
  
    [image: The Lion Tamer]
  

  
    
      The Lion Tamer

      A Detective Lighthouse Mystery

    

    
      
        Cade McCrane

      

    

  

  
    Contents



    
      
        
          Additional Titles by Cade McCrane

        

        
          Untitled

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Dear Reader:

        

        
          The Aymarán

        

        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
        The Lion Tamer

      

      

      Copyright © 2018 by Cade McCrane LLC. All rights reserved.

        Except for short excerpts for review purposes, no part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means without written permission from the publisher.

      

      

      Publisher’s Note:

        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are a products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      

      Story and Text: Cade McCrane

      

      

      CadeMcCrane.com

      

      

      Library of Congress Control Number:
02   03   04   05   06     5   4   3   2   1

      

      

      
    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Additional Titles by Cade McCrane

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Lighthouse Mysteries

      The Herrick Solution

      

      Tunnel Vision

      

      The Aymarán

    

  

  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      
      
        
        Serengeti National Park, Tanzania

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      His eyes were crusted with sticky blood and he struggled to focus out the window of his crashed-up Toyota Land Cruiser. He and his safari-modified 4-wheel-drive had been no match for the block-long granite boulder, the massive outcropping presiding uninterrupted for 900 million years inside Tanzania’s Serengeti National Park.

      A sharp pain radiated from his torso and he screamed out. His outburst was immediately answered by the blood-thirsty growls of the lioness outside his door, her paws repeatedly swiping against the metal door, her roars spitting thick snot and drool against the spider-webbed window.

      The situation was becoming desperate. He feverishly tried pressing his twitching fingers against his mangled neck, but no matter how hard he tried he couldn’t get the blood to stop seeping out. His thirty-one-year-old mind comprehended it all very clearly: the end was near.

      His right eye blinked. He spotted the bottle of Tusker beer riding shotgun in the passenger seat. It had never looked better. At least he wouldn’t be heading into darkness parched to the bone.

      His hearing was still very acute, and the lioness’ deep panting filled his ears, her primal sounds echoing nature’s anticipation of the next bloodletting.

      He convulsed and his spittle splattered across the steering wheel. He had to act quickly if he was going to make it out of this alive. When he first became an archaeologist, he never considered his life might end on the great plains of Africa.

      He moved his left hand back up to the ignition key and tried turning it over. For the third time in two minutes, the engine failed to ignite.

                  His hand unconsciously dropped onto his supposedly stain-proof REI hiking pants. His fingers immediately became saturated in his own blood and urine as well as the lioness’s excessive saliva she’d left as a souvenir of her first attack.

                  With difficulty, he rolled his head and took in a staggered breath. He hunched his shoulders backwards. It was becoming evident that his life was about to end here, his last glances upon ancient weathered granite, and subsequently the den where many millennia of lion prides stood perched as kings and queens of Africa’s vast grasses.

                  He whimpered and gurgled, setting the lioness ablaze in grunts and growls. Her waves of pulsating purrs were spurred on by her first tantalizing tastes of human flesh, his blood now staining her fur.

      He clenched his teeth and tried to hold himself still. His body was safe, for now. The approaching dusk was his most immediate concern. He was deep into the bush at least a dozen kilometers away from any tented camp, and there was less than ten minutes before the fickle blackness of night would descend. Worse, he’d lost his SAT phone during her initial attack, so there was no chance for a quick rescue call.

      In hindsight, he shouldn’t have exited the vehicle immediately after the accident while he was still dazed and confused. His only saving grace had been his ability to get back up on his feet and fight his way back inside the truck, narrowly escaping a complete mauling by the masterful animal’s sweeping grasps. That, and a liter of beer had survived the crash intact.

      The pain subsided enough for his mind to brighten toward a peaceful resolve. If this was the place for him to die then he, Blake Banfield, was exactly where and who he wanted to be: a noble archaeological adventurer in the wilds of Africa.

      Blake exhaled slowly. He was the only son of United States Senator Marshall Banfield, who’d been a tyrant of a father. Notwithstanding coming from a family of rank and privilege, Blake was proud of his scientific accomplishments in his short life. The world would someday adopt his main theories of chemical evolution. He felt certain of it.

      Blake let his mind fixate on his mentor, Dr. Arthur Freeman. The man was like a second father to him, but better. For nearly a decade the professor had taught him the rigors of East African excavation, disseminating every ounce of scientific information about hunting the origins of modern day anatomically correct humans.

      Blake cracked a pained smile. His collaboration with Dr. Freeman had been extraordinary. Together they were underwriting and excavating an entire expanse of the multi-million-year hominin lifespan. In the Loiyangalani River Basin alone they’d revealed hundreds of Middle-Stone-Age artifacts dating back up to 100,000 years Before Present Era (BPE). A treasure trove of quartzite bifacial stone tools, ochre pencils, ostrich eggshell beads, and calcified ungulate and fish bone were scattered throughout the artifact rich valley. Once you dug a meter down into the ground, prehistoric material was aplenty. The Loiyangalani River Basin provides extraordinary evidence explaining the all-important inflection point in the dawning of human culture some 150,000-250,000 years Before Present Era (BPE). And at their Lake Natron excavation north of Oldupai Gorge, he and Dr. Freeman had successfully excavated the tibia of a bipedal hominid aged 3.45 million years BPE.

      Blake squinted upon the immovable granite. He sighed. There was nothing he found more exciting in life than studying evolution and the human career, but that was apparently now over.

      He broke another meager smile. In Africa, he’d found success like he’d never experienced before. In the previous six years, he’d underwritten more East African archaeology than most western governments combined, while also donating hundreds of thousands of dollars in anonymous grants to U.S. and African universities and National Parks.

      Blake twitched his nose and relaxed his left eyelid enough to let it close. His thoughts turned to his African business network and its complexity. He’d never trusted anyone enough to teach them the entire ropes so, momentarily, he wondered what would become of the scientific teams and their expeditions once he was gone. He feared that his businesses and money would scatter into the breeze, as was the case with most things in Africa.

      He became relaxed. His body was about to succumb. If a lioness ate him in the process, so be it. He knew his soul to be free.

      The spasms in his body were steadily decreasing. His thoughts became crystal clear and focused on the concept of karma, more specifically, his own bad karma. He was sure this crash was no accident. It was of intentional design. What were the chances a group of stray goats would jump onto the road in that very time and space? he pondered.

      Blake bite his lip. His mind flashed to the subject of the Kenyan gangs and their thieving mentality. He now regretted expanding across the border into their turf. He should’ve kept his operations entirely Tanzanian. He should’ve kept a low profile far away from short-sighted gangsters. But he’d slipped, and let ego get the better of him. Why he thought no one would fuck with him in Kenya was far beyond his imagination now. He should have been prepared. His verdict became clear: he’d built up too much bad karma for this crash to be a true accident.

      His head sunk lightly, and Blake gurgled in a faint breath. He knew it was too late for regrets. He didn’t have any anyway. Regrets were for the Mchaga tribe around Mount Kilimanjaro who during their own moment of death would surely be pleading their remote ancestors for forgiveness.

      His mind played tricks on him, making him believe that he would survive if his next move should be to tourniquet his neck with his shirt. But it was in vain as his physical body was too weak to attempt the action. He hadn’t expected his head to hit the windshield so hard upon impact. Then for his stunned and bleeding body to be rushed upon by a carnivorous opportunist.

      Blake sucked in a last deep breath and his mind began free-flowing streams of lucid-like conscious thoughts. In the clarity of his last thoughts, he was confident his evolutionary theories would someday be recognized: specifically, it would be proven that the previous five million years of hominin evolution was due to geographically distinct water alkalinity and microbial diversity more than any other factors in the nature-nurture evolutionary equation. He was sure that someday his peers and future colleagues would weave some of his evolutionary insights into the more established theories to which they all currently subscribed.

      The big cat jumped onto the door. She was here to stay, only a few inches of steel in the way of her expectant meal.

      Blake released his right hand from his neck and let his arm flop down to the bottom of his shirt. Blood filled his throat. His last breath was a mere gulp which only served to settle out the air in his esophagus.

      His eyes darkened away, but his mind still had sensory function. He tried to concentrate on something important. One, he’d backed up all his work on the university’s searchable digital servers, so all his written theories were still living in digital form. He’d made sure of that before heading off to Africa again. He took some relief knowing eventually someone was bound to find his life’s work, rather than it disappearing in some dusty old notebooks in his mother’s attic.

      His right eye suddenly popped open, groveling for a last view of light. Clouding the window was the lioness on her hind legs licking and scratching at the door.

      Blake quickly reasoned that if he died here and now his soul would vanish deep into the bowels of the biological heartbeat of Mother Earth’s evolutionary Holy Grail: the endless Serengeti Plains. So without further ado Blake made the last decision of his life and used every bit of effort left in his soul to open the door to the Land Cruiser and let his body slowly peel out of the widening gap. He’d decided to give himself over to the lioness, theorizing that it was better to go out nourishing the queen than be buried by way of a Christian ceremony, a religion he never understood much less entertained.

      His last fleeting thought focused entirely on the one short phrase his favorite high school history teacher engrained in him from the first day of class fifteen years ago: either publish or perish. You become history or you do not.

      Then the crack of his neck silenced all thoughts.
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      July 14, 2004—Cook County, Minnesota—Day 1

      

      With Wild Wild Life by the Talking Heads playing loudly on his iPod, Homicide Detective Robert Lighthouse stretched a trimmer high into the fruiting branches of a large crabapple tree on his family land in Northeastern Minnesota and meticulously stoked off a branch.

      He rose his muscular shoulders higher into the branches, rocking his arms back and forth to shear off another limb, tapping his right foot to David Byrne’s beat.

      Lighthouse stabbed his exacting eyes over the majestic tree: its leaves were a robust summertime green, and its fruited flowers were deep into their sugary production. This lineage had always produced a good harvest and fall would bring a beautiful bounty from its branches.

      He stopped sawing and rested on the wooden butt of the pruner. A mid-July northern sun stood like a torch high above his shirtless back. He wiped his tanned brow and tussled the sweat from his sandy-brown hair. His chest was pumped up from the exertion, and the head of a black bear tattoo popped out over his heart. He sighed merrily. Life was good on the Lighthouse homestead.

      He smiled to the heavens. Almost a year ago, he and the love of his life, Ashley Lewis, bore a son together. They bestowed upon him the name, Holgate Robert Lighthouse, both given names used for generations in the Lighthouse clan. Ashley had acquiesced to the naming, given she could name their second after her lineage.

      Lighthouse took in a healthy breath. For the thousandth time, fond thoughts of the day he’d become a father flourished in his mind—the day little Holgate was born the most beautiful experience of his entire life.

      The morning of Holgate’s birth started out much warmer than usual, the day before having swelled into the mid-nineties, and exacerbated throughout the night by dying winds. Ashley had awakened normally at 6:00 a.m. for breakfast, but instead of eating, she’d just plopped herself on the sofa and complained of nothing else but of profuse sweating; compounding matters was the 500 gallon birthing tub in the middle of their small loft cabin that always needed to stay heated at a sultry 102 degrees. Apparently labor didn’t make reservations, so the tub was always to be on the ready. Suffice it say, the evaporation and extra heat from the tub made their indoor environs unbearably humid and stuffy—the windows perspiring small puddles under their perches. Tension hung in the air that morning, like the atmosphere was itself pausing to take a deep breath of soup before charging back into motion.

      Midway into the morning, Ashley went into labor, groaning deeply and rhythmically, like a curled-up doe cooing out the initial pinches of discomfort. A quick call to the midwife, Katie, revealed she and her doula were a good six hours away in Minneapolis with the backup midwife three hours away down in Duluth. Katie recommended heading off to the local hospital in Grand Marais, but Lighthouse said no way, that any travel to the hospital for a birth was out of the question—his own having not gone down so well in a fatal car crash that killed his father, mother and great-grandfather.

      By 8:15 a.m. Ashley’s momentum grew and she’d become fully dilated, breathing loudly through her contractions. The baby was rounding the bases, and there wasn’t three hours to wait for help to arrive. So he called up his childhood best friend, Shayna Deschampe, to come quickly. Shayna and her long-time partner, Jennifer Jenkins, showed up right in the nick of time, muscled up and became Ashley’s de facto midwives, with a few pinch hits from Lighthouse, of course. Shayna and Jennifer performed the duties effortlessly, delivering a healthy baby into the world. In those moments, Lighthouse experienced the beauty of life as never before: sitting in the birthing tub with Ashley, naked and bare in the most vulnerable closeness, and in the company of his closest friends, where together they orchestrated the masterpiece of new life.

      From that experience forward, Ashley, Shayna and Jennifer had become like sisters, their communal bonds now tightly woven together. Lighthouse, in his own right, had taken the opportunity to stay on paternal leave ever since the birth.

      He rested the trimmer against the trunk of the tree then filled his lungs with the fresh Lake Superior air. He exhaled then sniffed deeply. He had the nose of a dog and loved to smell all of nature’s infinite scents. With the week’s temperature in the high eighties, today’s blast was particularly lovely with the air leaking a piney aroma of sun-splashed wild strawberries and damp, ripened blueberries mixed with a cacophony of flower pollens.

      The ballad on his iPod ended and he pulled out his earbuds. He focused his attention toward the forest, which was full of abundance. The bears would certainly grow fat this year licking their paws on berries, nuts, ants and honey. As would the Lighthouse clan, minus the ants.

      He closed his blue eyes and focused on listening. Squirrels rustled in the distance while songbirds played off in the forest’s giant underbrush. The creek bed trickled.

      He lifted his smiling face to the sun and let the rays splash across his glistening skin. He took a moment to reflect that all things being equal, as a first-time father, everything in life seemed twice the joy.

      A fuss rang out from the big house, and Lighthouse turned to the noise. Toddler Holgate was likely making a little mischief. He was at that age of attempting to climb on everything, but not without a few falls and high-pitched wails.

      A red squirrel chittered close by and a pinecone fell out of a tree.

      Lighthouse opened his eyes, and happily chuckled under his breath. He’d built himself a new routine on his family land, far away from the 75th Precinct at Brooklyn Homicide where life had been one Groundhog’s Day death sentence after another.

      Days were simple here at home. First, dawn would break into the embrace of an awaking Ashley, followed by a few cups of coffee. Next he’d go straight to the sawmill to cut lumber, take lunch, then do some afternoon fishing with his grandfather, Pa. He followed that up working the gardens and orchards, both of which had been sorely neglected over the past decade—Pa, having little reason to work all the large plots just for the sake of one old man; besides, he already had enough canned food in the bluestone cellar to last a family’s lifetime.

      Lighthouse smiled at thoughts of Pa. He was a robust ninety-five years young, and most people in the region knew him as the old mountain goat of the county. Pa had a slew of groupies, mainly older ladies and lumber suppliers, showing up monthly to speak with him or trade. And did Pa ever love to trade. He was a grand master of the barter lifestyle, having absolutely no need whatsoever for money in his life. Pa was a human completely sustained off the land and community, and he’d thrived doing it for nearly a century now.

      Lighthouse bent over and stretched. Life was so good here in Minnesota that he could barely contemplate being anywhere else ever again. He’d spent so many years battling the brutal streets of Brooklyn that he’d almost forgotten how good it was to toil the land. There was nothing like getting back to the roots of where his first eighteen years of life took place. Where life progressed by the slow beats of the extreme northern seasons.

      Lighthouse moved from the orchards to the front of Pa’s massive log house where a large vegetable garden housed hundreds of ripening tomatoes, rows of lettuces, carrots, potatoes and onions that were all ready for harvesting. For being an urban woman and arguably the best National Transportation Safety Board Special Investigator in the country, Ashley had done a superb job planting and weeding.

      Lighthouse knelt down, dug his fingers deep into the rich black dirt then let it slip through his fingers. Even though he was financially very rich—thanks to an old family trust fund set up in the early 1900s during a period of massive timber sales—he still felt compelled to produce from the land. He wished to take after Pa, as well as the ancestry of Lighthouse men who’d come before him in greatness, sustaining this family homestead for over two centuries. It was a testament to that greatness that hundreds of first-growth red pines, white pines and cedars still dotted their acreage; and the two small Lighthouse lakes, the first one 610 acres and the second 390 acres—teemed with walleye and pike that were edible year round.

      The rumbling from inside the big house became louder. The screen door opened and closed. The thrust of the force alerted him that it was Ashley.

      “Babe,” Ashley called out, her voice resonating across the deck.

      Lighthouse rubbed his hands clean on his signature Carhartt dungarees and peeked at his Timex: it was 10:43 a.m.

      “Babe?” Ashley called out again.

      “I’m over here,” Lighthouse answered, peering over toward the big house to see the love of his life holding a cellphone high in the air.

      “Harv’s on the line,” she related.

      Lighthouse sighed. It was Harvey Mahoney’s third call in two days—having five bars of cell phone reception across the whole of the property was becoming more burdensome every day.

      Ashley’s footsteps grew louder. He turned and watched her stride down the path. He couldn’t believe how amazing she looked less than a year after giving birth (and breastfeeding the daylights out of baby Holgate). The family land had been good to her, too, the manual labor of an active sustainable farming lifestyle maximizing out her toned physique.

      She strode up to him, a satisfied smile crisscrossing her soft-featured face. She dropped the phone to her side then nestled her lips up to his right ear, whispering, “Harv sounds pretty excited, like he landed a whale of a client or won the lottery or something. Be careful what you agree to,” Ashley stressed good-naturedly. “And don't forget my mother comes next week, and I’m counting on you being here.”

      “Of course, darlin’,” Lighthouse replied facetiously, flashing his pearly whites.

      “Babe, I’m serious. Promise me you won’t go along with any of his hair-brain ideas?”

      “If that old bugger still had hair, I would,” he jested, wet-kissing her neck to imbibe the sweetest fruit in the orchard.

      She giggled and purred, then purposely pushed him away. “No, I’m really serious. Ever since Harv started taking private clients, his delusions of grandeur have grown.”

      Lighthouse pouted like a bratty toddler. “The old man means well.”

      “If you’d just finally tell him that you’ve retired, then all would be well at fort Lighthouse,” Ashley spelled out.

      “I’m working on it already,” he voiced back.

      She placed the receiver up to his ear. “Suit yourself, silly. Harv’s waiting on the line so don’t mind little ole me,” she smirked.

      Lighthouse winked a “thank you, honey,’ and got away with it. “How you doin’, Harv?” he sounded into the mouthpiece.

      Ashley huffed and walked away.

      “Hey, buddy, how’s your day? Did I catch ya at a good time?” Mahoney said, his slangy Brooklynese ringing out more upbeat and polite than usual.

      Lighthouse could read the tone a mile away: Mahoney was gearing up to ask a really big favor. The fat Irishman was so predictable. In their twenty-plus-year detective partnership, Mahoney’s voice prompts had rarely changed in pattern. “What’s up your sleeve this time, Harv?”

      “Now why do you have to go and say something like that? Can’t I just look in on Papa Bear from time to time?” replied Mahoney, before his raspy voice bellowed out a smoker’s hack. “Besides, a partner always calls when there’s good news to report,” he added, clearing his throat.

      “Jeez, Harv, what did I tell you about coughing into the fricking phone all the time!” Lighthouse demanded, quickly pulling the receiver away from his ear, knowing it would take the man a good five seconds to recover his breathing faculties.

      “Ah,” Mahoney extolled after catching his breath. “Just like a good fart when it clears in one go around.”

      “Least you could do is cover that ass of a mouth then,” Lighthouse volleyed back. Mahoney was in a terrible physical state. He carried a 100-pound tin of fat around his belly from years of binging on fast food, Scotch and processed cheese. Add in the fact he had a drunkard’s red nose and a smoker’s cough to rival any Third World tuberculosis patient, it wasn’t any wonder Mahoney couldn’t get life insurance at any price.

      “Listen, buddy, I’ve landed a real dinger,” Mahoney spouted off confidently.

      “What did you go and promise this time?” Lighthouse asked, looking back over the orchard. He was satisfied in a job well done.

      “You’re starting to hurt my feelings-” Mahoney trailed off.

      “Knock it off, Harv, and get to the point.”

      Mahoney took a wheezy deep breath and chuckled. “Okay partner, beat the bankroll drums for me a little because you’re gonna love what I have to say.”

      “Oh, God, here we go again,” Lighthouse mumbled, mostly to himself.

      “You’re wrong, buddy, you haven’t heard anything like this before,” Mahoney said excitedly. “I shit you not but we’re off on a real safari to Africa! And I mean the real deal and not some cheesy Sea Creature at a mall thingy. We’re going back to the mother continent, buddy, where they made your ape ass,” he added heartedly.

      “Africa on safari…Harv, have you finally lost your mind?” jested Lighthouse as the sun flickered from behind a cloud. “A vacation is a pipe dream for me right now. I’m up to my eyeballs in work around here.”

      “Pipe dream? I resent that. My client list speaks for itself, and don’t you ever forget it,” Mahoney said dispassionately.

      “Listen, Harv, I’m outside sweating in the gardens, and I ain’t got much time to kill right now.”

      “You’ll have time for this one, buddy,” Mahoney related confidently. “Besides, you’ve admitted on more than one occasion that Tokyo was well worth it when I brought you there last year.”

      “Okay, Harv, I give up. What’s the catch of the day?”

      “Senator Banfield’s son.”

      “Senator Marshall Banfield?”

      “The one and only. His thirty-one-year-old son, Blake, went and caught his end doing some poof job out in the wilds of Africa.”

      “No fucking way, Harv. I ain’t got time for politics right now. No fucking way am I going on a goose-chase to Africa. Go back and tell your senator you slipped and twisted your ankle and can’t do it.”

      “Slow down, cowboy. Captain Perkins brought this case to us personally. The whole thing must’ve come down from the Governor’s office. I actually need you on this one,” Mahoney stressed.

