shed behind the lodge. It arrived on schedule last week and I inspected the consignment thoroughly. Everything’s intact and in perfect condition after the long road journey from Johannesburg, to say nothing of the rough track between here and Maun. Fortunately, the recent heavy rains have abated or half the roads around here would probably be under water by now.”




  Julian nodded agreeably and walked to each window in turn, inspecting the view. He had selected the large bay type windows, which let in the maximum amount of light. Their locations provided different panoramic vistas of the lagoon. A wooden staircase led up to a large master bedroom with en suite facilities and an adjacent upstairs lounge that featured large French windows opening onto a wide deep veranda guarded by an ornate iron balustrade. From the veranda the elevated view of the lagoon and its surroundings was breathtaking.




  “What of the Steinway?” he enquired.




  Mark looked bemused for a moment, and replied, “It’s also in the storeroom, under its special dust cover. We brought it up separately, as you suggested, and took great care with its carriage.”




  “Excellent,” said Julian, his blue eyes crinkling at the corners in a broad smile that also displayed strong, even white teeth. It was a smile entirely without artifice, the expression of a contented man.




  “Nevertheless it’s going to be quite a business taking care of the piano up here in this climate. When it’s hot and dry it’s bloody hot and dry, and when it’s wet it can be miserably wet for days on end. There’s also nothing worse than being stuck in a bush lodge when it rains interminably. Game drives become impossible and there’s nothing else to do but read, particularly as we purposely shun the intrusive electronic types of entertainment like television, video and so on.”




  Having said that, Julian’s blue eyes twinkled again and he said, “That excludes me of course. I shall have satellite TV in my own residence. Just because I’m going to be living up here in the bush for two or three weeks a month doesn’t mean I’m going to abdicate from the human race. Besides, the world seems to be deteriorating so rapidly it behoves me to keep informed. The day of news bulletins from distant lands constituting purely academic interest seems sadly to be a thing of the past.”




  Mark nodded in agreement and asked, “Presumably you do play the piano. Are you intending to hold bush soirée’s?”




  Julian smiled broadly. “I doubt it, but my mother used to be a piano teacher and she insisted on my sister and me learning to play properly. I may just tinkle the ivories a little now and then for my own amusement, I find it quite therapeutic, though I must warn you I’m also rather partial to a little modern jazz occasionally, the Oscar Peterson sort of stuff,” he added. Mark looked at him blankly. “Music has always been one of my principal interests,” Julian concluded.




  “I suppose you selected this site not only for its excellent views, but also because its remoteness would prevent your piano playing from disturbing the lodge guests?”




  “Precisely,” agreed Julian. “Who knows, I might even burst into song now and then,” he added with an impish grin. Mark chuckled at the perceived joke.




  Julian continued, “I was born in this country and as a young man I flew around these parts extensively, so I also have more than a passing interest in the flora and fauna. Occasionally, I would like to go out on a game drive by myself, subject to some schooling in the do’s and don’ts from you.”




  “No problem,” Mark agreed. “We’ll get onto those whenever you like. By the way, will your sister be visiting us? Is that also a reason for purchasing such an impressive baby grand?”




  Julian gazed out across the lagoon, a look of extraordinary tenderness on his face. “I do hope so,” he replied, “and it’s not a baby grand, it’s a Boudoir piano. They may look the same but there’s a wealth of difference between them. A baby grand’s really just a piece of furniture. The boudoir costs a lot more money and has an infinitely superior sound. A boudoir is a serious piano.” He kept his eyes on the lagoon and after a moment’s hesitation continued. “So you know I have a piano playing sister?” he asked.




  “Yes,” Mark responded, “Arabella Bella-Jones. I read an article about her in Time Magazine, and I once watched part of one of her concerts on television when I was in Europe a couple of years ago. She was playing with the Berlin Philharmonic, I think.”




  “Yes, she was,” said Julian. “I have that performance on CD and DVD. You say you only watched part of the concert?” he chided.




  “Well, yes.” Mark looked embarrassed. “I’m not really into classical music.”




  “That’s OK, said Julian, “it’s not everyone’s cup of tea. It pretty much depends on what you’ve been brought up with. We were exposed to it from a very early age and consequently became hooked. It’s rather analogous to that phrase the Catholic priests whisper, “Catch a child for life.” Mark looked at him with renewed interest. Julian continued, “Did you know that the Vatican operates the most effective secret service in the world? Curious isn’t it?”




  Mark pondered this turn in the conversation and replied, “No, I didn’t know that, but yes, it is very curious. They must take their religion very seriously indeed.”




  “Yes, they do,” agreed Julian.




  “Where did you hear that?”