      Lighthouse rubbed his head. His brain suddenly ached. The proverbial red lights were flashing. His right hand instinctively rubbed the side of his belt searching for Lucy, his beloved .38 Special that usually adorned his hip. But the gun was back at the cabin, with no need for her protection on the family land. He was Lucy-free for the time being.

      “Listen, buddy,” Mahoney pleaded. “It’s just a dead kid in Africa. And as a bonus, we get to go on real life sa-far-i!” Mahoney sang out.

      “That it, huh? Just some senator’s dead kid,” he said sarcastically. “Then why can’t you do it yourself?”

      “Perks are really good on this one, pal. Full military transport the entire duration.”

      His ears perked up. It sounded too good to be true: military escort and not having to babysit his mother-in-law all next week. “Full military escort you say?”

      “One hundred percent the entire way there and back. There’s a chopper in Duluth standing by to extract your ass from that tundra you’ve bedded yourself down upon,” Mahoney mentioned good-naturedly.

      Lighthouse echoed the emotion. “Better than that shitty concrete jungle you’re living on.”

      “Perhaps. But you know what, buddy?”

      “What?”

      “If you don’t watch out, you’re liable to become king of your own domain way out there.”

      “King Lighthouse. Hey, I like the sound of that. King Lighthouse-” he said, trailing off.

      Mahoney’s chuckle eased. “Trouble is, buddy, both the Captain and I need the King’s help on this one. Can’t you see yourself taking a quick break from all the action around there?”

      “No.”

      “Ah hell, buddy, when will we ever get another chance to go to a place like this again? It’ll be like a real Mutual of Omaha Saturday morning special.”

      There was a pause at the other end of the line.

      “Oh yeah, you hicks would’ve missed that one not growing up with a TV in the seventies,” Mahoney commented.

      Lighthouse stayed quiet. A freshly minted breeze of Lake Superior air rose off the great lake.

      “You still there?” Mahoney questioned.

      “Spit out the assignment already!” Lighthouse declared, faking frustration.

      “We need to go to Tanzania, East Africa. Right next to Mount Kilimanjaro to be more precise. Then we head into the Serengeti World Heritage Park or something like that. You know, where they have that great migration of zebras and stuff,” Mahoney replied excitedly, like he was reading straight out of a dictionary.

      “Tanzania, huh. They speak English over there?”

      “Something like that. But hey, the Captain is really hot for this one. Like I said, we need a helping hand here,” Mahoney bemoaned, groveling slightly. “But of course we’re only being hired to officially recover the body of the kid and get it home.”

      “That’s the same lame excuse you told me last time. And the time before that.”

      “Did I mention the word millionaire Senator a line or two ago?”

      “How dense do you make me out to be? I got it. Blake Banfield, thirty-one-year-old son of Senator Marshall Banfield.”

      “Right as usual, buddy,” Mahoney responded triumphantly.

      “Ah fuck, Harv, why do you have to go ambulance-chasing all the time?” Lighthouse quipped.

      “Now why you have to go and say someone so demeaning? Okay, then here’s a shot over your bow. Perkins said if you started playing hardball to remind you that you haven’t set foot into the Precinct for well over a year, and that he’s been covering your ass administratively. He made it clear that he doesn’t want to have to take you off the payroll but if he has to he will. He wondered if you had alternative medical coverage lined up or not,” Mahoney bullied.

      “Tell Perkins he’s a real prick for me,” Lighthouse said with a snicker. Truth be told, he would love to be off the payroll but he wasn’t quite ready to hang up his badge. He still loved the chase.

      “So whattaya say, buddy?”

      “Harv, stop. I know you’ve hit a homerun in the private dick niche, but you can’t come calling every time you need a little help grabbing a body bag.”

      “Hey, that’s not fair.”

      “Fair? You’ve lost your memory. You need to stop sloshing whisky at night.”

      “Now c’mon, that’s too far,” Mahoney said, sensitively.

      Lighthouse tsked. “First you have me puddle jumping around in small planes across North America chasing people in the sky over a murdered senator, then you drag me off to Tokyo for a simple body recovery where I barely escaped the sumo wrestle of my life. Now you want me to escort you to Africa for some politician’s dead kid?”

      “How do you make it sound so sexy?” Mahoney retorted. “Does Ashley know this side of you? Oh that’s right, need I remind you again that you met your dear Ashley because of my first little private assignment.”

      “Forever grateful,” Lighthouse replied, his eyes once again sweeping across the orchard. It was pretty well buttoned up. There wasn’t much to do for a couple weeks until blueberry harvest. And he really didn’t want to lead all the dinners at the big house with Ashley’s mom hovering about. Brenda Lewis was lovely and wonderful, but Lighthouse reasoned that at this juncture, having never asked Ashley to marry him, Pa would make a more suitable host—barely a woman who didn’t fall to his old-man charms.

      The pause on the line made Mahoney excited. “Listen buddy, Africa’s like where elephants turned into monkeys and snakes into reptiles and all that shit. I know you want to go and check it out. I can’t remember you ever being in Africa.”

      “Neither can I,” he replied, encouragingly. Africa didn’t sound like a half bad idea. “What’s in it for me?”

      “Like I said all, military clearance,” Mahoney began in rushed speech, “and a safari along the way after we locate and secure the deceased.”

      “They haven’t found his body yet?”

      “Calm down, buddy, they’ve found it. I just meant securing it in our possession.”

      Lighthouse cradled the phone, suddenly having fantasies of Africa, primarily fashioned from images he’d seen on CNN. “If I agree to another one of your fiascos, and I’m not saying I am, then I want to know exactly what I’m in for.”

      “Like I said, the chopper is standing by and waiting for orders. It’s kind of serious here.”

      “And the Captain is backing all of this?”

      “Perkins’ orders himself.”

      “I do this one for the two of you and he promises me I don’t have to step foot in Brooklyn for at least another year. And I’m still on the payrolls. Got it?”

      “I’m sure he’ll have no problems with that if it comes down to it.”

      “Those are my demands, Harv.”

      “Done. I’ll call him right after we hang up. He wanted immediate confirmation that you were on the team anyway.”

      “Alright, then it’s a deal.”

      “That’s the Lighthouse I know,” Mahoney said cheerfully. “And don’t worry about money either. I’ve already gotten the standard fifty grand retainer. One way or another, I’ll take care of you in the end. I know you’ve got a kid and woman to feed now.”

      “You taking care of me in the end is exactly what I’m afraid of,” Lighthouse bantered. Over the years they’d inadvertently put each other in harm’s way more times than they could count. But they trusted each other’s instincts implicitly, and were no less the wear for it. Twenty years together meant something.

      “Just think of it,” Mahoney said, ratcheting up his enthusiasm. “We’re about to be on a real live safari!”

      Lighthouse pinned the phone to his ear and listened to his own breath. He was still living and breathing, so he wasn’t about to hold a grudge. Even though Mahoney had retired to the luxuries of the private sector, they were still partners through and through. “I’m gonna go out on a limb and trust you on this one, Harv. But if for one second I find myself in some kind of quagmire, I’m flying straight home to the family. That clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      “I’m not kidding around here, Harv.”

      “Of course not, buddy.”

      “Timeline?”

      “Timeline?” laughed Mahoney, wheezing his silly cough into a chuckle. “You’ve got enough time to pack a bag and kiss that woman and kid of yours goodbye. The aforementioned chopper will be at the Grand Portage helipad thirty-five minutes after this call. From there they’ll bring you to the 148th Air Force unit in Duluth where a fighter will jet you to Andrews Airforce Base. After that we’ve been conveniently scheduled on military cargo and Embassy flight straight to Tanzania. Seems this Senator Banfield has real clout.”

      Lighthouse grasped the efficiency of his intended flight schedule. The military escort would halve the time to get there. It was the first good thing he’d heard so far. “What else do you have to impress me? I’m agreeing to a lot of nonsense here, Harv.”

      “Only that Senator Banfield is in a tizzy about this whole affair and is threatening to come along for the ride.”

      “What? Come with? No way.”

      “It’ll be fine. He just wants to keep a low profile and avoid the press.”

      Lighthouse harrumphed. “That’s the first lie out of the gate, Harv. Remember, he’s a senator.”

      “Yeah, yeah, so are we good?”

      “Fine, I’ll go.”

      “Great! I’ll have a full update once you get to Andrews. And don’t forget your beloved Lucy. Like I said, you’ve got full military clearance.”

      “First positive thing you’ve said all day.”

      “Okay, buddy, I’ll see you real soon. This is gonna be the best adventure of our lives,” Mahoney stated excited, then hung up.

      Lighthouse closed the phone. Right now wasn’t the greatest time to take off from the family, but then again, when was? And an all-expenses-paid, military-escorted trip to Africa was not something to sneeze at. He’d always wanted to witness the carnal spectacle of nature up close and personal, and he knew the African plains was the only place to experience it.
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      July 16, 2004: Arusha, Tanzania—Day 3

      

      Lighthouse awoke fully rested under a mosquito-netted, four-poster bed in the executive suites annex of the grandly-appointed New Arusha Hotel. He rubbed his eyes and slithered around the 900 thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets. He felt great, it having been months since he’d had any uninterrupted sleep, infant Holgate still crying out in the middle of the night for feeding.

      Lighthouse glanced at his watch: it was 7:37 a.m. He sat up straight, yawned and stretched. The windows in his room were slightly ajar and he heard numerous species of birds singing outside, as well as a few women’s low-pitched giggles.

      He yawned again. The day before had been an exhausting eighteen hours confined on a C-14 Cargo plane with Senator Marshall Banfield. The man knew nothing outside of Washington politics and Lighthouse’s only reprieve came once they finally deplaned at the Kilimanjaro International Airport. Luckily, Senator Banfield was off to go meet with the U.S. Ambassador an hour away in Dar es Salaam.

      Lighthouse fell backwards onto the bed and let his head sink back into the soft pillows. But unfortunately, complete relaxation would never come to him, his eyes unconsciously scanning a torpedo of mosquitos busying themselves in the drapery for an eventual attack upon his skin.

      He wet his travel-parched lips and took in a deep breath. A sweet equatorial air permeated his senses. Everything was distinctly different than back home, and he was in for another long day of traveling to places he’d never heard of before.

      He grabbed Lucy from under the pillow, slipped through the netting and bounced out of bed. He slipped on his two-day-old dirty Carhartt dungarees and swatted back a few attacking pests. He holstered Lucy onto his hip and slid his fingers over her perfectly-molded, rose-wood handle. He was happy to have her next to him. He and Lucy had been through all types of adventures together, and he’d never leave home without her again. He and Lucy would likely be buried together side-by-side, a boy and his gun.

      He walked over to the window and drew open the shades. From the window’s third-story perch he witnessed the great green foothills of Mount Meru rising a majestic 9000 feet into the sky, and below his suite, half a dozen traditional women wrapped up in their brightly-colored khanga dresses were bent over at the waist singing psalms and giggling while they worked the luscious hotel gardens.

      A few of the women noticed the shades pull open, looked up, saw him and smiled curtly in his direction, their vibrantly white teeth a stark contrast against their dark-chocolate skin.

      Lighthouse felt instantly alive, and stood in awe of the mountain’s beauty and the smiling black women swaying below. The morning was inviting him to trod upon the divine ark of the Mother Continent.

      He smiled brightly, finally realizing he was inhabiting the land that spawned the egg of humanity, the tree whence Man was born. He’d watched enough of the Discovery Channel to know the human career had started in East Africa.

      Lighthouse slipped on his shoes, cracked his neck side-to-side then rubbed the four-inch scar on his skull.

      A knock came at the door. He walked toward it, responding, “Yeah?”

      “Jambo,” a very cheerful female’s voice resonated from the hallway.

      “Can I help you?” Lighthouse questioned through the door.

      “Karibu sana. I am delivering your morning coffee, sir,” she voiced happily.

      “Oh sure. Just a second,” Lighthouse replied as he unlocked the door and opened it to reveal a local African woman attired in her formal hotel uniforms standing before him balancing a tray encumbered with a steel coffee pot, a porcelain cup and saucer, and a small tin can of ground coffee labeled AFRICAFE.

      Lighthouse twitched a nostril. The girl’s natural odor, not masked by deodorant or perfume, was pungent, but it was one of those odd odors he felt he could get used to given time. However, his senses weren't quite there yet.

      Lighthouse looked her in the eyes. She had pupils as black as Mother Nature could make. “Thank you,” he commented, nodding for her to enter.

      “Karibu sana, sir,” she replied in thanks before passing into the room and placing the tray on the small sitting table.

      Lighthouse pulled a dollar bill from his shirt pocket and offered a tip.

      “Karibu sana again, sir. Thank you,” she said, collecting her gratuity and quickly leaving the room without another word.

      Lighthouse grabbed the tin of coffee and knocked a spoonful of coffee crystals into a cup of hot water. He stirred then sipped it gently. Finding it not as piping hot as expected yet deeply flavorful, he gulped in a giant mouthful. He swished it around his mouth and promptly swallowed. It was luscious, and he exhaled a grateful sigh. The sweetness of the aroma was earthy but very rich with a slightly bitter aftertaste. He indulged himself in another cup and swallowed it in a single unbroken gulp. Just one more cup of the black sauce and his morning would be off and running in the right direction—on overdrive.

      Satiated with caffeine, he ran his leathered hands through his wavy hair. With his right index and middle finger, he again massaged the scar that ran from the back of his right ear four inches up to the top of his skull, the majority of which was well hidden by the thickness of his mane. The scar was his reminder of his first brush with death, and a lesson learned at the unusually young age of ten when he went head to head with the sharp claws of an overly protective mama black bear. Young Lighthouse had been instructed by Pa to never mess with bear cubs and knew he shouldn’t have approached them on the path in the first place, but his youthful curiosity hadn’t heeded the warning, and the ensuing clashes set in motion what would eventually become mama bear’s hide adorning the entry floor of his tiny cabin. Not only that, but he orphaned the two young cubs in the process. It was ironic: the naïve orphan boy creating two more orphans.

      A pounding came at the door followed by Mahoney’s voice yelling, “Hey Lighthouse, open up!”

      “Just a sec, Harv,” he called back loudly before slamming down another monster swig. Refreshed, he opened the door. In front of him stood the one-and-only, fat-faced and grinning Harvey Mahoney.

      “What an incredible view, huh?” Mahoney said excitedly, striding into the room with a lit LUCKY STRIKE dangling from his lips.

      Lighthouse let go of the door and shook his head. Mahoney never exercised and was a physical wreck, pushing a conservative two hundred eighty pounds, and smoked cancer-sticks like the supply would run out at any moment.

      “I pity the woman who ever wakes up next to you,” Lighthouse joked affectionately before moving back into the room.

      “Her name’s Lucky, boss, and don’t you forget it,” said Mahoney, taking a last drag from his cigarette and expertly exhaling it out the side of his mouth so as not to get any direct smoke into his partner’s face. “You all packed and ready to go?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Mahoney burped.

      “Morning to you, too,” Lighthouse said, grabbing his large leather tote bag off the hard-carved ebony chest at the foot of the bed.

      “Not such a bad joint, ya think? Don’t forget to thank Senator Banfield next time you see him. His office set up the whole thing. His secretary might even be more efficient than Mel.”

      “Have you reached out to Mel lately?” Lighthouse asked, Melanie Plante having run their communications desk at the 75th precinct for the past fifteen years.

      “Not lately,” Mahoney related. “I think she’s glad to have a break from all our meddling. Perkins informed her we’re here though. I’ve got two Benjamins says she checks up on you within the day.”

      “I’ll take that bet,” Lighthouse spat back quickly, believing for certain Mel had finally given up on her desire to be lovers now that he had a new child in the nest.

      “It’s going to be fun taking your money,” Mahoney laughed, slapping him on the shoulder as he passed over to the picture window. He glared outside. “I’ve never seen such perfectly manicured gardens like this before. And all done by hand, it appears.”

      “Yeah, not too shabby so far,” Lighthouse replied, a coy smile breaking upon his face. “So what’s on deck for today?”

      “I’m told there’s a plane waiting for us at some Podunk airport a few minutes across town. We better leave early just in case. I can skip breakfast if you can?”

      “No problem.”

      “Great. Then let’s go check out at reception.”

      “And after that?”

      “We’re on a charter flight out to the park where the kid got axed,” replied Mahoney, stooping over to break into a roaring cough.

      Lighthouse slapped him on the back. “You need to start taking better care of yourself.”

      Mahoney hacked a few more times, stood erect like a pumpkin then saluted. “A okay, sir.”

      “I’ll follow you.”

      They exited the executive suites annex and headed outside into the hotel’s four acres of lush gardens. They walked along stone pathways where smiling African women worked the gardens and continuously greeted them with sing-song friendly voices saying, “Jambo, Karibu!”

      “Factoid,” Mahoney related, “the bar in this joint is named after that John Wayne movie, Hatari. They filmed the whole thing somewhere around here, and this is where the Duke would come to kick’em back every night after work.”

      “Please no Alex Trebek on this trip,” Lighthouse joked, “or I just might learn a thing or two by the end.”

      They reached the main building where an African man dressed as a butler was holding open the French doors to reception.

      Lighthouse strolled in and fixed his eyes on the two uniformed employees—one male, the other female—who were manning the reception station and whispering to each other in an appearance of casual ease.

      “Karibu sana,” greeted the woman with a bright smile. “Off on safari today, gentlemen?” she asked in a polished British accent.

      “Something like that,” Mahoney replied. “We’d like to check out please. Name of Mahoney. M-A-H-O-”

      “Yes, thank you, Mr. Mahoney,” she answered looking down at her computer terminal. “I trust you both slept well?”

      “Yes, very well,” Mahoney said, trying cordially to match the properness of her speech.

      “We’re happy to hear you enjoyed your stay,” she continued.

      Lighthouse watched the male coworker smile, nod his head curtly, bow and take two steps back toward the wall to stay out of the way. The employee grabbed a small ledger off the table and took to busying himself with other duties.

      “Gladness,” Mahoney said reading her nametag. “Is that the company slogan? You feel in a state of gladness when you stay here?”

      She glanced down at her shirt. “No sir, Gladness is my given Christian name.”

      Mahoney smiled widely. “That’s so very nice. Gladness it is then.”

      She nodded.

      Mahoney pointed to the man standing behind her. “How about your name?”

      The coworker looked up. “Me, sir?”

      “Yeah. What’s your name?”

      “Emmanueli, sir,” he said, nodding politely.

      “Like Emanuel from the Bible?”

      “Exactly, sir,” Emmanueli replied with a smile.

      “We’re Christians from the Mchaga tribe around Mount Kilimanjaro,” Gladness told him with pride, her grin brightening as she typed into the computer terminal. “I see you both arrived quite late last night.”

      “Yeah, about midnight your time, I guess,” Mahoney replied.

      She looked up into her customer’s eyes. “Have you exchanged dollars yet? If you are heading on safari, sirs, you’ll need T-schillings from here on out,” she instructed, looking from Mahoney to Lighthouse and back again. “Away from the city, all transactions happen only in our local currency.”

      Lighthouse recorded Gladness’s nostrils flaring when she spoke. It was far unlike the physical behaviors of the women from America. The African women he’d seen so far were stockier and more curvaceous than he’d anticipated. With flatter noses and prominent nostrils.

      Mahoney fumbled with his pack of cigarettes. “What’s your money called again?”

      “T-schillings. For Tanzanian Schilling. But everyone just calls it shilingi, sir,” she answered informatively.

      “Okay, you got enough of them shilingi to exchange an American hundred-dollar bill?”

      “Yes of course, sir,” Gladness replied politely. “But I wish to inform that you’ll get a much better rate when you convert a thousand dollars instead of only a hundred. The park permit alone is equivalent to one hundred dollars a day per person.”

      Mahoney raised his eyebrows at the suggestion of converting so much cash.

      She drew an honest smile. “Most people need at least one thousand dollars in the parks, sir,” she continued.

      Mahoney looked to Lighthouse.

      “What do I know?” he answered, shrugging.

      Mahoney pulled out a wad of hundreds from his pocket, counted off ten one-hundred-dollar bills and handed them over to her. “Well, I guess so.”

      Emmanueli stepped up from the background, saying, “Don’t forget to use the pen, Gladness.”

      “Yes, sir,” she acknowledged, bowing her head to her superior. She fanned the bills and quickly counted them into a stack on the surface of her desk. She drew a counterfeit pen out from a drawer and marked the sides of the bills in a single swipe. They all colored yellow and she looked up satisfied. She grabbed a calculator off the desk and punched in some numbers. When she was done she showed the numbers to Mahoney in analog form. “One million one hundred thousand T-schillings, sir.”

      “Wow, I’m a millionaire,” Mahoney replied jokingly, trying to calculate the exchange rate per dollar in his head but he got lost when he thought about how many zeros he had to divide into the million number and gave up.

      Lighthouse watched Gladness open another drawer next to her computer and take out stacks of filthy, crinkled purple and green bills with face values of Tanzanian 500 and 1000 denominations.

      “The one thousand bills are like eighty U.S. cents, sirs,” Gladness related pleasantly before dropping her eyes to the floor.

      Lighthouse felt a strange deception in the air. He had no doubt she and her coworker were in cahoots about something, but there was nothing indicating true trickery other than Gladness’ slightly ill-timed hand movements in everything she was performing. She was also sweating profusely under her arms and emanating a subtle yet expectant odor of desperation. It was a smell he’d experienced before on African immigrants hiding in New York. It reeked of being perpetually scared, like a feeling of powerlessness in controlling one’s own life.

      “Whoa,” Mahoney said pointing to the stacks of cash accumulating on the counter. “You’re kidding me, right? Where am I supposed to put all that?” he demanded.

      Gladness smiled and nodded. “It is a lot of bills, sir, but small tipping is the custom in our country,” she added for good measure.

      “Yeah, but I don’t need all that. Maybe just give me half,” Mahoney countered.

      She smiled again and nodded agreement. “Yes, sir. The exchange rate is just a little smaller, though,” she said holding up the calculator to his eye. “Five hundred thousand T-schillings for five hundred US dollars, sir.”

      Mahoney shook his head in a funny downward motion and sighed acceptance.

      Gladness grabbed the filthy bills off the counter and replaced it all back in her drawer. From a different drawer she pulled out some clean and freshly printed 5,000 and 10,000 numbered denomination bills and counted them out in front of him, as well as returning back to the counter five of his U.S. hundred dollar bills.

      Lighthouse smirked. The scam was baiting and switching the customer with grungy cash, in an attempt at a much higher percentage currency transaction fee. They could make an extra fifty bucks or more on the tourist with the deflated exchange rate. If they were good they’d be grifting a good twenty-percent off the top. And of course it was all legal as hotel money exchangers. The mindset was to do anything they could to get the tourist to part with their hard currency. Before Lighthouse had time to think about the little scam any further, a porter had grabbed their bags and was ushering them outside to a taxi waiting in the parking lot.
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      300 miles southeast in Dar es Salaam, FBI Special Agent Mary Rigsby stared out her office windows upon the two-story-tall wall surrounding the US Embassy compound. It was virtually impregnable to terrorist attacks if another one came—the 1998 Al-Qaeda bombing having left 109 dead and wounding the soul of Dar es Salaam’s once open and thriving Embassy Row. That year, the twin bombings in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam had pierced the very heart of America’s interests in the region. And six years on things had only gotten worse: Islamic incursions dotted the entire face of Africa, and the West was badly losing economic and religious power on the continent.

      Agent Rigsby pulled her compact from her purse and looked in the mirror. Her blue eyes spied the single strand of grey hair standing out against her golden locks.

      She sighed. At thirty-seven years old, she wasn’t getting any younger.

      She turned her attention back to the open file on her desk. She had her hands full today. Senator Marshall Banfield had flown in from Washington D.C. and was in the conference room looking for answers surrounding the death of his son, Blake. But evidence was scant all the way around and everyone was at a loss for an explanation. Even the corpse was still in the Serengeti until the team extracted it and brought it back to the Embassy for processing.

      All Agent Rigsby knew currently was Blake Banfield sustained a high-impact collision and he’d been partially eaten by what appeared to be a lion. Cause of death: inconclusive.
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      The city of Arusha is the gateway to Tanzania’s Northern Safari Circuit and the fastest growing city in Africa. A decade ago the population was a mere 100,000 but today it was bursting at the seams with 500,000 hungry inhabitants, most leaching off the booming tourism and precious stones trade. People from all walks of life and all corners of the globe had come here to make their fortunes; though, with so much competition most people barely eked out a sustainable living.

      Situated around the city’s famous clock tower was the Central Business Area of five-story concrete buildings and a few normal looking retail stores lining both sides of the avenue. But other than that, Arusha gave way to dirty, blighted shanties spreading out on both sides of the roadside.

      Lighthouse and Mahoney sat in the backseat of a beat-up taxi as it lurched its way westward through the dense, barking traffic of the city’s main thoroughfare, the A-104, a single-lane asphalt road. An endless stream of old white Honda sedans, oxen-drawn carts and over-packed mini-vans dripping with dozens of humans holding on to every nook and cranny of the frame honked and puttered along. Between the chaos swerved dozens of safari-modified 4-wheel drive vehicles packed with tourists journeying toward the expensive animal parks.

      Lighthouse stared out the window. Blue plastic bags were scattered about everywhere, as were feral dogs. Speed bumps were used instead of lights to manage traffic, and open garbage pits burned freely along the sides of the roads. Lorries coughed out blue and black diesel smoke in big bursts into the faces of the teeming masses walking down the dirt-lined streets. Rolling down the taxi’s windows didn’t seem the prudent thing to do.

      Lighthouse witnessed groups of lanky African men draped in red terry cloth—like they were wearing a blanket—striding quickly along the street, each carrying long pole-like staffs.

      “What do they do?” Lighthouse asked the driver, pointing at the men.

      “The Maasai, sir?” the driver replied, flipping up his fake Oakley sunglasses and bobbing his head in the men’s direction.

      “Yeah, them?” Lighthouse repeated, admiring their traditional dress.

      “The Maasai, they are our night watchmen, sir,” the driver answered.

      “Security guards?” questioned Mahoney, astonished. “But they only have sticks in their hands.”

      “Oh no, sir. Maasai are fearless warriors. Everyone afraid of Maasai. They have powers we not have. In Arusha town, they all work as night watchmen.”

      Lighthouse shrugged. He wondered how they could protect against someone with a gun. He looked at their feet. “Are their sandals made of tire treads?”

      “Yes, sir. They all wear them. Make them from old tires. It protect feet very much from the needles in the bush. And the sandal do not wear out so easy,” the driver replied, smiling brightly, his yellow-stained teeth popping up in the rear-view mirror.

      “Uh-huh,” Lighthouse muttered back somewhat disinterestedly. It wasn’t that he didn’t care, but his attentions were drawn more to the swarms of humans streaming along the dirt walkways. The chaotic morning streets of Arusha were truly a sight to behold: gray-haired Indian men were weaving between the street kiosks; shirtless black men were pulling and pushing wooden carts full of charcoal or piled grasses; other black men wearing their Muslim kufi caps were milling about outside their small street-corner kiosks; uniformed children were on their way to school; women, almost entirely garbed in their vibrantly colorful khanga dresses, were shepherding along with their heads laden with water jugs or un-ripened bananas, many with babies tightly snug to their backs; and more tall, skinny Maasai men in their traditional dress were walking in pairs of two carrying herding staffs and making quick time under their rubber retread shoes.

      They drove another mile along the filthy main street before the road miraculously became unclogged and the landscape changed entirely from grim to grand. Now on both sides of the road stood tall eucalyptus trees that provided a protected canopy for never-ending rows of ebullient coffee bushes. Two miles further on, the coffee plantations abruptly turned into banana plantations then quickly morphed into fields of bursting sunflower plants in full bloom.

      Lighthouse spied abundance spreading out in all directions. It was nothing like he’d imagined, or more precisely, it wasn’t anything like he’d gleaned from CNN.

      The taxi took a sharp corner. When it straightened, the horizon had completely opened up into a forestless savannah. In the distance, Lighthouse could see the land rising up in gradual steps toward a mountain ridge in the far off distance.

      They continued for six blocks along a wash-boarded dirt road until they reached a small airstrip where a half dozen turboprop planes were plotted about on a hastily paved runway.

      The driver parked in front of a tiny terminal building, jumped out and opened the doors for his passengers. “Karibu Arusha Airport,” he related cheerful.

      “Thank you,” Lighthouse replied, climbing out of the cramped backseat. He stretched and looked around. The sky was cloudless and bright blue. Off to the east, a snowcapped peak glowed in the sunshine.

      “Is Kibo, sirs,” the driver said, pointing to the mountain.

      “Kibo?” Mahoney questioned.

      “Kilimanjaro, highest mountain in Africa,” the driver replied indulgently with a few waves of his arms. “Made in Tanzania,” he added as he opened the trunk and retrieved the bags.

      “Ain’t that grand,” Mahoney said disinterestedly.

      Lighthouse scooped up his bag, said a last, “Thank you,” to the driver and stepped aside to let Mahoney pay the fare.

      “Mr. Mahoney?” a man called out from the distance.

      “Yeah?” he replied, turning in the direction of the voice.

      A white man dressed in a pilot’s uniform sauntered toward them from behind a large fence near the entrance to the tiny terminal.

      “Name’s Gwynn Richards. I’m with Kibo Air,” he said, gesturing out a hand in greeting.

      Mahoney proffered a firm grip. “Nice to meet you, Gwynn. Harvey Mahoney at your service. This here’s Lighthouse.”

      Richards tipped his cap. “Mr. Lighthouse.”

      Lighthouse nodded. The pilot was short with curly graying hair, a pot-belly and looked to be in his early fifties.

      “Gentlemen, I appreciate you coming out early today. This morning we’ll be heading straight west to the Seronera Airstrip. That about right?” he asked, pulling out a dot-matrix manifest from his front shirt pocket.

      Lighthouse couldn’t quite make out the English accent. “Are you Australian?” he asked, not having enough experience from speakers in this part of the world to tell.

      “Nope. I’m a Kenyan boy through and through. I get that Australian one a lot though. Mainly from you Yanks,” Richards replied with a wink.

      “You grew up here in Africa?” questioned Lighthouse, his knowledge of African colonization a bit lacking.

      “Yes, sir. Born and bred.”

      “Must have been quite an experience in a place like this,” commented Mahoney.

      “That it was. As the crow flies, my family’s farm is only 100 kilometers across the border. I’ve spent my entire life here in East Africa,” Richards informed them.

      “Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever met a white person born in Africa before,” Mahoney stated.

      “Not as rare as one might think,” Richards replied cheerfully. “Well gentlemen, please place your bags down and follow me. We can leave immediately if you’re ready. Does anyone need to use the loo?” he asked.

      No one nodded, so Richards turned around and started back toward the terminal.

      From out of nowhere, a black porter in a dirty blue t-shirt shuffled up and quickly loaded their bags onto a wheel cart.

      They followed the pilot through a mostly deserted terminal where there was no security or X-ray machines whatsoever. They headed straight out onto the tarmac and over to a newer looking white and blue-striped plane.

      Richards stopped near the aircraft’s retracted stairs and pat the side. “Gents, you’ve got nothing to worry about with this thirteen-seat Cessna Caravan. She’s a real gem of a plane. You’ll see what I mean when we get her up in the air,” he added confidently.

      “Super,” Mahoney replied.

      “Yeah, just super, Harv. My absolute favorite thing in the world is flying around in small planes,” Lighthouse stated facetiously, his mind racing back to thoughts of the Senator Sellwood case when his last moments on Earth almost came at the hands of a pilotless corporate jet.

      “Okay gents, climb aboard and grab a seat,” Richards instructed. “Someone should take the front seat next to me.”

      Mahoney popped his arm in the air.

      “Great. Just walk behind the plane, pop the passenger’s door on the other side and hop in,” Richards instructed.

      Lighthouse scurried up the stairs, squeezed himself through the leg-thin aisle to the front row of seats, sat down and buckled in.

      “I’m supposed to tell you to buckle up then read you the riot act about safety,” Richards said lightheartedly as he settled in the captain’s chair. “But I presume you’ve made it this far without any problems and can read the plane information card for yourself.”

      “No problems here,” Mahoney replied, swaddling his girth around the leather passenger seat.

      “If everyone would put on a headset, we’ll be ready for departure. We’ll be flying at about twelve thousand feet for forty-five minutes today,” Richards stated, then fired up the engines

      Lighthouse held his breath as the plane taxied out onto patchy tarmac, shot down the runway then lifted effortlessly into the sky. Immediately, a view of Mount Kilimanjaro dominated the horizon, a glacier at the top visible to the naked eye. The plane continued to bullet up into the sky then banked north and then west. Quickly the landscape changed from shanty-tin roofs to plantations to plains and then arid prairies far into the distance. Herds of goats were visible across the land.

      Lighthouse enjoyed the view from the air. Other than a few small cumulus clouds in the sky, he had unobstructed views of the ground below. Interestingly, the land seemed untended and entirely devoid of the ubiquitous squared patchwork of farms in highly-modified America.

      “First time in Africa, gents?” Richards inquired.

      “Yeah,” Mahoney replied.

      “You’ll really love it,” Richards informed them. “Nothing like it on the planet. Now, if you look straight down, you’ll notice some round dwellings dotted about.”

      Mahoney and Lighthouse both leaned over and pressed their noses against the windows.

      “Oh yeah, I see them,” Mahoney said enthusiastically.

      “We call these kraal camps. They’re the Maasai encampments out here in the Maasai Steppe. The structures are made mostly of twigs and cow dung. The Maasai have lived out here for hundreds of years as pastoralists grazing their herds of cattle,” Richards lectured.

      “Neat,” Mahoney replied.

      Lighthouse looked down and spotted the round dwellings. Against the brown landscape it was easy to make out a small human figure wearing red and herding a line of cattle down the hillside from the encampment. He wondered what would make people want to live in such barren surroundings leading cattle to water and back everyday. But he knew he wasn’t one to judge, as all societies had their environmentally distinct cultural adaptations. At least the Maasai didn’t have to worry about the kinds of problems associated with the mega-cities of the world.

      “Hey buddy, you think Joey and Jason would like a place like this?” Mahoney pondered.

      Lighthouse thought of Harv’s son and grandson, Sergeant Master Joey Mahoney and his adopted son, Jason. “You talk to either of them lately?”

      “Yeah, I checked in with them both just last week. Jason’s heading straight from Fort Bragg to Kabul, and Joey’s to meet him there a month later. That’s two straight tours in a row for both of them. I thought I’d spring some free R&R on them after this gig pays off. Joey said the Maldives are the new hot spot for a lot of the men, but how could it compare with this.”

      The mention of Joey and Jason gave Lighthouse a flashback to a 1985 Army experience on Okinawa: one confirmed serial killer dead by his own hands, thanks to Joey’s help and Jason’s will to live.

      “The two of you are from the States?” Richards asked as he fidgeted with some buttons and dials on the control panel.

      “That’s right. We’re from New York City,” Mahoney answered proudly.

      “Is that so? You’d be my second group from there this week. Just a few days ago I had some passengers in from Manhattan,” Richards stated.

      “Really?” replied Mahoney.

      “Yeah,” Richards replied. “But unfortunately that’s not such a happy ending, I’m afraid.”

      “Why’s that?” Mahoney inquired.

      “I heard one of them was killed in some sort of accident,” Richards related.

      “That’s interesting,” Mahoney piped up. “Who?”

      “The man’s name was Banfield,” Richards answered, adjusting more of the instruments and leveling off the plane.

      “What a coincidence. That’s exactly why we’re here,” Mahoney blurted out.

      Richards bowed his head. “So Blake did die after all. Well, I’m very sorry for your loss, gents.”

      “It’s not really our loss,” Mahoney informed him. “We’re just working for the family to recovery the remains and tie up any loose ends.”

      “How did you know Banfield?” Lighthouse cut in, breaking his concentration off the ground below.

      “Like I said, a few days ago I flew him out to Seronera where you’re heading now. This is awful news,” Richards related, shaking his head. “His death is going to be bad for business all around.”

      “Why’s that?” Lighthouse asked.

      “I was really hoping to be his go-to pilot this season. He liked to fly his VIPs and some of the better-looking graduate students out to the bush, if you know what I mean,” Richards said, a masculine grin growing across his face.

      Mahoney chuckled. “Oh, to be young again.”

      “What can you tell us about the group Banfield worked for?” Lighthouse inquired.

      “You mean all the scientists?” asked Richards.

      “Yeah,” Lighthouse said, nodding.

      “They do all the scientific research in and around the parks. I think their biggest operation is in the Serengeti. Last year I flew some of their VIPs out to one of their excavation sites and got to hang around the camp for a couple days. They’ve got some pretty incredible scientists working out there. But that’s about all I know,” Richards reported.

      “You said he came out with other passengers?” questioned Lighthouse.

      “Yeah. He came out with two of them.”

      “Did you know either of them?” Lighthouse continued.

      “Sure,” Richards remarked, chuckling at the recollection. “It’s that older married couple, the ones I confused last year as his parents. Boy did they ever make it clear that wasn’t the case. Huffing and puffing that they were only colleagues or some sort. I can’t really remember the gist of that conversation other than the man making the joke that he wouldn’t make for a good Senator.”

      Mahoney took a notepad out of his pocket. “You remember the couple’s name?”

      “Not off the top of my head. I’m not as young as I appear,” Richards joked. “But I know they’re both professors or doctors of some kind. I’ve got their names in the manifest here though-” he trailed off, reaching for a notebook on the dash and quickly paging through it, his knees holding the plane’s yoke in place.

      “We can do it on the ground if it would be more convenient,” Lighthouse explained nervously.

      “No problem at all. I’ve got it right here. Let’s see...yeah, right here. I’ve got Banfield listed with Drs. Allison Mellon and John Fellowes. Yeah, that’s them. Cheeky folks, if you ask me.”

      “Yeah?” said Mahoney.

      Richards shrugged. “I don’t care for them much. I found it strange they were married but had different last names. The lady made it all out to be some big deal, keeping her own name for the sake of her own science. She said she needed to keep her maiden name for professional publishing rights or some crap like that. Felt like the longest conversation of my life. You know, like getting a lecture from an older sister you haven’t seen in thirty years.”

      “Hmm,” Mahoney said, writing down the names.

      Richards threw the manifest back up on the dash. “She’s a real piece of work that one. Almost the entire flight out here she bickered on and on at the two of them. She badgered her husband to no end about how he should have hired a sitter for their dogs instead of having them kenneled. Imagine that?”

      Mahoney chuckled. “I divorced that type fifteen years ago, and have been free ever since.”

      Richards bobbed his head. “She also got really mad at Blake, telling him she had a right mind to report him about something. Her husband had to calm her down by declaring he was heading straight back home if she didn’t shut up. I tell you, some women just never know how to have a good time.”

      “Sounds like a delightful couple,” Lighthouse replied sarcastically.

      “Yeah, delightful to have them out of my plane,” Richards laughed.

      Lighthouse chuckled lightheartedly. He made a mental note to go straight to Drs. Mellon and Fellowes first, as they undoubtedly had a few things to say about the death of Blake Banfield. “Anything else you remember about the flight?”

      “Um, not really,” Richards said unsurely. “I think the couple was heading to the Serengeti Sunrise Lodge that day, and Banfield was being picked up by someone from the Frankfurt Zoological Society.”

      Mahoney scribbled notes. “Serengeti Sunrise. I think that’s the place we’re heading. Is it easy to find?”

      “Of course. Every driver knows it by heart. Look down, fellas,” Richards said, changing the subject. “There’s one of the largest Maasai kraal camps you’ll ever see. That clan are millionaires many times over.”

      Mahoney plastered his face to the window and witnessed hundreds of cattle streaming across the landscape. “Really? Millionaires way out here.”

      “Absolutely,” Richards acknowledged. “A decade of tourists as thick as flies has made millionaires of hundreds of people around here. Many of the Maasai clan leaders included. But they tie up most of their wealth in cattle. It’s their form of currency.”

      The roar of the engines droned on. Lighthouse stared out the window. Again, he could make out the red outfit of a Maasai herder walking down the slope, sunlight glinting off what appeared to be a metal spear. He panned his eyes back upon the horizon. The cumulous clouds were growing denser. His thoughts ran back to the pilot’s comments about Banfield and Drs. Mellon and Fellowes. Tensions had obviously been running high between the three.

      Lighthouse pursed his dry lips. On the international flight over, Mahoney had shared all the background information on Banfield that he’d been told or given, but it was scant at best. Listed first was the fact that Banfield was the thirty-one-years-old son of Senator Marshall Banfield. Second was he’d graduated from Harvard University with a doctorate in archaeology, making it likely Senator Banfield had gone to Harvard as well. His Curriculum Vitae, also supplied by Senator Banfield’s office, established him as a member in the American Archaeology Association, and listed his name in two published journal articles as a junior contributor alongside a Dr. Arthur Freeman. It also stated that Banfield had been awarded three small grants: one from the Wenner-Gren Foundation, one from the University of Florida Gainesville and another from the National Science Foundation in Washington, D.C., where it further mentioned he’d worked a summer internship as an assistant in the Grant Oversight Department. Finally, his hobbies included listening to Flamenco guitar and playing backgammon at the Metropolitan Club in D.C. The only other bit of information Senator Banfield’s office had relayed was that Banfield had apparently died as a result of a car accident in the Serengeti National Park. But the absence of information alone told Lighthouse it wasn’t going to be as simple as it seemed. Grand or minute in scope, there were always unseen events in situations of death.

      Richards pointed out the side window towards the ground. “Gents, if you look out the starboard window you’ll see the Ngorongoro Crater. It’s a three-million-year-old collapsed caldera eighteen kilometers in diameter forming the two hundred fifty square kilometers circular enclosed plain that you see from up here. The Serengeti National Parks and Ngorongoro Conservation Area support the world’s greatest concentration of wildlife on Earth. It’s truly beautiful down there. All of Tanzania is amazing.”

      Lighthouse glanced down between the clouds. All he could see was a large lush green plateau dotted with a few small bodies of water sunk into what used to be a volcano.

      “Stunning,” Mahoney let out.

      Richards continued, “Only elephants or zebras migrate out of Ngorongoro Crater. The rest of the animals have stayed put for thousands if not millions of years. There’s plenty enough in Eden it seems. You’re lucky, gentlemen. Not many from your part of the world ever get to see something like this.”

      “I feel real fortunate,” Mahoney said.

      Lighthouse nodded.

      “Name another country like Tanzania with a protected area of twenty-eight percent of the country’s total land area,” Richards boasted. “This includes twelve National Parks, thirty-one game reserves, thirty-eight game controlled areas and several forest reserves. Accordingly, nineteen percent of the land is under wildlife protection whereby no permanent human settlements are allowed. The remaining ten percent or so is where wildlife and humans are allowed to co-exist. And Tanzania has loads of gold. And iron ore and Tanzanite.”

      “That’s incredible,” Mahoney related. “I heard somewhere people can pick diamonds right up off the ground.”

      “No diamonds or rubies in Tanzania, I’m afraid. Just gold and Tanzanite. All the rest comes out of war-torn Congo,” Richards mentioned.

      “Still?” Mahoney replied, his tone one of fascination.

      “Just remember, gentlemen,” Richards said pointing a finger in the air. “Tanzania is also home to an estimated sixteen thousand lions who on average kill one person each week,” he added with a shrill chuckle, his punch-line hoping to bring some adventure to his guests.

      The clouds suddenly grew thick and the plane experienced a short flurry of turbulence. “Everyone buckled up?” Richards called out.

      They grunted affirmatively.