  “Oh, travelling about, you get to hear all sorts of things. I once lived in Italy for a while. Their ancestors pretty much invented Catholicism. Sometimes, the most unlikely sounding snippets of information turn out to be true,” he concluded.




  A companionable silence fell between them. After a while Mark said, “Your sister must be close to fifty years old and she’s still an incredibly beautiful woman.”




  “Actually, she’ll be fifty next birthday, and yes, she is extraordinarily beautiful. And what’s even more extraordinary is that she’s just as beautiful inside. Yet another unusual thing is that her beauty, talent and success have never gone to her head. That’s not to say that she doesn’t enjoy them, but she’s still a really nice person who does value her privacy on the infrequent occasions that she can find any.”




  “Well, she could probably find quite a lot of it right here if she came to visit,” responded Mark.




  Julian favoured him with a direct look and agreed, “Yes, exactly Mark!”




  Having inspected and explored the virtually completed new residence and pronounced it most satisfactory, Julian and Mark were driving back to the lodge when Julian said, “That’s an odd business you mentioned earlier. I mean, the very special friend of the elephant’s scenario, the threat to that Rochester fellow. How did Sharon’s sister communicate that information to her?”




  Mark swerved around a freshly dug warthog hole and answered, “On our daily radio schedule, we also have a private side band radio with our own frequency for family communications apart from the official lodge set. It’s probably illegal. One of our ex clients is a radio ham and he set it up for us. After all a little private conversation is desirable now and again. Who needs every lodge in the entire Okavango to hear everything we have to say on the common frequency? There’s more to radio social life than the interminable standard orders to Maun for fresh eggs, bacon, soap and potatoes.”




  Julian laughed, and asked, “Is your sister in law’s radio set located in the Maun based Safari Company?”




  “No, it’s in her house and quite private. She lives across the road from Northern Botswana Safari’s offices, so it comes in handy occasionally, especially as she goes home for lunch most days.”




  Arriving back at the lodge, Julian informed, “I would like to relax for the rest of the morning, I want to finish a novel I’m reading. Then after lunch, if you have the time and the inclination, we can go for a flip in my aircraft and have a look at this region of the Delta from the air. I’d like to refresh some old memories and perhaps we could try and spot some big game too.”




  “Sounds good to me,” replied Mark. “I enjoy flying, it affords a comprehensive perspective of an area. Those wide horizons bring home what a little microcosm we’re really living in.” They parted with the agreement to have lunch in the roofless reed boma enclosure, and then get airborne while the lodge clients escaped the afternoon heat during their customary siesta. They would return in time for tea and the four o’ clock game drive.




  During lunch, Julian chatted amiably with several of his guests, but did not advise them that he owned the lodge. He was not an egotist and didn’t want to encourage any malcontents or others to regale him with complaints, nor try and impress him with stories of their business exploits or other tales of derring-do. Worst of all would be to have visiting laymen learn that he was a recently retired airline Captain. They all had flying stories and he’d heard them all before. The layman’s view of aviation is usually boringly naive, and he had no desire to launch into polite reams of explanations, which would mostly have to be overly simplified to be rendered comprehensible. The thought was abhorrent.




  He could serve the purposes of effective management through keeping his eyes and ears open while masquerading as a guest, or declaring himself as a non-executive shareholder if it became necessary. He would manage by delegation. In any event, he hoped not to be bothered with the day-to-day constraints of running the lodge. Mark and Sharon had proved themselves competent and honest over the years, so he was very happy for them to carry on running things as they had previously. If any staff problems arose they could deal with them as they always had before.




  They were taking coffee after lunch when Sharon came into the boma. Walking up to Mark she whispered discreetly into his ear. A couple of minutes later Mark sauntered up to Julian and asked, “May I have a word?”




  “Certainly,” Julian replied, politely excusing himself from a boring conversation with an elderly American woman client with blue hair.




  “Sharon’s just been told something rather interesting over our private radio.” Julian raised an eyebrow in enquiry. “Her sister advises that Rochester has now requested, and been granted, a second elephant to his hunting licence.”




  They thought about this for a minute, and Julian asked, “Do you think Rochester’s just expressing bravado in the face of the e-mail threat, or does he genuinely want two elephants?”




  Mark considered, “Probably bravado,” he said. “Judging by everything I’ve ever heard about him he’s an objectionable, cocky, brash, and thoroughly nasty piece of work.”




  Julian scratched his head, “Well, if he’s calling the e-mailer’s bluff and the whole thing is a hoax, it won’t matter. Or, if Rochester has set this thing up himself as some sort of publicity stunt or whatever, it still won’t really matter either, except, of course, to the poor elephants.”