      “We’ll be on the ground in just a couple minutes,” Richards related.

      Lighthouse looked back out the window. The landscape was ripe with short and medium tawny grasses. Trees of shapes and structure he’d never seen before were spread upon the land. As the plane descended, black and brown spots clearly came into view. He had no problem making them out as a huge herd of zebras moving in a long single file across the plains.

      “Welcome to the Serengeti, gents,” Richards said joyously as he buzzed the plane 500 feet above the ground.

      “Fantastic!” Mahoney called out.

      Lighthouse continued to stare down at the ground. Herds of deer and antelope and giraffe came into focus. Strangely, they all commingled within short distances of one another. He peered up to the horizon. The plane was coasting down a long plateau that ended many miles in the distance with 1000 foot hills rising out of the grasslands. “Is that smoke way over there?” he asked Richards.

      “Yes, good eye. The rangers manage controlled burns this time of year in different parts of the park. It helps sustain the flushing of the grasses,” Richards explained.

      “Hmm.” Lighthouse continued to look a dozen miles off near the base of one of the smaller mountain ranges, where great bursts of clogging smoke were voraciously rising into the sky.

      Richards flew the plane low to the ground and buzzed by a dirt airstrip. “Always need to scan the airfield for moving objects,” he said, pretending to joke.

      Lighthouse scanned the airstrip too: four eyes always better than two.

      Richards banked around and landed the plane much smoother than Lighthouse had anticipated. So much so that when he deplaned he remarked: “Thanks, Gwynn, that was pretty smooth sailing.”

      “Just promise me you’ll give the office a call whenever you’re ready to return. You gentlemen will realize soon enough it’s much easier traveling by charter than bouncing around in those dusty trucks all day,” Richards remarked as he unloaded their bags out of the hold and closed up the stairs to the plane. He handed Mahoney his business card. “Call anytime, gents. We’ll come fetch you straight away.”

      “You can bet on it. It might be sooner than you think,” Mahoney replied.

      “We’re always less than an hour away. Call a little in advance and we’ll be right on time.” Gwynn pointed to the cloud of dust rising off the road in the distance. “Your ride is just about here. Karibu safari.”

      Mahoney eyed the oncoming car then replied, “Thanks again for the lift.”

      “Anytime,” Richards replied, waved to them and hurried back to the plane.

      Lighthouse nodded graciously but was too caught up in his surroundings to communicate anything more. He walked the two-dozen steps over to their bags that had been placed at the head of the parking lot. The air was dry and heating quickly. The wind was strong, wiping small dust-devils into rages across the dirt parking lot. Seen already from the sky, he knew animals were grazing in large herds just off the airstrip, but the tall grasses blocked any view he might have. A small thatched brown shack lay 100 feet in the distance. A concrete structure labeled with bathroom signs stood a dozen steps to its side.

      Lighthouse checked the time: it was 9:14 a.m. and he reconciled his mind to the incredible fact that he was now standing on the great Serengeti Plains in the heart of East Africa.
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      Lighthouse stood in the small, dirt parking lot of the Seronera Airstrip and inhaled a dry gulp of air. It was exceedingly fresh and wholly unlike the polluting puffs of Arusha.

      He feasted his eyes upon a lone wildebeest poised thirty yards away at the edge of the airstrip. It waved its massive head in his direction, grunted loudly then slowly strode off into the tall grasses.

      Sheets of dust rose into the air from somewhere down the road. Seconds later a modified Toyota Land Cruiser pulled up. The roof of the vehicle was propped up an extra two feet on poled hinges, allowing occupants a 360-degree open-air view. A well-groomed, middle-aged African man wearing a green and white three-piece uniform extracted himself from the driver’s side and walked in their direction. He donned a brightly colored checkered tie.

      “Jambo,” the man said courteously, in a deep baritone voice. He grabbed their bags off the ground. “My name is Crispin, and I will be your driver. Karibu sana.”

      “Nice to meet you, Crispin. My name’s Harvey Mahoney,” he mentioned, pointing a thumb at his own chest.

      “Karibu, Mr. Harvey,” Crispin replied happily, his twang much like a colonial butler. “Welcome, welcome,” he continued, uninterrupted. “Yes, you’re very welcome, Mr. Harvey.”

      “Just call me Harv,” he instructed, wanting to be a bit more informal.

      “Yes sir, Mr. Harv,” Crispin replied subserviently.

      “No mister or anything like that with him,” Mahoney instructed, pointing to his partner staring off into the distance. “Just call him Lighthouse. Got it?”

      Crispin bit his lip, almost unable to utter a sentence without some kind of title in it. He turned and walked to the back of the safari truck and loaded up the bags.

      Mahoney stepped next to Lighthouse. “We’ve got our own English chauffeur. Didn’t I tell you this was going to be great!”

      Lighthouse raised an eyebrow. He didn’t exactly know how to describe Crispin. The man was old enough to be his father and had large strong hands with manicured nails. Crispin took his appearance seriously and was happily courteous, clean and well mannered.

      “You are Americans, sirs?” Crispin inquired while opening up the doors to the passenger cab, his voice for the first time rising an octave.

      “Yep,” Lighthouse answered.

      “We’re from New York City,” Mahoney added. “You know where that is?”

      “Yes, Mr. Harv, I know where. We have many, many clients from New York City,” he said with a bright white smile.

      Lighthouse popped his head into the interior of the truck. It had a center aisle and standing area with two rows of green-colored, cloth-upholstered single seats abutting their own windows. The backseat was wide enough for three smaller sized occupants. The interior colors all seemed to match Crispin’s uniform perfectly.

      Lighthouse climbed in and stood up as high as he could into the perch. The ceiling was taller than he expected, and he could see a line of zebras walking along in the distance, as well a giraffe stabbing its tongue high into a bristled acacia tree.

      Mahoney struggled through the passenger door and sat behind the driver’s seat.

      Lighthouse took a middle seat on the passenger-side and opened up the sliding-glass window.

      Crispin gently closed the door behind Mahoney and climbed back behind the wheel.

      “Ai ya, ai ya, sawa sana. Ai ya, roger, roger,” an African man’s voice blared out over the CB dispatch radio hanging down from the center roof of the cab.

      Crispin reached out and turned a knob on the CB. “Swahili, sirs. He telling other drivers about some lions fighting over a zebra kill.”

      Mahoney chuckled. “Imagine that, buddy. You think the cabbies back home are chatting over the mic about downed zebras right about now? That’d be a new one for Mel, for sure.”

      Crispin buckled his seatbelt. “Karibu Serengeti, Mr. Harv and mister, ai ya, sorry sir, just Lighthouse,” he said, greeting his guests once again.

      “Can I smoke in the truck?” Mahoney asked.

      “Yes, of course, Mr. Harv. As you wish. You are very welcome,” Crispin answered accommodatingly. “But please do not ash it out the window, for fear of brush fire.”

      “Sure thing,” Mahoney replied happily, flipping a cigarette in his mouth and firing it up.

      The truck backed up then rumbled away from the airstrip.

      “Ai ya,” Crispin said, a big cheerful smile breaking across his face. He shook out his wrists. “You are lucky today. The migration is just passing through Seronera now. We will see many animals.”

      Lighthouse stood up and peered into vast plains of undulating grasses stretching on for what felt like infinity, the occasional trees breaking the horizon into manageable distances. The land was filled with grasses, acacia trees and varied species of fauna inhabiting this incredible landscape. During their flight over from the U.S., Mahoney had read aloud that over 300 species of birds and thirty percent of known terrestrial mammal species—baboons, giraffes, elephants, gnus, zebras, gazelles, topis, elands, vervet monkeys, leopards, civets, cheetahs, and the king of them all, the lion—were cohabitating together in the Serengeti. And the list of animals went on and on like hippos, rhinos, alligators and so many poisonious snakes it would even make a spitting viper’s head spin.

      Lighthouse hooted out into the plains. It was like nowhere on Earth he’d ever seen. The magnitude of the herds—thousands upon thousands of animals all massed together grazing the grasslands—was too overwhelming for him to comprehend.

      “As I promised, buddy, a real African safari,” Mahoney said, his voice in awe of the spectacle they were currently driving through.

      Lighthouse looked to the horizon. High in the sky a brightly shining sun was making quick time of the last few morning patches of dew and clouds that still lingered about.

      He wiped his forehead on his sleeve. The temperature was continuously rising, and the truck was churning up fat clouds of choking dust into the air. He couldn’t help but wonder where this current adventure was going to lead them.

      “Are the lions far away?’ Mahoney asked, eager to see the big cats.

      Crispin shook his head. “It’s a little drive from here, but not far. Many are with the gazelles in the short grasses. But you can see a pride anywhere, Mr. Harv. They live everywhere in the park,” he clarified.

      “I can’t wait. Will we be able to see them killing one of the gazelles?” Mahoney asked, but as he did he bit his tongue under the jolt of a pothole in the middle of the road and not-so-quietly wailed.

      “Everything okay, Mr. Harv?” Crispin asked, his eyes focused on the road.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Mahoney replied. “Drew a little blood is all.”

      “Blood?” asked Crispin, concerned.

      “It’s no problem,” Mahoney assured him as he stuck out his tongue and pointed to it. “Just a baby nip on the tongue.”

      “It sounded so serious,” Crispin stated.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Lighthouse joked.

      “Ai ya,” Crispin drawled slowly, understanding the joke. He liked his new guests.

      Mahoney blew a smoke ring into the air.

      “There!” Crispin called out as he pointed out the window and slowed the truck to a crawl. He grabbed his binoculars off the passenger seat and drew them to his eyes. “Ai ya. See it there. A cheetah. Right there! Oh, there are two of them! Stand up and you’ll see.”

      “Where?” Mahoney responded eagerly as he pushed himself up into a fully standing position next to Lighthouse. “Boy, this is slick,” he said, his stomach flattening into Lighthouse. “What a commanding view.”

      “Look right over there,” Lighthouse said, pointing. No more than fifty feet away two spotted cheetahs sat erect in his direct line of sight. He focused his vision. The cheetahs were gorging on something on the ground, and they weren’t concerned a bit that a truck had stopped to check them out.

      “Ai ya, they have a baby wildebeest,” Crispin replied energetically, viewing the scene with binoculars glued to his eyes.

      “I can’t see it!” Mahoney whined, squinting.

      “Wow, they’re beautiful,” Lighthouse responded, getting a fairly clean look at the animals.

      “I think they are brothers. Here, Mr. Harv, you have a look,” Crispin said, handing the binoculars up to his guest.

      Mahoney placed them to his eyes. “Wow, that’s fantastic,” he called out excitedly.

      “They’re so lean,” Lighthouse stated, his eyes glued to the scene. The two cheetahs, fresh blood streaming from the fur around their panting mouths, were ferociously ripping flesh off the torso of a small, brown animal. Their squared jaws, in complete symmetry with the rest of their body’s haunches, portrayed pillars of strength.

      “The cheetah is my favorite animal. I am so happy to see them today,” Crispin said, waving his hands excitedly in the air.

      Sensing Crispin’s true enthusiasm, Lighthouse asked, “How long have you been driving in the park?”

      “I’ve been guiding in the Serengeti for twenty-six years now,” answered Crispin proudly.

      “So you’ve seen this a million times before, huh?” Mahoney speculated.

      “No, no. Not always like this. This is so special to see.”

      “Really?” questioned Mahoney.

      “Mr. Harv, I tell you I’d stay here all day with you to watch something like this happen,” Crispin acknowledged. “Very rare to see something like this so close.”

      “Holy shit, buddy, this is awesome,” Mahoney expelled loudly, his eyes nestled firmly behind the binoculars. “You see all the blood coming from their mouths? Breakfast in the wild. What a morning sight!”

      They silently watched the spectacle for another five minutes.

      Lighthouse shook his head. “It’s amazing. I’ve never seen anything like this in the forests or the jungles. It would take me years, decades maybe, to come by a bear feeding on flesh, unless I baited it.”

      “Shall we continue?” Crispin asked kindly, spying another safari truck coming up behind them.

      “Whatever you like, Crispin. It’s your show,” Mahoney replied, handing the binoculars back and settling himself into his chair. “By the way, where are you taking us?”

      “Taking you, Mr. Harv?” Crispin asked, apparently not listening.

      “Yeah, where are we going next?” Mahoney asked.

      “Where would you like to go, Mr. Harv?”

      “We’d like to go see the body first,” Mahoney spelled out.

      “Sir?” Crispin asked quizzically.

      Mahoney looked back up to Lighthouse. “What do you think, partner, we get the first step out of the way and lock down possession of the kid?”

      “If that’s the job we’re hired to do,” replied Lighthouse, shrugging indifferently.

      “Sir?” Crispin inquired again. “Where do you want to go?”

      “To go get the body,” Mahoney responded.

      “Body?” Crispin asked, confused.

      “Yeah, we’re here to get Blake Banfield’s body,” Mahoney began. “You knew that, right?”

      Crispin stayed silent, and focused intently on the road.

      “Do you know why we’re here, Crispin?” Lighthouse asked gently.

      “Ai ya, sawa sawa. I was told to pick you up, and be your driver for as long as you needed,” Crispin replied honestly.

      Lighthouse wrinkled his brow.

      “Oh horse-shit. That’s not so good,” Mahoney exhaled lightly. “You mean you know nothing about an accident where an American was killed out here?”

      “Yes, sir, I know about that,” Crispin replied, his confidence restored.

      “Whew,” Mahoney exhaled, relieved.

      Crispin shook his head in consternation. “Yes, that’s a very bad thing. To be eaten by a lion.”

      “Eaten by a lion?” Mahoney implored, alarmed.

      “Yes, Mr. Harv. He was eaten alive by simba.”

      “Simba?” said Mahoney.

      Lighthouse slapped him on the shoulder. “Simba’s the lion, Harv. Even I saw Disney’s The Lion King.”

      “Sawa sana. Yes, simba,” Crispin repeated, his head continuing to shake consolingly.

      “That can’t be right,” said Mahoney, startled by the news.

      “Sir?” Crispin perked up.

      “We must be talking of two different things, or I’ve got my facts wrong,” Mahoney clarified. “The man we are here to find was an American killed in a car accident.”

      “Maybe so, Mr. Harv,” Crispin agreed, “but he was also eaten by simba.” He pointed to the radio. “It all the talk. That Mr. Blakie was eaten by simba.”

      Mahoney coughed on some smoke. “Huh?”

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Harv, but this has been the gossip over the radio for last couple days. A mzungu eaten by simba,” Crispin said, again releasing his hands from the tremors of the vibrating steering wheel and shaking them out.

      “Zungu?” Mahoney inquired.

      “Mzungu. Means, white man boss, in Swahili,” Crispin stated.

      Lighthouse continued to stare out the window and dream away at his surroundings. For some reason it didn’t feel like Africa. It was more. It was undisturbed. Primal in color and scope. Peacefully comfortable. His mind flipped upon his obligation to the Banfield family. “Where did the lion eat him?” he asked loudly from above.

      “Where?” said Crispin.

      “Yeah. Was it far from here?” Lighthouse questioned.

      “By Gol Kopjes, sir.”

      “Gol what?” Mahoney asked.

      “Gol Kopjes. Just one hour from here. You wish I take you there now?” Crispin offered.

      “No, not now. Just take us directly to the body first,” Lighthouse replied somewhat without thinking. What he really wanted to do was continue the safari, and view the spectacle of animals in their natural surroundings. To hear them coo, call and howl. He wished to witness the essence of the everlasting circle of predator and prey. He felt its ache in his soul.

      “Yeah, just drive us to wherever they are keeping the body,” Mahoney reiterated.

      “Maybe Serengeti Sunrise Lodge?” said Crispin pleasantly.

      “Yeah, I think that’s what it’s called,” Mahoney agreed. “Just bring us straight there.”

      “You want me to stop at the excavation site first, Mr. Harv? It is not too far out of the way.”

      “No, let’s just go directly to the Sunrise Lodge,” Mahoney replied.

      “Yes sir, Mr. Harv.”
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      Lighthouse breathed in a mixture of road dust and smoke and grunted in disdain. The further they’d traversed into the Western Corridor of the Serengeti, the thicker the smoke from the fires had gotten. Mahoney had wrapped a bandana around his face to get some breathing relief but now looked like a ridiculous modern-day bandito.

      Lighthouse glanced at his watch: it was already 9:52 a.m.

      He stared out the window and witnessed large grassfires roar across the landscape on both sides of the ten-meter-wide road, their blazes dancing in the steady winds across the parched landscapes of acacia and sausage trees. Through the dense smoke, he saw the occasional animal furiously trampling away in an attempt to escape a crispy demise.

      “Is it always this smoky out here?” Lighthouse asked Crispin.

      “No, no,” Crispin responded, blinking into the windscreen and being forced to slow down due to the poor visibility. “Even though it is a scheduled burn, sir, it is a little out of control right now. Maybe they will have to close down this side of the park today.”

      “I could see that happening,” Lighthouse said, choking on the air.

      “This year, I think they are burning Moru Kopjes and the Grumeti Area. But this is bigger than I have ever seen before,” Crispin related.

      “Jeez, this sucks,” was all Mahoney could find to say.

      A few miles onward they finally peeled out of the burn area.

      Lighthouse took stock of his surroundings. The topography had turned from open grassy plains into a funnel corridor bounded on both sides by tall rocky hillsides dotted with trees and medium grasses. The truck’s noisy engine spooked herd after herd of Thomson’s gazelles into zigging and zagging at high speeds through the grasses. Zebras trotted in single file away from the fires, and lastly, a few tsetse flies had made their way into the cab and were becoming a nuisance.

      “Whew, thank God that’s over,” Mahoney stated, unwrapping his bandana and placing it in his backpack.

      They drove in silence through similar terrain for another twenty minutes before Crispin slowed down to a paltry 30 km per hour and veered left off the main road onto a rough, pockmarked truck path. They crept along, swerving around small boulders before coming to a stop in front of a guard box with a lowered white pole running across the road.

      “Twende!” Crispin called out, waving a friendly gesture out his window to an older African man in a tattered uniform sitting inside the shelter.

      Lighthouse watched the skinny, older African man come out of the guard box and lift the iron pole into the air. Crispin shouted something to him in Swahili, waved again and drove off slowly.

      Crispin suddenly sped up, took a hard left off the truck path then expertly maneuvered the truck up a steep, rocky incline. Once they reached the top, he pulled the truck under a large stone portico and parked behind another safari vehicle in the process of unloading guests.

      Crispin jumped out of the cab and opened the passenger doors. “Serengeti Sunrise Lodge. Very big lodge, sirs. Hundreds of people stay every night. So nice. Please go to the front desk for check in. They will help you inside. Very nice. So very nice,” he added with a big beaming smile.

      Lighthouse turned his head. A half dozen African porters dressed in matching uniforms were running around vehicles grabbing bags while their safari-clad Caucasian tourists milled about. Everyone seemed to be in costume and abiding by their appropriate parts in the play.

      “I must go park the car. So I will find you later, yes?” Crispin informed them.

      “Sure,” Mahoney replied as he pushed himself back onto solid ground.

      “You’ll take us wherever we want whenever we want, right?” clarified Lighthouse as he stepped out of the vehicle and patted off his dusty dungarees.

      Crispin nodded. “Yes, sir. I am here just for you two gentlemen.”

      “Then stay in the lobby where we can find you, alright?” Lighthouse ordered. “We move around a lot.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Out of his peripheral vision, Lighthouse spied a traditionally-dressed Maasai man standing at attention and watching the comings and goings of the guests. The man had healthy, young skin and held an elaborately beaded spear in his right hand.

      Lighthouse followed Mahoney through the large, glass-door entrance and into a long hallway lined with two fancy retail stores. On the left side of the hallway was a luxury jewelry store with collections of expensive earrings and necklaces plying the windows; and on the right was a high-end, safari-themed women’s clothing boutique.

      Lighthouse smiled. It was a stroke of ingenuity: the first thing guests did when entering the lodge was plow right down the center of all the beautiful temptations—Ashley would love to browse through all the colorful offerings of jewelry, scarves and dresses. The Serengeti Sunrise Lodge was like any 5-Star hotel back in New York, except it was smack dab in the middle of a vast African wilderness.

      Lighthouse breezed down the hallway into an enormous atrium with 100-foot-tall glass windows spanning what felt like an entire city block. The lodge was build high up into the hills and overlooked miles of the valley. He walked up to the windows and took in the bird’s eye view of the expanse of the Western Corridor. The view was spectacular. To the west was raw unadulterated nature having evolved without pause for some 300 million years. To the east, the smoke was rising high into the sky and creeping in their direction.

      “Hey buddy, over here,” Mahoney called out from a counter at reception.

      Lighthouse strolled up next to him. With an ornate counter carved from native rosewood and finished in a classy manner with a metal grate between the staff and the customer, reception looked more like a bank-teller window from yesteryear then a hotel front desk.

      Mahoney tapped his pack of smokes, then read the nametag on the man behind reception. “Good afternoon, Moses. You got a manager I can talk to?”

      Moses stopped typing at the computer terminal and looked up. “Yes, sir. May I tell him the nature of the inquiry?” he asked in timid English.

      “Tell him there’s two detectives here for the dead American kid you got laying around here somewhere,” Mahoney replied casually.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but I didn’t seem to catch your request?” Moses said.

      Lighthouse stepped forward. “Hello, Moses.”

      “Karibu sana, sir,” Moses replied back courteously.

      “We need to speak to your manager directly. It’s a delicate situation,” Lighthouse implied.

      “Yes, sir,” Moses said, then turned around and walked through a set of swinging office doors.

      A few moments later the doors re-opened and out walked a white couple. The man and woman appeared British and in their early thirties. She was short and chunky. The man was slim in his tailored suit.

      “Gentlemen, I’m David Gillman, the general manager here at the Sunrise Lodge. How may we help you today?” he offered, greeting them with his educated Queen’s English and a forced smile, something he’d obviously performed dozens of times daily to assuage the hundreds of wealthy, finicky guests.

      “Name’s Mahoney,” he said thrusting out a palm. “And this here’s Lighthouse.”

      Gillman reached through the grating and pumped his hand. “Mr. Mahoney. Mr. Lighthouse. Pleased to meet you, gentlemen. This is my wife, Kimberly.”

      She smiled pleasantly.

      “A pleasure, ma’am,” Lighthouse replied, looking at the pudgy blond. She was overtly nervous. “Let me cut to the chase. We’re here to relieve you of the American you’ve got in your possession. Name of Banfield. You know who I’m talking about?”

      “I do,” David replied, his eyes growing wide.

      “Great,” Lighthouse responded, watching Kimberly’s mood sour.

      “May I suggest we move this discussion out of the lobby?” Gillman suggested, and promptly led them into a large empty restaurant, which also had giant sets of windows overlooking the valley.

      Mahoney stepped up to the glass and exclaimed, “What an amazing view!”

      “Not for long, I’m afraid,” Kimberly replied dourly, pointing toward the smoke rising in the far distance. “It’s heading straight for us. Same as it did last year,” she pouted.

      “Everything will turn out just fine, darling,” Gillman said, patting her on the hand in an attempt to calm down her jittery disposition.

      “Don’t mind us, ma’am,” Lighthouse stated. “We’re just here to recover the body and get out of your hair.”

      She sniffled. “Last year was close enough for one lifetime. To think, we’ll be caught in the middle of the fire again.”

      Everyone looked out the sweeping picture windows to take a closer look. The horizon held huge white billows of smoke dancing into the air and clouding the terrain like a dense fog.

      “Welcome to the Serengeti in July, gentlemen,” Gillman responded, trying to sound upbeat.

      “I see,” Lighthouse stated flatly. Driving through the smoke had been hazardous enough, but now the full force of the fire was steadily moving toward the lodge.

      Kimberly’s left hand twitched nervously. “After the long rainy season, we get the long and arid dry season. Some years that means getting plastered by the fires started by the park rangers. Then it becomes a grand marshmallow roast out here,” she complained, her English accent ringing forth.

      “How do you Yankees put it?” Gillman cut in. “Crisping hotdogs on the barbeque.”

      “Hmm,” Lighthouse mumbled. “Mind if we get back to Banfield. We’re told he’s here. Is that correct?”

      “Indeed,” Gillman said. “He’s being kept in the kitchen’s walk-in freezer,” he added morosely.

      Kimberly whimpered.

      “Don’t worry, honey, it’ll all be over soon,” Gillman said reassuringly.

      Mahoney nodded. “Just point us in the right direction and we’ll be out of here in a jiffy.”

      “Certainly,” Gillman said, straightening out his arm to point. “It’s over here in the kitchen. If you’d please follow me, gentlemen.”

      They moved to the back of the restaurant and through a set of swinging doors into an expansive commercial kitchen housing dozens of Africans in white kitchen apparel.

      “Hunger never sleeps, gentlemen,” Gillman related. “I like my guests knowing the kitchen is open to them twenty-four hours a day. Even before your breakfast buffet is prepared, we create over three hundred boxed lunches for the guests and their drivers so they can relax in the bush. Then they return back to us at night for their five course dinners. This kitchen makes nearly a thousand meals a day,” he explained, an air of importance sounding in his voice.

      “The logistics must be pretty difficult way out here,” Lighthouse recognized.

      “Indeed,” Gillman responded, smirking appreciatively. “It’s not often a guest understands my problems. Carting five thousand eggs over the washboard roads of the Serengeti can be quite the daily challenge. Move that up to the tens of thousands of gallons of diesel I need each month to run the hotel as well as getting all the fresh water working, and that’s just where the conversation starts.”

      “Wow!” Mahoney responded. “I never thought of that.”

      “Okay, here we are,” Gillman said standing in front of the large freezer door. “Mr. Banfield is in the metal box in the back buried under all the burlap sacks. Our workers wouldn’t come in, so I had to place him under all the rubbish way in the back. We had to make up a little white lie and tell them the body was already gone. They wanted nothing to do with a dead mzungu in the kitchen. I guess what I’m trying to say is we’re both hoping for as much discretion as possible during the removal process from the premise-” Gillman trailed off, a quizzical look splashed across his face.

      “Is he ID-able?” Lighthouse inquired.

      Gillman shrugged. “I hadn’t thought it my place to look. Pretty traumatic experience for all of us. Dr. Freeman ringed to tell me I had to store Blake’s body in the freezer until they could sort it all out. It’s not something they teach in hotel management courses back home in Birmingham.”

      “You knew Banfield personally?” Lighthouse questioned.

      Kimberly broke down and cried.

      “My darling, why don’t you go back to the office and have a cup of tea. I’ll be along soon enough,” Gillman proposed.

      She held a tissue to her eyes and walked away.

      Lighthouse cleared his throat. “I’ll take that as a yes?”

      “Indeed, Mr. Banfield was a friend of ours.”

      “How good a friend?” Lighthouse queried.

      “We’ve known Blake since we first arrived in the bush. Over four years now,” Gillman acknowledged, a tender bit of grief in his tone.

      “Was he an honest guy?” Mahoney asked.

      Gillman paused noticeably. “Sure. Blake was a good mate to everyone,” he finally spelled out, feigning a smile. “Like all Americans, he had great big dreams and intentions. Real slappy, happy and energetic, like they’ve known you their entire lives after sharing a single meal at your table.”

      “Sounds like you’ve spent a lot of time with him,” Lighthouse went on.

      Gillman pursed his lips “Not recently. Mainly it was just in that first year when he hired us to run the science camps, essentially outsourcing it all onto our shoulders. That was his first stroke of genius. Now he’s got everyone around here dangling on a string. I mean, ah, had everyone on his strings.”

      Lighthouse noted his tone then changed the subject. “After we’re done here we might need a little more of your time. Where’s the best place to find you?”

      “I’ll be around the front office most of the day. If I’m not there, ask our reception manager to track me down straight away.”

      Lighthouse grabbed the handle on the freezer and cracked open the door. “Okay, thanks for all your help.”

      “Yeah, thanks,” Mahoney seconded with a curt smile.

      “I’ll leave you to it then,” said Gillman, switching the interior freezer light on as he strolled away.

      Mahoney took a cigarette from his pack and lit it.

      “Really? Haven’t you had enough smoke for one day?” Lighthouse declared.

      Mahoney raised an eyebrow before huffing down a long drag.

      Lighthouse took six steps inside the freezer, bent down on a knee and started pulling the burlap bags away from what appeared to be a large metal crate laying on the floor. “You going to help me here or what?”

      Mahoney dangled the cigarette in his mouth and stepped up next to him.

      “On three,” Lighthouse said.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Mahoney agreed. He bent down, and with both hands, grabbed an end of the metal box.

      “One, two, three,” they said in unison, heaving the metal crate come makeshift coffin out into the middle of the floor.

      “It’s a god damn gym locker,” Mahoney exclaimed, looking down at the kind of tall combination lockers they used at junior high schools, the ones the runts of the class always got shoved into.

      Lighthouse shook his head. “Ingenious enough. They must have expropriated it from an employee breakroom or something.

      “How the hell did they crush him all in here?” voiced Mahoney.

      Lighthouse reached down, grabbed the silver metal handle on the locker and pulled the door open. “That’s how,” he said flatly, looking down into pinkish-colored ice cubes partially covering up the side of a frozen human body.

      Mahoney exhaled smoke from his nostrils. “He’s jammed in there something fierce, huh?”

      Lighthouse dug into the ice cubes and moved them away from where he presumed the head to be. It didn’t take long to uncover the matted down brunette hair caked in dried blood. “You think this is Banfield?”

      “How the hell should I know,” Mahoney answered. “There’s barely half a head there.”

      Lighthouse sighed. “It’s going to be pretty hard getting a good look at him in this block of ice. I don’t think we should mess with it. Better he gets to a proper facility before unpacking.”

      “Agreed.”

      Lighthouse moved the ice cubes back in place, closed the locker then wiped his wet hands on a burlap bag. “What should we do with him now?”

      “Let’s call that pilot Gwynn and arrange for him to come fly us out. The faster we get Banfield’s corpse to the U.S. Embassy the better. We’ll let them take him from there. Sound like a plan?”

      “Sounds like as good a plan as any.”

      They returned to reception where they found Moses typing into the computer terminal. A man in a dingy green park ranger uniform stood nearby. He smelled of smoke and had obviously just come through the fire.

      “Hello, gentlemen,” Moses re-greeted them upon approach. “How can we help you?”

      The Park Ranger stepped back from the counter.

      “We need to use a phone. I can’t seem to get a signal anywhere in this country,” Mahoney stated, lifting his cell phone in the air but getting no bars whatsoever.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but cell phones do not work out here in the Western Corridor. We do not have towers out here yet,” Moses explained. “And there are no public phones.”

      “What?” Mahoney growled. “Are you telling me you don’t have any phones for your guests?”

      “I am sorry, sir, but we only have a SAT phone in case of emergencies,” Moses related.

      “That’ll work. Why don’t you pass it over,” Mahoney replied.

      “I am sorry, sir, but that option is very, very expensive. Actually, we are not even supposed to allow the guests to use it anymore,” Moses explained pleasantly.

      Mahoney puffed out his chest. “I’m not a guest. I’m a detective with the U.S. government, and it’s an emergency.”

      “Ah, okay, sir. Just a moment please,” Moses said as he opened a drawer next to him, pulled out a clear plastic laminated sheet and handed it over. “Here are the rates for the SAT phone, sir.”

      Mahoney glanced at the page. “Sixty thousand T-shillings a minute. How much is that?”

      “About fifty U.S. dollars, sir,” Moses replied calmly.

      “Fifty bucks a minute!”

      “I am sorry, sir, but the satellite company is a monopoly here in Africa. Those are the true rates they charge,” Moses explained with a shrug.

      “What the fuck?” Mahoney called out. “And a six hundred thousand T-schilling deposit. Are you kidding me?”

      “Sir?” Moses asked curiously.

      Mahoney pointed to the page. “That, how much is that?”

      “One thousand U.S. dollars, sir. It is a refundable deposit after you return the phone. But you must pay in T-shillings, sir.”

      Gillman suddenly came through the swinging doors from the back office.

      “Hey, Gillman,” Mahoney called out to him.

      “Yes?” Gillman replied. “You found what you came for, I presume? Oh, I’m sorry, that didn’t come out right.”

      “A thousand bucks to use the SAT phone? Don’t you have a phone back there in your office I could use? I just need a few minutes to organize getting the corpse out of your hair,” Mahoney related bluntly.

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Mahoney, but we don’t have a phone,” Gillman replied. “That would be hundreds of miles of wire through what you just came through. We only have a SAT phone out here.”

      “But a grand to use it?” Mahoney questioned, perturbed.

      “Whatever the official rate declares. It’s a deposit, which is customary in this business. The phone is our only real option for emergency communications around here. You can’t believe how many of our guests try nicking it out the door into their vehicles,” Gillman explained, looking at Moses with accusatory eyes. “And God help us if the workers got a hold of it.”

      Lighthouse took Gillman’s sarcasm to mean that Moses had somehow been a culprit in the past, that maybe the phone had somehow caused tension between the two company employees.

      Mahoney pulled his wad of T-schillings from his pant pocket and shoved them through the grate. “There, is this enough?” he said gruffly.

      Moses counted the money. “Unfortunately, sir, you will need to exchange about five hundred more U.S. dollars. And I will need your passport so I can document the receipt,” he explained further, steadfast in procedure.

      Gillman smiled and took the chance to slide back through the doors to the office.

      Mahoney handed over the money and his passport.

      Moses made a photocopy of the document and quickly handed the original passport back. Then he pulled out a small compact electronic money counter from a drawer and placed it in front of everyone’s eyes on the counter. He placed Mahoney’s bills into the counter on the machine and pressed the RUN button. But the machine beeped, and stopped the flow of the bills.

      Moses sighed, pushed a button on the machine and pulled out the uncooperative money. He straightened out two of the corners of the bill, placed it back atop the other four bills and pushed the RUN button again. But again it stopped, red lights flashed and sounds beeped within the machine. Moses pulled the questionable bill out of the feeder and set it aside. He ran the other four bills flawlessly. Satisfied the machine was working properly, he took the lone bill off the counter and ran it back through the feeder. The machine again exploded into its symphony of troubled hums. Moses scratched his head, open another drawer in the desk and extracted out a counterfeit marker pen. He ran the pen over the bill and the line tuned a dark black on the paper. Moses ran the pen over the other four bills that had made it successfully through electronic inspection. The color stayed light yellow on all of them.

      Moses looked up. He held the bill out in front of Mahoney. “I am sorry, sir, but this one maybe fake. I can not take it, sir.”

      “What the hell?” Mahoney said abruptly, grabbing the bill out of Moses’ hands.

      “Sir?”

      “This isn’t funny money,” Mahoney declared, holding the bill up into the air and inspected it closely. He soon realized there was no strip running the height of the bill, and the feel of the paper was slick. “Try the machine again,” he demanded gruffly.

      Moses performed as instructed. Alas, the machine rejected it.

      “Maybe you come from the East Coast of the United States?” Moses asked.

      “Yeah. Why?” asked Mahoney, yet already knowing he’d lost—the bill was apparently counterfeit.

      “This happen a lot with people from your East Coast of America. Our newspapers tell us it is a very common problem.”

      “Bullshit!” Mahoney popped off. He took in a deep, gritty breath and let it out loudly. “For fuck’s sake.”

      Moses respectfully placed the counterfeit bill on the back desk. “We can take a credit card, if you would prefer,” he said with a smile. “But there is an eighteen percent fee charged. And the hold on your account does not come off for thirty days. Credit card policy, sir, not ours.”

      Lighthouse laughed. It was fun watching Mahoney get the full measure of the African shuffle. Like there was a dark sucking sound coming from his wallet. By the end of this trip everyone on the continent will have touched Mahoney’s consulting money, maybe twice.

      “What’s so funny, buddy?”

      “Ah, nothing,” Lighthouse replied, muffling his chuckles. He took in a deep breath, and with it the smell of Moses, whose aroma was distinctively like that of both the managers they’d met earlier in the day at the hotel in Arusha. And they looked alike, too. They all had Christian names, all stood nearly the same height, had similar flat noses, and all excreted the same chemicals from their skin. It was unmistakable: they were of the same family. “How are Gladness and Emmanueli today?” he let out pleasantly.

      “Very well, sir, thank you,” Moses responded instinctively—in Swahili culture, the asking over of family members a customary and respectful greeting to anyone on a daily basis: such as, ‘I hope your family is well?’

      The park ranger stepped forward and spoke in rapid Swahili to Moses. Moses turned to him and apprehensively acknowledged him. The ranger sputtered something again, but this time in a military command whereby Moses arched his back up slightly and nodded a resounding yes before nicely waving the man off.

      “Something more important than the customer right in front of you?” Mahoney asked, still pissed.

      “I’m not entirely sure, sir,” Moses replied. “The ranger has come to tell us the road has been closed coming down the corridor.”

      Mahoney threw another newer-looking bill on the counter. “Just give me the damn SAT phone already,” he demanded.
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      Mahoney made thirty-one minutes of calls: three times to a secretary at Gwynn’s charter company, a lengthy discussion with a staff member in the U.S. on Senator Banfield’s rolls, and a liaison at the U.S. Embassy in charge of Citizen Special Services. The SAT phone bill ended up being Tsc$1,900,000 or U.S. $1,550. Mahoney unloaded all the T-schillings he’d purchased in the morning as well as having to exchange another grand in hundreds with an exchange rate fee of thirteen percent.

      While Mahoney sorted out his financial ordeal, Lighthouse stood in the atrium gazing out at the encroaching fire. It was obvious the situation was worsening. The staff had closed up all the windows, but it didn’t do much good in abating the wisps of smoke seeping into the lodge. The only road out of the Western Corridor was closed and no vehicles were allowed to leave; though vehicles could come to the lodge to take refuge. And arrive they did, as many tour trucks were caught off guard on the wrong side of the fire with no possibility of getting back to safety other than the Sunrise Lodge.

      “Hey, buddy, come over here,” Mahoney called out from reception.

      Lighthouse sauntered up next to him. “What’s up?”

      “We’ve got to make a decision right now,” Mahoney spelled out.

      Moses smiled brightly. “This must be your lucky day for getting to the lodge early. There are only two rooms left for the night,” he said pointing to the entrance where another pack of coughing, smoked-out weary tourists were trudging down the hallway.

      Lighthouse and Mahoney noticed no one in the group looked like they were having a good time.

      “We only have our corner presidential suites left. Just the two, that is it,” Moses stated quickly.

      “How much is that?” Mahoney responded as he watched a husband and wife get into an argument, she breaking down crying, presumably from the exhaustion of just driving through a full-on forest fire. The man held her in his arms.

      “The rate is nine hundred dollars per night per person, sir,” Moses answered confidently.

      Mahoney’s jaw dropped.

      “Great. We’ll take both suites,” Lighthouse said, brightening up at the thought of Mahoney having to drop another quick two grand on this little trip of a safari he’d dragged him on.

      “Ah, shit,” Mahoney pronounced, pulling out another wad of bills.

      Room key in hand, Lighthouse walked away from reception marveling at capitalism. Mahoney had just been soaked for nearly four grand in the space of eighteen hours, leaving him with less than a hundred dollars in hard currency left in his pocket.

      They passed down a beautiful spiral staircase leading to the lower level ballroom where traditional African artwork was on display lining the hotel’s three-story-high interior walls.

      Lighthouse walked over to a large wall installation of two dozen Maasai hunting spears arranged in a circle with all their tips pointed out like the shining flares of the sun. The spearheads were made of chiseled stone and were attached via steel wire at the ends of long, hand-crafted wooden poles. They were all the same size but customized by the bead and weave work down the length of the poles. The artwork was beautiful in the hunter-gatherer sort of way.

      Lighthouse reached out and touched one of the spearheads. It was razor sharp. The installation looked like it had been there since construction and was now incomplete, as a single spear was missing near the bottom of the display, years of shading having etched its shadow into the paint on the wall.

      They exited the center building onto a beautifully decorated stone-built, second-story hallway. Sections of the wall were adorned with colorful murals of animals of the Serengeti.

      They reached the end of the hallway and found their side-by-side rooms.

      Lighthouse bid Mahoney a quick goodbye then entered a large suite with twelve-foot ceilings. The room was nine-hundred-dollars-a-night large: a king-sized, hand-carved, four-poster bed with mosquito netting draped around its edges commanded half the room, and a sitting area took up the other half with sliding glass doors leading out onto a lovely balcony overlooking the valley.

      He stepped outside, where his face was splashed with an unnatural rush of warm heat. It was a feeling he’d experienced once before. As a kid, a violent wildfire had raged through his family land with the help of the Lake Superior winds. Pa’s makeshift hoses had been futile in stemming the march of the inferno, and Lighthouse had spent hour after hour running around like a chicken with his head cut off trying to protect irrelevant spaces—and getting his eyebrows singed off in the process.

      The fire crackled out loudly in the distance. He unconsciously opened his denim jacket and placed his hand on Lucy. On the opposite hill a mere thousand yards away, an isolated wildfire raged across the bush, sending soot and ash relentlessly into the baking sky.

      The Timex read 12:53 p.m. He knew this was just the beginning and more flames would be coming soon. The next flares might even come for him; and Lucy would be useless in stopping the threat.
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      It was a little after 9 p.m. when Lighthouse and Mahoney strolled into the lodge’s eerily empty dining room where they happened upon only four occupants: David and Kimberly Gillman and their dining companions, a mid-fifties aged couple in matching Eddie Bauer ensembles. Kimberly and the other woman sat across from each other nearest the windows chatting away and drinking white wine. Gillman and the other man flanked their respective partners on the interior seats, drinking red wine.

      “Misters Lighthouse and Mahoney, please join us,” Gillman called out animatedly, a welcoming smile drawn across his rosy face as he staggered up from his chair to extend his hand. “We were just discussing how strange it feels with all the guests gone. It’s not often we have the castle mostly to ourselves.”

      Lighthouse counted eight seats at the table. He smiled at the new couple. It was easy to tell they were Americans.

      “All the guests are gone?” Mahoney questioned, confused. He looked at the three wine bottles open on the table. “Did we miss an evacuation order or something?”

      Kimberly waved her arms in the air. “No, no, nothing like that yet,” she replied, slurring sloppily.

      Gillman interjected, “The majority of tonight’s guests were cut-off from us when the rangers closed the road. Only a few of them got through, I’m afraid. Most were following the migration in the south and are stuck down there for the night.”

      “I feel so badly for them,” Kimberly added dramatically, taking another large gulp from her glass. “Where will they all stay? There’s only a few small camps down there and none with flush toilets.”

      Her husband touched her arm. “It’ll be alright, dear,” he said consolingly. “They’ll be in good hands. The park service will take very, very good care of them.”

      She cringed. “You of all people know better, David. They’ll be fed only ugali and chicken tonight. And they’ll have to eat those terrible, cheap biscuits. And use filthy outhouses,” she added snobbishly.

      “I, for one, like a good outhouse in the bush from time to time,” the other man opined, raising his glass in the air. “Some of my best memories are of hardships during a challenging jaunt.” He rose his slight frame from the chair and gestured a hand across the table at Lighthouse. “Name’s Joel Fellowes,” he introduced.

      “Nice to meet you, Joel. I’m Lighthouse,” he said, shaking the man’s hand firmly.

      “Lighthouse, like in a flashing light on the high seas?” inquired Fellowes.

      He nodded, and placed a hand on his hip.

      “Hmm,” Fellowes continued. “Is that your surname or given name? I don’t think I’ve come across that one in my genealogical research before.”

      The woman sitting across from Kimberly raised her dainty finger and said, “Hi, I’m Allison. Nice you meet you, Lighthouse.”