  Mark nodded, “But if the e-mailer is real he’s going to be doubly pissed off, isn’t he?”




  Julian drained his coffee, “Yes, he is!” he agreed. After a moment of contemplation he turned to Mark and said, “I’d like to go down to the airstrip now and check the aircraft over. May I borrow a vehicle?”




  “Sure,” said Mark, “take the Land Cruiser pick-up outside. The keys are in it.”




  Julian said, “I’m going to pull the Cessna out of the hangar and I’ll do a pre-flight inspection. Give me about fifteen minutes, and bring Sharon down as soon as you’re ready.” Mark nodded. Julian walked out to the drab brown double-cab, cranked up the engine, and in deference to clients emerging from the boma pulled away slowly to prevent enveloping them in a cloud of fine white calcrete dust.




  




  




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter 7





  




  




  




  




  




  The manager and his wife climbed into the high winged, single engine Cessna 210. Julian latched the doors and turned the ignition key, spinning the engine to life. This achieved, he taxied down the grass runway, warming the engine and performing the several vital action checks which are second nature to pilots. Then, turning the aircraft into the light wind, he opened the throttle, the machine accelerating down the bush runway. Instinctively Mark eased the control column slightly rearward to lighten the weight on the nose wheel, always a vulnerable unit susceptible to damage. He was wont to remark that neither the Americans nor Europeans who manufactured the bulk of light aircraft used in Africa designed them for the rigors of rough airstrips or the rugged treatment they so frequently encountered on the emerging continent.




  Moments later the vibration diminished as the wheels left the ground. Mark always felt a slight feeling of exultation as this transition occurred. The wheels retracted into their wells with a slight thump, and the flaps were raised. After a couple of minutes they leveled off at a sensible five hundred feet above the ground which was high enough to avoid any obstructions over the Okavango’s flat terrain, while this altitude afforded an excellent view of the landscape without additional height diminishing the details. Five hundred feet also allowed a little leeway in the unlikely event that the reliable engine should fail and somewhere relatively flat was needed to be found to execute a forced landing.




  “Welcome to the magic carpet.” He raised his voice to carry above the combined engine and airframe noise. “I’ve really missed this type of flying. It’s great to be able to look out of the window and survey the passing landscape without having to rely solely on computers and instrumentation. I used to have to fly so high that the ground was merely a distant blur thirty five thousand feet below. Look,” he said, “a herd of buffalo,” and he turned the aircraft to fly in their direction. He circled overhead, enjoying the sight of the wild animals in their natural habitat. “You can’t reasonably do this in a Boeing 747. I’ve derived a lot of satisfaction from flying those big birds over the years, but it’s marvelous to come home to this environment and be able to operate like this in a carefree way in a small, practical, affordable, personalized, fun mode of transport. I didn’t realize quite how much I’d missed flying light aircraft until a few days ago.”




  He wound the trim forward and descended to fly at low level along the length of a neighboring lagoon, where the palm trees on the bank were suddenly higher than the aircraft. The Cessna’s passage put cormorants, darters and other birds to flight. At the end of the lagoon, a large regal brown and white fish eagle abandoned its perch at the top of a wild fig tree and flapped majestically away to find a quieter fish-spotting backwater. He pulled the aircraft up, feeling exuberant and had to restrain himself from performing an upward victory roll. Discipline prevailed, tempered by the unpleasant expectation of his queasy passengers jettisoning their recent lunch. Leveling off once again at a sedentary five hundred feet above the lagoons and green floodplains, he blinked at the brilliant sunlight reflecting off the myriad water courses and, turning to Mark sitting in the right front seat exclaimed, “Don’t you think this is great?”




  “Wonderful,” said Mark enthusiastically, and Sharon smiled her agreement.




  “Where do you suppose Rochester’s elephant hunt will take place in relation to where we are right now?”




  Mark pondered a moment then pointed towards the Northeast. “Not far from here,” he said, “that’s Xugana up ahead, and the concession is over to the East of it near the Four Rivers area.”




  Shortly after that they spotted a herd of elephant moving majestically across the floodplain and off into bordering Mopane scrubland. He pulled the Centurion up to a higher altitude so as not to disturb them unduly. Even so, one of the large male bulls turned, flapped its ears and raised its trunk at the passing aircraft. He knew if he could have heard it that the elephant was shrilly trumpeting its displeasure at the noisy intrusion. “How,” Julian asked, turning to Sharon and Mark, “could anyone in their right mind want to kill one of those for sport? They must be psychotic maniacs.” The couple nodded in vigorous agreement. “I must say that e-mail warning threatening to shoot on behalf of the elephant intrigues the hell out of me. Do you think there can be any substance to it?”
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