      “Ma’am,” Lighthouse said, nodding. It was the couple Gwynn from the charter plane had mentioned that had flown in with Blake: Drs. Fellowes and Mellon.

      Mahoney stepped forward. “Harvey Mahoney. New York City.”

      Dr. Fellowes shook his hand. “A pleasure. David is right, please join us, gentlemen,” he offered, and sat back down.

      “Really? You wouldn’t mind?” said Mahoney.

      “The more the merrier on a day like this,” Dr. Fellowes stated, shaking his graying head distastefully.

      Lighthouse sat down next to Gillman. Mahoney took the seat next to Dr. Fellowes.

      Dr. Fellowes flipped his hands toward the windows and bombastically stated, “Who in their right mind lights a burn with fifty-mile-an-hour winds in the forecast? This park is being run by a bunch of children.”

      “He’ll be fine, Joel. Morning is a new day, and he’ll show up as usual,” Dr. Mellon remarked. She turned toward Lighthouse and Mahoney, adding, “One of our colleagues hasn’t made it back yet.” She turned again to her husband. “Just like the hundreds of others from this hotel, Joel,” she said positively.

      Dr. Fellowes grit his teeth. “I know. But he had nowhere to go if he ran into trouble. Way up there on the escarpment, you’re a good hour hike from the truck. One could easily be surrounded by smoke and fire quickly with nowhere to run. And I don’t know of any caves on that side of the mountain. If he suddenly found himself in need of shelter, I don’t know where he might hide. He never should have been allowed to go out there on his own.”

      “Joel, darling, we agreed to revisit this in the morning,” she added, trying to reign him in. “No reason to project onto all these nice people.”

      “Ha! Kimberly’s just as concerned as me,” Fellowes let out.

      Gillman started pouring red wine into a new glass. “Mr. Lighthouse, do you prefer red or white?”

      “He doesn’t drink wine, but I do. Red or white would be just fine,” Mahoney answered.

      Gillman twirled his fingers toward the waiter before turning back to Lighthouse. “What’s your poison, Mr. Lighthouse?”

      “I’ll stick to water for now. Or tea,” he replied.

      Gillman snapped his fingers at a uniformed African waiter. Water was instantly set in front of Mahoney and Lighthouse.

      “Misters Lighthouse and Mahoney have come to retrieve Blake’s body,” Kimberly stated loudly. She lifted her glass into the air. “Let’s toast to the kitchen freezer I’ll never be able to set foot into again,” she declared, then downed half her glass.

      Lighthouse rolled his eyes. She was stone drunk.

      Gillman shrugged. “I’ll have to agree. We need closure on that. Our staff needs to move on. It’s been a bear running the kitchen on just one freezer.”

      “Such a tragic occurrence,” Dr. Mellon piped in, her voice soft, solemn. “I did so like Blake. He was a bit aggressive, but generally likable nonetheless. I’ll never forget when he first obtained my personal email. A complete barrage of theoretical explanations on soda lake alkalinity came spewing forth across my computer. He was desperate for my support on his research.”

      Dr. Fellowes nodded in remembrance. “Yeah, that boy really knew how to hustle,” he said haphazardly.

      “Now, Joel, that’s not fair,” Dr. Mellon replied. “There was no mistaking that Blake Banfield had real talent.”

      “I’m in complete agreement with you, Allison,” Kimberly said to her. “Without Blake, I woulda never been so highly educated in the sciences of this park. The whirl of scientists he’s helped bring through these doors has been nothing but astonishing. All of us coming together here tonight is even an unintentional product of his design. I would’ve never met any of you people, if it weren’t for him.”

      “To be fair,” Dr. Mellon rebuffed gently, “Dr. Freeman might have a little more to do with that than Blake. Blake just brought it to the next level with his funding and management prowess.”

      Kimberly wasn’t listening. Instead she was trying to finish her verbal thought. “He used to write David and myself the most wonderful poems on our Sunday game drives,” she said, lowering her glass.

      Gillman saw a moment and raised his glass. “To Blake Banfield. For bringing us all together.”

      Everyone, even Mahoney and Lighthouse, raised glasses in toast.

      Lighthouse sipped his water. Her words did ring true that without the death of the man, hence his interference in all their lives, neither Lighthouse nor Mahoney would be standing on African soil right now and dining together with these four random people. “Everyone seems to know Blake quite well,” he commented.

      The waiter returned and placed two wine glasses out in front of Mahoney. He was shown both of the South African house wines for the night.

      “Sure, why not. Both will be fine,” Mahoney said enthusiastically, his bulbous red nose lighting up.

      “David and I met Blake a mere month after we first came out here in two thousand,” Kimberly recalled.

      Gillman laughed. “Feels like eons ago,” he attested.

      Kimberly stared down into her glass. “It had been just he, Dr. Freeman and Dr. Mabutta that year. They were doing some test pits and soil sampling. Nothing large,” she continued, now looking Lighthouse in the eye. “They stayed here at the Sunrise the entire six weeks with a couple of their African students. It was such a jolly time. The lodge was slow back then and we had loads of time to pitch in at the dig site. Guests loved going down there to work, too,” she reminisced.

      Gillman beamed at the memories. “Yes, by the end of his first stay here, not only had he gotten Sunrise management to agree to logistically manage and entirely supply the next year’s tented camp, but he’d also persuaded SENAPA to fork over all the permits in advance. Bloody sneaky bloke,” Gillman cussed lightly. “In that second year, the tented camp and excavation encompassed over sixty scientists and students with an additional twenty camp staff. Kimberly and I worked our fingers to the bone. But we did it, and on a shoe-string budget I might add.”

      “You mean I pulled it off,” Kimberly cut in jokingly.

      Gillman smiled endearingly at his wife. “Yes, darling, you actually did pull it all off. She did, gentlemen. It was amazing to watch the efficiency of this woman. You gave Blake the best secretary a man could’ve ever hoped for,” he added condescendingly.

      Almost in unison, Drs. Fellowes and Mellon took long drinks from their wine glasses.

      “I first met Blake back in two thousand one,” Dr. Mellon explained. “We’d stopped by their dig site while passing through the park that year. I have my own excavation nearby at Lake Natron you see, and Dr. Freeman and I have been colleagues in the area a long time. He for forty years and me for twenty-one; though, he still thinks I’m the rookie even after heading into my third decade now,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      “Now, Allison, no one thinks that,” Dr. Fellowes countered back.

      She smirked at him in a way that meant ‘not right now or I’ll cut your balls off later.’

      “You’ve won more grants than that crusty old man could ever dream of,” Dr. Fellowes stated, diplomatically assuaging his wife.

      Dr. Mellon straightened her composure.

      “How about you, Dr. Fellowes,” Kimberly inquired, “when did you first meet Blake?”

      “When I thought I’d caught him naked in bed with her,” he replied, mumbling under his breath just loud enough for a few discerning ears to hear.

      “You’re a doctor?” Lighthouse asked, moving on.

      “I taught and researched at Yale University for twenty-five years,” Dr. Fellowes said, blowing his own horn. He looked over to his wife. “Now we’re both in D.C. where I’m the chairman of the board for the National Science Foundation’s Archaeological Division.”

      “Excellent,” Lighthouse said.

      “Actually, that’s why we’re here,” Dr. Fellowes continued. “This is our yearly oversight visit for Dr. Freeman’s program grant.”

      “Huh?” Mahoney said, jumping into the conversation. “You telling me that some archaeology program way out here in Africa is funded by the U.S. government?”

      “Why of course,” Dr. Fellowes answered. “The NSF funds programs and projects throughout the world.”

      “So you’re both here on Uncle Sam’s dime then?” Mahoney went on.

      Dr. Fellows looked to his wife for better clarification.

      She wrinkled her nose with no implied suggestion for her husband.

      “We are, but in this case very partially. We were already in the neighborhood, so took it upon ourselves to schedule our visit.”

      “If the taxpayers could see this,” Mahoney chortled. “Unbelievable, the scope and reach of one’s taxes. It’s like a global cash machine.”

      Dr. Fellowes shook his head. “I think you’ve misunderstood, Mr. Mahoney.”

      “Call me, Harv.”

      “Okay.” Dr. Fellows set down his glass. “Well, Harv, the NSF is far from a cash machine. We exist to complement already funded projects that are deemed crucial to America’s scientific interests. And believe me, it’s all very formulaic. Take Dr. Freeman’s excavations, for example. The NSF only provided them eighteen percent of their entire budget, and certainly nothing that would break their bank if they lost it,” he conceded.

      Kimberly laughed disagreeably. “That’s understating it. Blake hated taking your restricted government support. He said it was a waste of everyone’s time and an utter bureaucratic nightmare. He only went along with it at Dr. Freeman’s insistence. Blake made enough from the six hotel contracts alone to fund the entire excavation and then some,” she added for good measure.

      “I’m sorry,” Mahoney cut in. “I’m not following you.”

      Gillman broke a keen smile. “Blake was a thriving entrepreneur is what my wife is getting at.”

      Kimberly nodded aggressively. “A very smart entrepreneur. His first year out here he more than trebled his money renting the tented camp out during the seven month break between excavations. He was getting a bloody thousand dollars a day rent even way back then.”

      “Yes, it was astounding,” Dr. Mellon agreed. “And a complete one-hundred-eighty-degree departure from how Dr. Freeman had run the camps since the 1970s.”

      “How so?” said Lighthouse.

      “Mr. Banfield was a clever young man,” Dr. Mellon said, praising him. “Freeman had only been trained in academics where it’s all about grant writing then contracting out needed services from the tour operators. Essentially, the tented camp is an expense line on the grant proposal under equipment rental. But immediately after Blake arrived, he purchased the camp outright and made it into a cash-flowing asset. He even had a small fleet of safari trucks that he rented out to other NGO’s during the offseason.”

      Kimberly nodded. “And when he got Rafi’s attention, that’s when things grew exponentially.”

      Gillman nodded, as did the other couple.

      “Who’s Rafi?” Mahoney asked.

      “He’s our boss,” Kimberly interjected.

      Gillman straightened his posture. “Rafi’s family owns all the lodges on the Northern Safari Circuit. In the mid-nineties when Rafi was twenty-five years old, he became the heir to the fortune when his father died,” he stated factually.

      “And Blake and Rafi hit it off from the start,” Kimberly continued. “Rafi is an Ismaili Indian millionaire and London playboy who never cared a moment to look at the books. Pair that with a Yankee cowboy with loads of product ideas for the lodges and you’ve got a marriage made in heaven.”

      “What Kimberly is trying to say is together they soak every last penny out of the tourists,” Gillman said, smirking.

      “It certainly became a license for Blake to print money,” Dr. Fellowes acknowledged.

      “Really?” Mahoney questioned.

      Gillman let out a sly chuckle. “Case in point, your SAT phone bill this afternoon, Mr. Mahoney,” he acknowledged, tipsiness loosening his tongue.

      “How’s that?”

      “Blake would’ve been fifteen hundred dollars richer today because of you, if he had still been alive to collect it of course. The lodge doesn’t own that SAT phone, he did. Along with the other six SAT phones just like it behind the desk. Blake came up with the idea to charge crazy amounts to the rich tourists if they were so vain as to need to make a call while on a once-in-a-lifetime trip like this.”

      “You gotta be kiddin’ me?” said Mahoney, vanquished.

      Gillman slapped the table. “And you know what, twenty people a day use those phones. People just like you who all feel they have an emergency. Maybe its work or otherwise, but people get anxious way out here and want the connection with home. Even at the ludicrous prices. It’s amazing how many people are willing to pitch away five hundred dollars to talk to someone for just a quarter hour. The SAT phone service alone takes in up to twenty grand a week. We also charge three hundred a day if you want it in your car for safety sake.”

      Lighthouse made a mental note to get the lugs from all the phones. And requisition one or two of them for their own use. He was sure one would come in handy in the bush.

      “Don’t forget to add in all the safe deposit box fees,” Kimberly added.

      “Don’t give away the farm, darling,” Gillman stated somewhat firmly. “We wouldn’t want other lodges to have all our secrets now, would we?”

      “What safe deposit box fees?” Lighthouse questioned.

      Her husband shrugged at her, in a way that said he didn’t care what information she divulged anymore.

      Kimberly relaxed into her chair and twirled the wine in her glass. “Blake came up with the idea to install banks of safe deposit boxes behind reception at each of the six lodges and hotels. Instead of having safes in the room, he convinced Rafi just to have a safe deposit room where guests could walk in any time day or night and count on their valuables being guarded in a safe, central location. Blake paid for the equipment and installation himself and splits with the hotel the five dollars a day we automatically charge every customer as a line item on their folio. Almost everyone just ups and pays it without much notice whether using it or not. Of course, half of the guests do use the service. It’s quite convenient, if one thinks about it.”

      “How many rooms do you have?” Mahoney asked.

      “Two hundred sixty,” she answered.

      “Over a grand a day in rent for some metal boxes around back,” Mahoney said, shaking his head in awe.

      “Closer to thirteen hundred a day when we’re full,” Gillman clarified. “From our lodge alone,” he added.

      “Innovation and great ideas. It’s the American way,” Lighthouse said, sipping some water.

      “And let’s not forget about the jewelry store. I don’t want to know how it all happens, but I’ve seen hundred-thousand dollar sales go on in there,” Kimberly bragged. “Once even a two-hundred-thousand-dollar sale to a Russian billionaire.”

      “Dear, I think you might want to slow down on the wine a bit,” Gillman said, trying to pull her chatterbox back in line.

      Mahoney lit a cigarette. “Blake sounds like he was an interesting guy. From what I’m hearing, I would’ve liked him to manage my pension,” he joked, clearing the tension in the air.

      Kimberly bowed her head and sighed. “Blake saw opportunity everywhere in Tanzania. He was a money genius. How he gets all the science funded is a marvel of design. I’m just sorry he’ll never get the chance to spend any of it on his own projects.”

      “Mm, yes,” Gillman hummed in agreement. “A real pity. I liked his chances with his theories. They were simple and made sense to me. Now we’ll likely never know if his ideas were sound or not.”

      Lighthouse cleared his throat, irritated by the wisps of smoke slowly settling in the room. “What kind of money are we talking about to fund these projects?” he asked.

      Dr. Fellowes put his palms up. “One hundred twenty-five thousand dollars a field season. Minimum.”

      “What?” Kimberly let out. “The budget is more than quadruple that.”

      Drs. Mellon and Fellowes looked at each other uneasily.

      “Really? The budgets are over half a million a year?” Dr. Fellowes asked, surprised.

      “Of course. And that’s just the parts I get to see,” Kimberly explained. “He has all those coffee plantations with Lazarus Mafie, the owner over at Shidolya Safaris, too, and I don’t have the foggiest what goes on there. Lazarus is a really good man. One of the best, most honest businessmen on the circuit out of Arusha. And they have those hotels on Zanzibar, too-”

      Lighthouse tapped his fingers on the table. “Interesting. Then tell me this: who would have the most to gain from Blake’s death?”

      “Freeman,” Dr. Mellon answered, reaching for her glass.

      “Rafi,” Gillman answered at the same time.

      “Hard to say,” was all that came from Dr. Fellowes’ tongue.

      Kimberly gulped more wine. “The lion that ate half of him gained the most, it seems. And tomorrow I’m left to clean out his room,” she whimpered, overcome with grief as tears streamed down her face.

      “Blake has a room here?” Lighthouse asked.

      “Of course,” Kimberly answered. “The top suite above yours. Along with his royal suite at the New Arusha Hotel in town and his luxury tent at the camp site. He was sort of the king around here.”

      Lighthouse took mental note of all the information he was receiving. “We need to take a look at his room. The earlier the better. What time in the morning can we see it?”

      Kimberly paused.

      “We need to gather up any of his personal effects and send them back to his family,” Lighthouse said, not caring in the least about Blake’s property.

      Kimberly slowly raised her glass to her lips and sipped. “Maybe I could meet you there around nine, after breakfast is convened. Would that be okay?”

      “Perfect,” Lighthouse said.

      Drinking continued for another thirty minutes before the conversation turned to more monotonous subjects regarding the state of religion and politics in East Africa. Then the conversation stalled on the subject of the fires raging outside the windows and the increased smoke invading the lodge’s walls.

      Lighthouse licked his dry lips, sipped from his water glass and turned to Dr. Mellon. “I just have one more question for the night.”

      “Yes?” she replied.

      “What were you, Blake and Dr. Fellowes fighting about on the Kibo Air flight out here from Arusha last week?” Lighthouse asked.

      Drs. Mellon and Fellowes glanced at each other. All animation fell from their faces and they clammed up.

      Dr. Fellowes cleared his throat and took another sip of wine. “I’m not sure what you’re referring to.”

      “The pilot told us you were at each other’s throats the entire flight,” Lighthouse informed them. “I’d like to know why.”

      “I can’t remember,” Dr. Mellon stated forcefully, and wobbly stood out of her chair.

      “I have no recollection of any spat on the plane,” Dr. Fellowes said, backing up his wife. He rose from the table as well. “Gentlemen, ladies, please take care tonight and stay safe. I recommend keeping your windows closed,” he added before stumbling off with his wife.

      At this point, everyone else excused themselves to go hunker down in their rooms to try and pass the night in relative safety.
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      July 17, 2004: Serengeti National Park, Tanzania—Day 4

      

      Morning in the heart of the equator broke right on time, its half-light and half-dark cycles the constancy of evolution for hundreds of millions of years in a row.

      The bush fire had blasted by the concrete Sunrise Lodge in the night, leaving the resort with minimal damage. The danger had passed and the threat was over. Breakfast was actually busy with relieved hungry travelers, the stress of yesterday quickly fading into egg-omelet satiated happy faces.

      Lighthouse glanced at the time: it was 9:07 a.m. and he and Mahoney lingered outside their presidential suites waiting for Kimberly to escort them up to Blake’s rooftop residence.

      The hills behind the hotel were scorched, but inevitably, predators of every make and marrow were lurking about.

      “Good morning, gentlemen,” said Kimberly, slipping passed them and reaching for the handle of a well-hidden gated door which was expertly camouflaged with a luscious grouping of Black-eyed Susan vines, purple and orange flowers bursting in full bloom.

      Lighthouse sighed under his breath. The flowery spread sprawled across the metal frame, and without her showing the way he would’ve never spotted the door.

      “Blake had lovely taste,” Kimberly said, throwing the door open, stepping into an elevator foyer and pressing the call button on the wall. “He often lectured that out here in the Serengeti, survival was all about camouflage. He was a very interesting American.”

      The elevator arrived and they all stepped in. Moments later the doors opened and they walked out into a luxury living room of leather furniture and floor-to-ceiling windows with 360-degree views overlooking the valley for miles in the distance and the surrounding hills in the background.

      “Wow,” Mahoney declared, slapping Lighthouse on his shoulder as he passed into the room. “Bet you wish someone would have offered this place to you last night. You could have stayed up all night watching the fires roar by,” he added, disappearing into a back bedroom.

      Kimberly stepped to the front windows. Lighthouse joined her. They had a silent moment while individually inspecting the charred landscape: the acacia trees had survived nearly unscathed but all the grasses and underbrush were scorched earth, and small billows of smoke still rose from isolated areas of the valley.

      Lighthouse cleared his parched throat. “Hate to sully a perfectly fine morning, Mrs. Gillman, but how long were you and Blake lovers?” he asked her frankly.

      “Detective, I’m a married woman,” she replied hastily. “An accusation like that-” she trailed off softly.

      He held up a hand. “The way you talk about him and your purposefulness in sniffing the air trying in vain to track his scent here in the suite, well, it all implies a secret affair,” he revealed.

      “Okay, I get that you know already. But it’s been long over between Blake and me. Now forever,” she admitted with a sniffle.

      Lighthouse nodded. “When did it end?”

      She tossed her hair. “A good two years ago now. It was only passionate during that second field season. Once he met Jenny during the offseason back in the States, he never touched me again. And that’s the God’s honest truth,” she explained honestly.

      “Jenny?”

      “She’s the younger blond American Miss Pretty. She’ll either be at the tented camp or the excavation site. You can’t miss here,” she mentioned jealously.

      “Not much on speaking terms, I assume?” Lighthouse let on.

      “Oh, nothing like that,” Kimberly said, waving it off with her hand. “Jennifer’s actually not that bad. She works hard, that much I can give her. Though seems most days she’s working Blake’s anatomy more than her post doc thesis. She stayed out here a lot with him,” she added, sounding irritated.

      “You wouldn’t hurt Blake to get back at her, would you?” Lighthouse questioned strongly.

      “Never!” Kimberly declared, huffing and puffing for a short spell. “Are you implying that I had something to do with Blake’s death? Are you crazy, Detective?”

      Lighthouse raised his hands. “Sorry, I was implying nothing of the sort. I only meant by quitting working for him. From what I’ve seen and heard, you’re the brains behind most of his operations. If you left, who would’ve been able to keep it all together? The burden would all fall back on him, wouldn’t it?”

      Kimberly smiled flatteringly. “Well thank you, Detective. I appreciate your keen eye.”

      “So Blake and Jenny were still an item up until his death?” Lighthouse asked, edging his questions forward.

      “I’m not entirely sure. This is Blake Banfield we’re talking about here. He wasn’t known for his fidelity.”

      “I see.”

      “While we haven’t been together romantically in quite some time, he still confided in me. This room was his hideaway, and I was his watchful eye. I have the only other key to the suite,” she stated, holding it up between her fingers. “But I’m sure Jennifer’s even more devastated than I am, if that’s what you wanted to know.

      “Anything else you’d like to share?”

      Kimberly placed her hands on her hips. “I know I’m hung over, but ever since the whole episode transpired, I’ve had a bad feeling about Blake’s death.”

      “Can you be more precise?”

      “It’s very complicated out here, Detective. You only have to look out at these charred grounds to see that. There are lots of moving pieces. If you haven’t lived it, it’s hard to explain.”

      “It’s a wild place, that’s for sure,” Lighthouse replied, nodding.

      “The Africans are very, very cunning people, Detective. They’ve all been at this racket a long time. Sometimes it becomes quite scary when one finds there is no recourse once you’ve been threatened.”

      “Is someone threatening you, Mrs. Gillman?”

      “No, nothing like that. At least not anymore,” she responded, shaking her head to try and dispel the belief. “I was speaking figuratively. Just giving you an example.”

      Lighthouse decided to leave it alone. Instead he asked, “Last night you said the lion gained the most in Blake’s death. What did you mean by that?”

      “I do so apologize for last night. You caught me at a vulnerable moment. I wasn’t so sure of what I was saying. I just remember that the two most likely suspects, Dr. Freeman and Rafi, had already been volunteered, so I thought I would try and be funny and said the lion,” she conceded.

      Lighthouse licked his lips. “Do you think Blake’s death was just an accident?”

      “No! The exact opposite,” she declared and burst into a round of tears. “I have this retched feeling in my gut that someone killed him. It’s so scary. I’ve had enough and just want out of here. I’ve begged David to bring us back to England, but he refuses.”

      “I see.”

      She handed Lighthouse the key. “Here, I can’t stay in here. It’s just too painful,” she acknowledged, and headed back to the elevator in grief.

      Lighthouse joined Mahoney in a back bedroom that looked out across the back of the property.

      Mahoney chuckled. “Jeez, buddy, always making girls cry. When you gonna learn to be more sensitive?”

      “Give it up, Harv.”

      Mahoney aimed his Sony digital camera out the window and took a few shots.  “So she was fucking the guy, huh?”

      “A couple years back but not anymore.”

      “You think Banfield thumped this Dr. Mellon gal we met last night too?”

      “I wouldn’t rule it out. He was also involved with a grad student named Jenny over at the excavation site.”

      Mahoney struck a match and lit a cigarette. “This guy put us all to shame,” he joked.

      “Seems so.”

      “This hotel is a pretty big operation,” Mahoney said, sweeping his arms at all the facility’s out-buildings strewn about the backside of the lodge.

      Lighthouse checked it out. From the portico a dirt road led to a small parking lot for safari trucks and a full service mechanics garage, followed up the hill by a large generator shed with two diesel tanks next to a water reservoir and its associated pump station building. A few hundred yards down the hill were three identical side-by-side, single-story narrow buildings, each with two dozen green-painted doors and intermittent windows. It appeared much like crude military barracks but was presumably used to house the hundreds of staff members. Behind the last building, a small, well-maintained soccer field had been squared out of the forest. The night’s fires had mainly fanned through the upper hills, so the buildings at the bottom of the hillside had mostly been spared, save for smoke and soot.

      Mahoney pointed back to the living room. “It looks good to be king. Lead the way,” he motioned.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” said Lighthouse, gravitating toward the computer station sitting atop the carved desk perched in front of the largest picture window.

      “Why couldn’t I have been born the son of a rich senator?” remarked Mahoney gaily.

      Lighthouse ignored him. Instead, he daydreamed the room was his own where his morning coffee and breakfast would start out watching lions and cheetahs snacking on Thomson’s gazelles or wildebeests.

      He sat down in the leather chair and ran an index finger across the top of the rosewood desk. He rubbed his fingers together. It was slightly chalky with no use of detergents. He searched the small garbage can at his feet which only held a few scraps of paper in the bottom.

      “This guy sure liked his socks,” Mahoney said, riffling through a series of clothes drawers on the back wall and pitching perfectly folded clothes onto the floor.

      “Keep digging,” Lighthouse replied, turning his attentions back to the desk. It had a center pull-out and three rows of built-in drawers on each side of the chair. He randomly opened the left middle drawer. “Hmm, that’s a helluva lot of cash,” he called out as his eyes spied stacks of T-schillings. He opened the drawer below it, revealing stacks of hard currencies like euros, dollars and British pound sterling notes. “I’m guessing housecleaning wasn’t allowed up here. Come see this.”

      Mahoney waddled up and looked over his shoulder. Only the Tanzanian money was in his direct line of sight. “Who knows, all those bills could be only a grand or two.”

      Lighthouse slid the middle drawer closed. “And what about this?” he asked, fingering through a deep drawer filled with stacks of high denomination notes.

      Mahoney accidently dropped ash into the drawer. “I guess this is what they call hiding something in plain sight. Ten grand stacks I’d say. Hundred stacks. That’s what, ah, a million bucks or so?”

      “I guess Kimberly was right about at least one thing last night. No one had any idea how much this guy was raking in.”

      “Hey, do I get my fifteen hundred bucks back from the SAT phone bill now that he’s dead? They even admitted I was ripped off,” Mahoney protested.

      Lighthouse shrugged. “What do I care. It’s either you or the hotel staff.”

      “That’s what I’m talkin’ about,” Mahoney said, pocketing one of the stacks of hundreds. Then he grabbed two more stacks and pocketed those too. “Hazard pay,” he added with a chuckle.

      “We shouldn’t leave any of this cash here. Pack it all up with some bulky personal effects and send it back home with the body. Otherwise, this amount of cash is going to cause loads of problems around a place like this. People get one sniff of green and they’ll be off to the races fighting to snag some of it. It’ll get ugly.”

      “Good point, buddy.” Mahoney grabbed a pillowcase off the bed and started piling all the money into it. “What about the Tanzanian money?”

      “Separate bag I’d say.”

      “Righto.”

      Lighthouse opened the center drawer above his knees. A pack of paperwork stared back at him. He pulled the papers out, placed them on the desk, then fished his fingers deeper into the drawer. He pulled out two medium-sized black felt jewelry bags, a set of keys, a half dozen paperclips and Banfield’s American passport. He flipped through the passport for a few pages but nothing much stood out. Banfield had hit a lot of countries though: Netherlands, Germany, France, Chile, Peru, Japan and Tanzania. There was also a full page Russian business visa issued in 1999. He grabbed the set of keys and passport and pocketed them.

      Then he opened the jewelry bags and dumped the contents out onto the desk. Twenty cut and uncut gemstones tumbled out, including a few diamonds polished into emerald cuts. But most of the stones were purple and dark blue in color.

      “Hey,” Mahoney remarked staring at the gems. “I saw some of those same stones downstairs in the jewelry store. Damn expensive, I tell you. There was this one incredible diamond and Tanzanite necklace cost over a half-million bucks.”

      “This kid’s a real Donald Trump. The jewelry store must be his, too,” Lighthouse theorized aloud. He packed the stones back in the bags and handed them over to Mahoney. “Put it all in with the cash.”

      They spent another twenty minutes packing up the computers and files and performing a cursory search around the suite before wrapping it up.
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      From the second floor conference room at the United States Embassy in Dar es Salaam, Senator Marshall Banfield peered out through the bullet-proof windows upon the manicured gardens of the compound. This was his fifth trip here, but the other occasions were under much happier circumstances.

      Senator Banfield and the U.S. Ambassador to Tanzania had built a mutually beneficial relationship. The Ambassador had always been generous in hosting private parties at his official mansion residence, which in turn had made it much easier for Senator Banfield to garner the votes of the foreign-aid sub-committee for the largest ever foreign aid package to an African country—a whopping $451 million to Tanzania over the next six years. Sure most was in the form of U.S. manufactured goods—East Africa could now bask in John Deere tractors and Dell computers for years to come—but the real reason he pushed it through was he couldn’t say no to his son, Blake, who’d lobbied endlessly in support of Tanzania. Everyone, it seemed, would benefit from the fruits of the aid package.

      Senator Banfield reclined in his chair, closed his eyes and tried to relax. The Tanzanian Aid package was starting to see ripples of problems, and the Ambassador was getting nervous about the reported graft going on all around him. It seemed some of Tanzania’s generals’ hands had become much more expensive to shake after the aid started to roll in. A couple subtle threats had even been made against the Ambassador’s family and staff members when monies had not been as forthcoming as promised. But threats were part of the job of being an Ambassador in Africa.

      Senator Banfield popped his lids back open. He now wished he’d informed Blake about these threats so his son could’ve made his own educated decisions on which paths to take. Maybe it could have changed things. Maybe Blake would still be alive today, he theorized for the millionth time. While his son was busy broadening humanity’s knowledge of evolution, his father was growing America’s colonial ambitions behind his back. But the U.S.’s ambitions had failed in every aspect. It was the Chinese who were winning by throwing billions of dollars into the area’s infrastructure and ‘resettling’ millions of Chinese rural peasants into farm-rich Sub-Saharan Africa.

      “The dastardly Chinese,” Senator Banfield blasted out.

      “Sir?” came Agent Rigsby’s soft but firm voice behind him.

      “It’s just you and me here, Rigsby,” Senator Banfield spelled out.

      “Sir?” Agent Rigsby repeated.

      He shook his head in frustration. “I asked you if you thought about it being the Chinese? They’ve got dozens of operatives working here now. They could’ve easily gotten to my son.”

      “I couldn’t say, sir,” Rigsby replied, using her usual line to defer a decision in front of a superior.

      “Then have Tibbs look into it. And do it pronto!” Senator Banfield demanded.

      “Yes sir,” she said politely, turning and walking out of the conference room to leave the grieving man alone.
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      The daily rush of guests had gone out for another long, dusty day of animal tracking and the Sunrise Lodge was finally quiet at 10:00 a.m.

      Alone standing under the portico next to the safari truck, Lighthouse listened to Voulez Vous by Boy George and Culture Club playing on his iPod. He thought of Ashley, the love of his life—she would love to be here right now.

      Lighthouse farmer-blew a dustball from his nostrils and wiped them clean on his denim sleeve. The hotel porters had brought down their personal bags from the rooms—as well as the six boxes and three suitcases of Blake’s effects—and stacked them all inside the truck. The problem now was where to fit the ice locker holding Banfield’s remains: latched to the roof or inside with the live humans?

      He adjusted a concealed Lucy tighter on his right hip and leaned against the truck’s door. His iPod shuffled and Rebel Rebel by David Bowie blared into his ears. He tapped his foot to the beat. He was ready to get the show on the road. He missed Ashley and baby Holgate and was ready to go home.

      The song over, Lighthouse popped his head toward the entrance to look for his partner—Mahoney was dangerous with a pocketful of money, and he wondered if the man had got lost in one of the gift shops. Instead of Mahoney at the glass doors, the same Maasai warrior as yesterday stood at attention with his spear. The Maasai man had long, braided hair dyed red, wore colorful beaded bands around his wrists, waist, ankles and neck, and leaned slightly on his beaded and bejeweled spear held in his right hand. He was dressed in a red cotton tank-top and a red sarong tied around his lower area. He wore sandals, and they appeared to be made of cowhide versus used tires. There were a few ornate animal claws attached to his belt. His outfit seemed too authentic to be a hotel uniform. He didn’t wear a nametag like all the other employees.

      Lighthouse pocketed his earbuds and moseyed up to the man. On closer examination, the tribal man had eely looks with a single long whisker coming from the side of a wispy mustache.

      “Good morning. My name’s Lighthouse. What’s yours?” he asked, making small talk.

      “Edward Oue, sir,” he replied calmly, but without making eye contact or offering a hand to shake.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Edward. You from around here?”

      Oue nodded affirmatively.

      “We’re visiting from the United States.”

      “From New York City,” Oue clarified.

      “You’re certainly well informed,” Lighthouse replied, amazed how many of the employees knew the guests’ names and even some minor details about them. He glanced at the sharpened steel spear. The jewels were polished and there appeared to be many small diamonds in the mix.

      “Ever had the occasion to use the spear?” Lighthouse asked, and unconsciously placed his hand on his denim jacket, right above Lucy.

      Oue peered into his eyes. “Every morani uses his spear.”

      “Morani?”

      “Morani is the name for a Maasai warrior in my language,” Oue informed him.

      “For hunting lions and things, huh?” said Lighthouse lightheartedly. “Have you ever hunted a lion?”

      “Of course,” Oue answered seriously, pointing to the claws on his belt. “All morani go on the hunt. It is our age set rite of passage to prove bravery, courage and competence.”

      Lighthouse nodded. He knew the feeling all too well—killing mama bear in a rage of courage and bravery when he was ten years old.

      Out of nowhere a male baboon came sprinting on all fours down the driveway and stopped right in front of their feet. The baboon was holding an orange he’d just nicked off the back of one of the lorries unpacking near the kitchen entrance.

      Oue quickly pointed his spear directly at the baboon’s eyes. The baboon squealed once, dropped the orange where he was standing and ran away. A porter immediately ran over, picked up the orange and shuffled back toward the kitchen.

      Lighthouse chuckled lightly under his breath. “Well, well, that was certainly impressive.”

      “Mr. Lighthouse,” Gillman said, coming up from behind him and patting him on the shoulder. “I see you’ve meet Eddie, our resident pastoralist.”

      “Very interesting man,” Lighthouse stated with a smile.

      “Yes, all the Maasai seem like that.” Gillman touched Lighthouse’s elbow and gently nudged him back under the portico near the safari vehicle. “We’re sorry to see you leave so soon, but you must have a big day in front of you.”

      Mahoney came prancing down the hallway, a cigarette dangling from his lip. Off to the right near the kitchen backdoor, four petrified porters were struggling to carry the metal locker covered with bags which held Banfield’s frozen corpse.

      “What an adventure, hey buddy?” Mahoney related, winking from the corner of his eye.

      “Whatever you say, Harv.”

      Gillman smirked. “Gentlemen, thank you for all your assistance, and safe travels to you both. I best get back to work,” he stated, shaking their hands and walking away.

      The porters dropped the metal locker near the passenger door of the vehicle and scrambled away.

      “Where’s this thing supposed to fit?” Lighthouse questioned.

      Mahoney belched. He tapped his fat belly then rubbed his lower back. “Not sure about you, but this old chassis of mine is riding shotgun today.” He turned to Crispin and asked, “How long to the airstrip?”

      “Forty minutes, Mr. Harv,” he replied.

      Just as Mahoney was about to open his big mouth again, two large green park ranger vehicles burst up the drive, the second one towing a burnt-out safari truck off it’s back bumper.

      The first vehicle came to a stop next to theirs. Unexpectedly, Dr. Allison Mellon jumped out of the front seat. Tears were streaming down her reddened cheeks. “They’ve found Robert. He’s dead! He was burnt to the steering wheel. Oh my God, Joel was right all along. We should’ve gone out last night and saved him when we still had the chance!” she declared to anyone in earshot before running off.

      Lighthouse and Mahoney walked over to the destroyed truck and peeked inside. A crispy body had melted onto the steering wheel.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Mahoney spilled forth, shaking his head. “Just as we were about to get away from this place.”

      The unfortunate truth was Lighthouse and Mahoney had the most experience with corpses, so they manned up and helped the two park rangers tow the burned-out truck to the greasy mechanic garage on the back of the property to sort it out.

      Away from prying eyes, Lighthouse and Mahoney went to work pulling the decimated body from the driver’s seat of the truck and laying it upon a blue tarp swiped from the mechanic’s garage. The skin was completely melted away in most places but the man’s wallet miraculously survived intact.

      Mahoney opened it and pulled out some cards. “Illinois driver’s license lists him as Robert Nelson, age twenty-nine, from Urbana, Illinois. There’s also an ID card here from the University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana.”

      Lighthouse examined the head and neck of the corpse then said, “Guy’s head fell forward at time of death and his chin bone protected the skin underneath from the flames.” He lifted the head back and they both leaned in to examine the area: a uniform ligature mark streaked around the neck. To any first-year med school resident it was clear as day Robert Nelson had been strangled well before any fire had consumed his flesh. No question about it: this was a homicide.

      “The hyoid’s most certainly cracked,” Lighthouse stated.

      “I guess this adds a few wrinkles to the mix. Why did this guy have to be an American? Bet this one falls on our shoulders, too,” Mahoney lamented.

      Lighthouse sighed gloomily. He leaned in closer to the body and sniffed deeply. “Accelerant. Burned at a rapid rate. Gasoline’s my best guess.”

      Mahoney nodded. “Yesterday’s fire certainly would have been really good cover.”

      Lighthouse rose and walked back to the truck. He kneeled down and peered into the gas tank. It was fire-burnt black and blasted open with a five-inch diameter hole. “Someone pierced the tank. The explosion came from down here once the fire hit it,” he called out.

      A strange wire was sticking out of the tank, and he tugged on it. He pulled it through the gaping hole, and with it came an attached triangular stone spearhead. He stood up and opened his hands. The equatorial sun was quick to reveal it an identical match to those of the Maasai Spear artwork in the lobby of the hotel.

      Lighthouse got off the ground and shifted from one leg to the other. Lucy rubbed against his side and tickled his lower rib. He held the rock up high. Turning to Mahoney he said, “Least we can say is we recovered a piece of their missing artwork.”
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      News of another death spread through the African staff faster than the wildfires, and most had all but disappeared when Lighthouse and Mahoney walked back from the parking lot to the lodge. Only Moses was left at reception, holding a message from Gillman instructing them that when they left with Banfield’s remains to take Robert Nelson, too. Apparently the hotel was under no obligation to play morgue for Americans, one body having been more than enough disruption.

      Lighthouse helped Crispin strap as many boxes as would fit to the roof. Then he stuffed himself in the back of the safari cab with the frozen and fried corpses of Banfield and Nelson.

      They bounced around on the washboard roads for an hour until they reached the Seronera Airstrip. Suffice it to say, the smell of Nelson’s burnt remains emanating through the greasy blue tarp was wholly unpleasant, to the degree that Lighthouse made an executive decision for he and Mahoney to split up their respective resources. Mahoney would head off in the plane and fly all the remains back to the U.S. Embassy in Dar es Salaam where at least Senator Banfield could be with his son.

      Lighthouse, for his part, walked off with a large stack of Banfield’s Benjamins, and would stay out in the park to further along the deepening investigation. It was agreed he and Mahoney would meet back up the next day to compare notes. To be fair, outside of the odor, the hour drive in silence with the windows open hadn’t been all that bad. They don’t call it a game drive for nothing. Once they’d shot out of the Western Corridor and into the great plains again, Lighthouse had been enthralled with the density of animals milling about. He was fascinated by the predator-prey dynamic where literally millions of grass-eating ungulates were continuously called upon by large cats, vultures, snakes and others to perpetuate the never-ending cycle of life.

      With Mahoney and the two dead bodies now dislodged from the vehicle, Lighthouse rode shotgun next to Crispin, who was cruising at a deliberately slow pace.

      Crispin released his grip from the steering wheel and shook out his hands, the hours of vibration finally getting the better of them. “Freeman tented camp is at Prince Charles Campsite at the base of a hill in Rongai,” he stated.

      “Is it far?” Lighthouse asked, stretching his shoulders back into the cushioned chair.

      Crispin shook his head. “No, not far. Maybe twenty minutes.”

      Lighthouse peered out the windscreen. The front seat vantage point was essential in taking in the full surroundings. Only standing up in the cabin was better, but the only way he could follow Crispin’s animal-searching eyes was to sit next to him. Crispin was a keen spotter and constantly slowed down to point out the varied species flocking across the wide swathes of land: Kirk’s Dik Dik, the smallest known deer in East Africa, bounding through browning short grasses; birds of all colors and sizes circling the skies, swooping in flight between mature forest landscapes, the air filled with their melodic calls; zebras and wildebeests barking, quarreling and pretend kissing, yet always cognizant of lurking lioness claws.

      For Lighthouse, it was rapture. Absolute instinct fretting grandiosely before his very own eyes, in as pure abundance as the world could ever see. He felt like he was in the Garden of Eden with he and Crispin the lone humans driving off into the never-ending horizons of brilliantly weathered landscapes, the finest of which were the giant rounded granite abutments called kopjes scattered individually about the plains. In every direction great grasses splashed vibrant yellows against the vast horizons, where evolutionary meaning sprung around every corner: these the trees from whence bipedal man was born.

      “Over there,” Crispin said wiggling his finger out the windscreen. “Freeman tented camp is there.”

      Lighthouse followed his line and quickly spied the tented village about two clicks on the other side of a short valley at the base of a small two-hundred-foot high, two-kilometer long escarpment. “You really know your way around here,” he commented.

      “Only Isaac Mbulla has more years guiding out here than me,” Crispin answered proudly.

      “I guess there’s nothing you haven’t seen out here before, huh?”

      Crispin turned to face him. “Yes, I’ve seen many, many kills,” he smiled brightly. “Ai ya, it’s very nice. A job out here seeing animals every day. And meeting so many nice people like you, Mr. Lighthouse,” he said, smiling happily.

      Lighthouse nodded. “Have you been out to this science camp much?”

      “Oh yes,” Crispin replied, bobbing his head and lifting his fingers off the wheel again to shake them out. “Many times. Everyone knows Freeman tented camp.”

      “Great,” Lighthouse said, looking him straight in the eyes. “Then will you do me a favor?”

      “Sure. What can I do for you?” asked Crispin happily.

      “Keep your eyes and ears open with the people you know around here. The drivers and guides must be the best and most reliable source of information.”

      Crispin lost his smile. Not wanting to cart more dead bodies around in his vehicle, he responded, “I’ll try, sir.”

      Lighthouse registered his apprehension. “Maybe you’ll hear something important is all I’m saying. Just keep your ears open.”

      Crispin nodded again and looked back out the windscreen.

      They drove another five minutes in silence along a dirt track descending an alluvial plain. Once they hit the river at the bottom and crossed the wooden bridge, the land started to gently slope upwards again, rising toward another billion-year-old escarpment. They were bounded by three-foot tall grasses, and colonies of black flies buzzed alongside the truck. Lighthouse closed his window to keep them out.

      A few moments later the grasses shortened, the black flies seemed to disappear and they emerged into a semi-thick acacia forest on a short flat plain with a wide-open view of the opposite valley across the river.

      An African man in a frayed security uniform appeared along the road holding his hand up. Crispin came to a crawling stop, rolled down his window and conversed with the man in Swahili. Except for the words “Freeman Campi” the rest was pure mumbo jumbo to Lighthouse.

      Crispin said, “Sawa sawa” and then the security guard said “karibu” and waved for the truck to proceed on.
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      They drove fifty yards before pulling up next to three other safari vehicles in a makeshift parking lot. Crispin popped out of the truck, ran over and opened his passenger’s door.

      “Ai ya. Karibu, Mr. Lighthouse. This is Freeman tented camp. I’ll be waiting here with the truck when you need me,” he reported graciously.

      “Thanks, Crispin,” Lighthouse said, sliding out the door. He walked up a dirt footpath of trampled stalks to a tented camp village that stretched out in a large crescent shape across the tree-spotted field. At the beginning of the camp resided the large working and mess tents with their varying degrees of makeshift solar panel arrays off to their sides. That was followed by a row of two dozen small green tents spaced out one after the other in a line. A hundred feet up the hill sat the staff tents, cooking quarters and stores. The camp looked like a military compound that could house 100 occupants, except the people dashing around in the distance wore either standard Western or African civilian clothes.

      Lighthouse glanced to his left opposite the camp. It held a sweeping view of the valley he’d just driven through. Three distinct volcanic escarpments were visible jutting out in the distance with one harboring a multi-colored small lake at its base. The air was dry, yet sweet and luscious. It was a lovely location.

      The first large tent Lighthouse approached had three large solar arrays mounted next to it. As he was about to enter, a full-figured, graying American woman popped out of the entryway and accosted him.

      “Please tell me you’re here with the replacement vehicle. And that you have all the water we’ve requested,” she inquired with an abrupt urgency, waving her expensive silk handkerchief in the air.

      “No, ma’am,” replied Lighthouse, nodding courteously. He guessed her age at seventy.

      The curt smile on her face vanished. “But surely you have loads of extra water in your vehicle?”

      “I’m not sure, ma’am. You’d have to ask the driver about that,” Lighthouse replied. “Might you know where can I find Dr. Freeman?”

      “You sound Canadian,” she shot back. “Ontario? Maybe Thunder Bay? I’m quite familiar with your accent. My father was from Nipigon but moved to Thunder Bay right out of junior high school,” she babbled forth.

      “Hmm,” Lighthouse mumbled. No one had ever guessed so close before.

      “Are you Arthur’s calendar today?” she continued.

      “Ma’am?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Are you scheduled on his appointment calendar?”

      “Yup.”

      “Definitely Canadian,” she ventured again.

      He shook his head that she was wrong but in a way that also told her he’d rather not continue the speculation. “Where might I find Dr. Freeman?”

      “How should I know where he is?” she shot back semi-angrily. “You’ll need to speak with his assistant, Gwennifer, or whatever her name is this year. I’m just his ex-wife,” she added before walking away in the direction of the parking lot.

      Lighthouse heard voices coming from the canopy tent and walked up near the entrance. He stayed out of sight and listened from outside. He heard a woman say, “She has a paranoia that we’re always about to run out of fresh water and supplies. She gets worse every year. She still thinks we’re living in the 1970s. Besides those facts, logistics is really your job now, Jennifer. You’re going to have to take it all over next year. It’s just too crazy with her barking all day about bottles of water. Truth be told, she was done micro-managing everything around here when they signed the divorce papers. She’s just too much for everyone to handle and needs to let us do our jobs.”

      “But then she wouldn’t have anything to do,” Lighthouse heard a second, younger woman’s voice reply. “I’m afraid Arthur would actually write her out of the budget entirely.”

      “Don’t be silly, Jennifer.”

      “Really Hilary, everyone is talking about it. With Blake gone, the money will dry up and the project will shut down for good.”

      “Listen to me, Jennifer. That’s just not the case. There’s a foundation which has lots of money. And we’ll certainly get another NSF grant next year. Why do you think Drs. Mellon and Fellowes are out here? They know there’s still lots of money floating around. They’ve been waiting for years to jump onto this project and take it over.”

      Jennifer sighed. “But the NSF money is restricted and not even a tenth the amount to fund a project of this size. It’s sure to shrink with Blake gone.”

      “Don’t be so silly with such talk of things shutting down.”

      “Well, I…”

      “Just a second, Jennifer. May I help you?” Hilary’s voice resonated toward the entrance.

      Lighthouse popped his head inside the tent. “Hello, I’m looking for Dr. Freeman,” he stated to the two women sitting on wood and canvas chairs at a long plastic table covered with various rocks. Hilary was a dusty blond near his own age. Jennifer a decade younger.

      “Dr. Freeman isn’t here right now,” Hilary stated clearly.

      “Ah, okay-” Lighthouse trailed off.

      “But I’m sure one of us could help you,” she proffered to the handsome American in his dusty Carhartt dungarees.

      Lighthouse stepped in through the open canvas flaps and gestured a hand to her. “Name’s Lighthouse. Here on behalf of the Banfield family.”

      “Oh yes, I see,” Hilary stammered. “I’m so sorry. I thought you were someone else,” she stated innocently, standing up to receive him. She shook his hand firmly. “I’m Dr. Hilary Benson-White.”

      “Nice to meet you, Dr. Benson-White,” he said, nodding and holding on to her hand longer than necessary. Her grip was firm and confident, reassuring to the touch. It drew him to her eyes: pupils slightly dilated, eyelashes flickering around blue shining gems, lips subtle yet succulent. She was still a fertile woman.

      “Hello, Mr. Lighthouse. My name is Jennifer Bishop,” she said cordially, standing up and reaching out a hand.

      Lighthouse switched handshakes. “Nice to meet you, Jennifer. Very sad news,” he added, shaking his head. The younger one was less firm in her grip, dainty even. Her conditioner-scented brunette hair bobbed around her wind-reddened cheeks. Lighthouse pointed to the nearest chair.

      “Please,” both women said in unison.

      Everyone sat down.

      Lighthouse cleared his throat. “So I assume you both knew Blake pretty well? On the fact you all worked out here together.”

      They nodded.

      “Sorry for overhearing your conversation earlier, but I didn’t want to interrupt if it was important business,” Lighthouse commented in a friendly manner.

      Both women smiled sincerely, the good-looking man in front of them seeming to have good manners.

      “Nothing is more important than Blake right now,” Dr. Benson-White stated. “How is it that we may help you again, mister um…”

      “Lighthouse.”

      “Yes, sorry. Please go on, Mr. Lighthouse,” Dr. Benson-White replied, smiling broadly.

      “We’ve been packing up his effects at the lodge and were told to come out here and find Dr. Freeman. Track down which tent was Blake’s, that sort of thing. Sorry, but one of you was saying they’re going to shut down this project now that Blake’s gone?” he asked, purposely twisting the words around.

      Dr. Benson-White shot Jennifer a disgruntled look. “Nothing of the sort. The project is very stable. Everyone is just mourning the loss very hard. Such a shocking accident,” she admitted.

      How the more shocking when they soon find out about Nelson’s violent homicide too, Lighthouse pondered. “You’re a medical doctor?” he asked.

      Dr. Benson-White shook her head again. “I’m a professor of anthropology at the University of Minnesota. I just stare at old fossils all day, I’m afraid,” she answered, her standard response to the academic layman.

      Jennifer clicked her tongue and turned to Lighthouse. “She’s being modest. She’s only the chair of the department and like the greatest fauna expert on the planet.”

      Lighthouse nodded. “And yourself?”

      “Well,” Jennifer said, theatrically. “Currently I’m a post doc at Arizona State University, but I’m hoping to transfer to Minnesota to finish up my thesis,” she added, looking at Dr. Benson-White with a tender smile.

      Dr. Benson-White raised an eyebrow at the suggestion.

      Lighthouse turned his attention back to Dr. Benson-White, to her impressive posture more than her impressive business card credentials. She had a stunning younger look about her. She radiated hard work and energy. With a stature unforced and calm, she beamed confidence. Even her clothes—casual and practical wrinkle-free safari button-down shirt over a pair of Levi’s—floated effortlessly across her torso. He could be assured this woman was in the height of her scholastic career, just as he was as a detective. He snapped his fingers then pointed at her. “So can I take it that you’re one of the bosses around here?”

      “Yes, I’m one of the two co-P.I.’s along with Dr. Mabutta,” Dr. Benson-White answered, again modestly.

      “P.I.?”

      “Co-principal Investigator,” Jennifer shot in, craving to get in on the conversation.

      “Which makes Dr. Freeman what?” Lighthouse questioned.

      “Lead paleoanthropological principle investigator,” Jennifer continued, ticking the term off like a good professor herself. “Dr. Freeman is the founder of the excavation and a brilliant man,” she implied.

      “Is that so?” Lighthouse stated, pursing his lips.

      “Absolutely,” Dr. Benson-White answered, backing her understudy up as well as professing her loyalty. “Dozens of published articles bear his name. And even at sixty-nine, the man is an unstoppable mountain goat.”

      “I can’t wait to meet him,” Lighthouse acknowledged.

      “Can I take it you’re investigating the incident?” Dr. Benson-White asked discerningly.

      “Something like that.”

      Dr. Benson-White shook her head in dismay. “Well then, for the record, I personally haven’t a clue about the accident. I wasn’t there and don’t pretend to have looked into it much. Blake just took off before dinner as usual and never returned. In the morning, a TANAPA ranger came and notified us of the accident, and that Blake’s body was being kept at the Sunrise Lodge. And that was the last of the information relayed to me. It’s my understanding the same goes for Dr. Freeman, as well as virtually every other person around here. We’re a small group with only each other to talk to.”

      Lighthouse leaned forward slightly and breathed deeply. Her essence rang easily in his nose. “Must have been devastating news?”

      “Oh course, Mr. Lighthouse. Everyone is still in shock,” Dr. Benson-White stated, her eyes darting downward.

      Lighthouse could tell she was holding something back. Maybe nothing important, but something all the same. He decided not to push too hard for answers that might not even exist.

      “Hilary? Are you in there?” a man called out from the back of the tent.

      “Yes, Streeter,” Dr. Benson-White replied.

      A moment later a strappingly fit, sun-bronzed American man in his late-twenties stepped into the tent. He wore matching Cabela’s work clothes accompanied with a brown leather belt to hold them all to his sculpted body. His Danner leather boots were well-worn but still holding up well, as was his trampled Akubra cowboy hat, Australia’s fanciest. All the guy was missing was a whip to go along with his Indiana Jones persona.

      “What can I do for you, Streeter?” Dr. Benson-White asked.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were in the middle of a meeting,” he said. He stretched out a hand to Lighthouse. “Hi there. I’m Streeter Crawford, GSUF.”

      “Lighthouse,” he said standing up and taking the guy’s firm, steady grip. He had roughened, working-man hands, and he left a small grease stain on Lighthouse’s palm.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Lighthouse,” Crawford continued.

      “A pleasure,” Lighthouse replied. “GSUF?” he repeated to him as he sat back down.

      “Graduate student University of Florida Gainesville,” Crawford rambled off. “I’m in Dr. Freeman’s department,” he added, working on sounding important.

      Lighthouse liked the guy’s confidence. His tone, posture and appearance held little deceit. “Have you been on this project a long time?”

      “Yeah, this is my third full field season,” Crawford answered.

      Lighthouse stood back up and gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder. “That’s great. Then maybe you could show me to Mr. Banfield’s tent? We should let these ladies get back to their work.”

      Crawford looked quizzically at Dr. Benson-White for the answer.

      Dr. Benson-White smiled. “Mr. Lighthouse is here on behalf of the Banfield family, so let’s help him in any way we can,” she informed him.

      “Okay, sure,” Crawford said biting his lip. “You work for Blake’s Dad or something?”

      Lighthouse turned back to the women and said, “Thanks for your time, ladies. Good luck with everything.”

      They nodded cordially while he walked from the tent.

      “Oh, and Hilary,” Crawford said, turning back a last time. “I came by to let you know that I’ve finished inputting all of unit seven. The scatter models match perfectly to the piece plotting from the unit five horizon. If we open up the space between the two, we’re sure to find more eggshell beads there.”

      Dr. Benson-White nodded appreciatively. “Great work, Streeter,” she said.

      Lighthouse was happy to be back outside. He was thirsting for the expansive view.

      “Blake’s villa is over there,” Crawford said, pointing to the end of the camp.

      Lighthouse followed the line to where a few much larger tents converged at the end of the small line of tents. “Lead the way,” he instructed.

      They walked along a trampled grass path past a large charcoal fire pit with a dozen wood and canvas camp chairs strewn around it.

      “Campfire starts at nine,” Crawford said helpfully.

      Lighthouse had to quicken his steps to keep up with his brisk pace, the man a good two inches taller in the legs than himself. “So you’re in Dr. Freeman’s department?” he asked.

      “Yeah. I’m his lead grad on ARC GIS.”

      “Lead on what?”

      Crawford smiled. “I’m the lead engineer of archaeological geographical information sciences, or geographical information systems, as it’s more widely referred to. We plot every single artifact with a GPS coordinate that comes out of the ground then configure it graphically as well as spatially in digital form,” he said proudly, like he was pioneering a new field of science.

      Lighthouse pondered the comment. We live in a world where stones that are thousands of years old get their own personalized GPS coordinates, but kids in ghettos barely have a piece of processed cheese to eat. “So you’re an engineer? Good with facts and figures, that sort of thing?”

      “Kind of.”

      “Maybe a good mechanic too, right? Someone’s gotta make things work way out here in the bush,” Lighthouse added, remembering the grease on his palm.

      Crawford stopped in his tracks. “Yes, thank God,” he rose his hands to the air in happiness. “Finally I meet someone who understands the logistical nightmare in a remote place like this. Try keeping all these vehicles running day to day and making sure all the solar arrays are functional.”

      Lighthouse pat him on the shoulder. “I wish I had a guy like you around my land. I’ve got a finicky two-hundred-year-old mill that really needs a makeover.”

      “Really? A two-hundred-years-old mill?”

      “Our family’s pride and joy.”

      “Early 19th Century,” Crawford voiced to himself. “Spring-fed river?”

      “Yup. Spills out from two glacial lakes.”

      “Must be nice.”

      Lighthouse smiled. It was nice. Really nice. More so since having a family. “So I take it you and Blake were buddies?”

      “I guess you could say that. We’ve been in the same department for the last four years. It’s been really healthy competition. I’d like to think we were friends. Everyone comes from different perspectives but we all have our strengths. Blake was the king of schmooze and multi-tasking, but as to his scientific theories that much is still to be seen. He sometimes forgot you need the data to back up new theories.”

      “But wasn’t that why he was out here, to get the data? Weren’t you going to help him?”

      “Of course I was going to help him. For what he pays, anyone would help him.”

      “Seems he had everyone wrapped around his little finger, huh?”

      Crawford chuckled. “That about sums it up. But I’m totally okay with that. He never once denied me a single equipment request. He brought in the juice to make this a world-class excavation, and we’re all thankful for that.”

      “Does all the money come from his rich father?” Lighthouse asked, leading his witness.

      Crawford shrugged. “How should I know? But his father is a U.S. senator. Blake and I, we usually just debated our theories, or he ordered me around to do things. Mostly, he leaves me alone to get my work done. Just the way I like it. I mean, left me alone. Um, past tense.”

      “So what will you do once the dig closes?”

      Crawford scoffed at the suggestion. “This excavation was here long before Blake came along, and it’ll be here long after him. Dr. Freeman will just have to scale it back a bit, but we’ll scrape by. Archaeology always does,” he said, laughing at his insider pun.

      “What can you tell me about this Robert Nelson character?” Lighthouse started.

      Crawford gawked at the name. “What did he do this time?”

      Lighthouse placed an arm on his left hip. “We heard he really had it in for Blake.”

      Crawford paused, somewhat befuddled. He shook his head. “That’s hard to imagine. Robert idolized Blake.”

      “Ain’t that reason enough?”

      “No. They worked well together. Robert was always giving him new ideas for his project.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes, of course. Maybe Robert’s a douche to women when he’s drunk, but he’s got mad archaeological skills. He’ll be a professor someday,” Crawford stated matter-of-factly.

      “Will he now?”

      Crawford nodded affirmatively. “Robert can teach theory blindfolded. Besides, it’ll give him a steady stream of dreamy-eyed girls to hit on.”

      “Real ladies’ man, huh?” said Lighthouse.

      “Hardly. Robert’s more like a lady predator if you ask me,” he said accusatorially, the verbal jab hard to miss.

      “You guys have a SAT phone out here?” Lighthouse asked, changing the subject.

      “Yeah, Blake used to keep a few around, but I’m not sure what they’ve done with any of them.”

      “Any other way I can get a call out from here?”

      Crawford shook his head. “We were supposed to have two AFSAT dishes this year for Internet and phone, but somehow they never arrived. You have to boot over to the Frankfurt Zoological Building when you need a good connection. Welcome to the African bush, Mr. Lighthouse,” he said goodheartedly.

      “So is Robert Nelson in his tent right now?” questioned Lighthouse innocently.

      “I haven’t seen him yet today. I think he stayed at the Sunrise Lodge last night. Likely he went straight to the excavation from there this morning.”

      “So which tent is his?” Lighthouse inquired.

      “The one right next to mine. Watch your step,” Crawford said, pointing out a large pile of dung. “Our resident elephant likes to come through every few nights or so to let us know he lives here, too.”

      Lighthouse stepped over a large, plate-sized pile of black goo with dozens of sharp needles sticking out from it. “Must be exciting living with wild elephants.”

      “He’s harmless enough. One of the porters set up a water trough for him a few blocks away to keep him happy,” Crawford acknowledged.

      “Baiting him, huh?”

      “Hell no!” Crawford replied. “He’d get the death sentence for poaching inside the park.”

      “I just meant for keeping him away from the camp,” Lighthouse said, recovering his environmental senses.

      “Oh, yeah,” Crawford said, realizing his mistake.

      They stopped in front of a raised wooden veranda and sitting area with a twenty-foot by thirty-foot by twelve-foot high canvas tent built up behind it. Its door and windows were zipped shut.

      “Welcome to Banfield’s luxury villa,” Crawford said. “I wonder who gets it now?”

      “Where’s the truck Blake was driving in when he was killed?” asked Lighthouse.

      “Luckily they brought it back here for us to deal with. I’ve got it parked behind the generator tent. It’s a bloody mess. At least now I can reuse the parts on a couple of our other trucks, versus having to buy my parts from park rangers on their black market. You know, of course, that the parts come from our employees who stripped it off our own trucks in the first place,” Crawford instructed.

      “Lot of that going on around here?”

      “Money seems to smell the same no matter where you are,” Crawford acknowledged wisely.

      Lighthouse nodded. He liked this guy. “Find anything useful in his truck?”

      “Just his backpack under the seat. It had his Garmin GPS and some of his notebooks, but I’ll hand it all back into Dr. Freeman once I extract the project data off it.”

      “Nothing else?”

      “Nope,” Crawford replied honestly.

      Lighthouse pulled a business card from his pocket and handed it to him. “This is my partner’s card. Do me a favor and email him all the files you get from Banfield’s GPS. Okay?”

      Crawford grabbed the card and looked it over. “NYPD,” he voiced aloud. “You’re a cop?”

      “Detective. You’ll email us the files right away, right?”

      “Sure. I can probably do that tomorrow when I’m over at the Zoological Building. They usually have their AFSAT turned on between eleven and noon.”

      “Thanks for your help, Streeter.”

      “No problem. Blake was a great guy and I’m going to miss him. If there’s anything I can do to help, just ask,” Crawford added and walked away.

      Lighthouse stepped up onto the patio and turned to take in the view. A few Thomson’s gazelles bounded about in the grass a few hundred yards off. He imagined his 30.06 Remington in his hands, the soft oiled wood steady to the hold. His taste-buds salivated at the thought of all the tender meat dinners he could have with just a single shot.

      He turned and proceeded to unzip both the vertical and horizontal canvas flaps that made up the door. He fastened it on the pole then walked into the spacious luxury tent. He paced around the room and unzipped a few of the window flaps. With some light came more luxury than he would have imagined: hard wood floors throughout; another large four poster bed in the middle of the room with all its cushy and expensive silk pillows; a beautifully carved rosewood dresser and associated desk; and the back of the tent was partitioned into the bathroom area with his and her sinks, a flush toilet and its own free-standing shower.

      Lighthouse went to the desk and opened the drawers. It had obviously been picked through already. Only remnants like paperclips and scraps of paper were here, not a single penny left where many should be when a person empties their pockets at night. After so much time had passed since the accident, any chance of recovering another stack of cash or a good piece of evidence was clearly out of the question. The security was clearly much better at the Sunrise Lodge.

      Lighthouse dug through the small garbage pail next to the desk, and he pocketed a few scraps of paper with numbers on them. He re-zipped all the windows, walked out the doors and closed the tent back up.

      He sauntered along the path like he’d always belonged in the camp, and made his way over to Robert Nelson’s tent, which coincidently was roughly half the size of Banfield’s toilet and shower room. Once he’d unzipped it and ducked down to get in, the entire inventory of Nelson’s tent lay before him: a double cot mattress laying on the floor; a single thin wooden chair at a rectangular plastic desk covered over with power cords for any number of electronic devices; half a dozen texts and journals spread about; and two duffel bags revealing mostly a man’s dirty clothes, yet two women’s scarves.

      Lighthouse held the scarves to his face and sniffed. Both scarves had the colorful patterns he’d seen so many of the African woman wearing, and these two had obviously been in his bag awhile. Still, Lighthouse was able to discern two faint yet separate scents. The scarves had been worn by different women.

      As he was zipping Nelson’s tent back up, Lighthouse’s peripheral vision spied an African man approaching. The man moved swiftly and effortlessly, native to his surroundings.

      “May I help you, sir?” the African man asked somewhat accusatorily.

      “Nope. I think I got what I needed,” Lighthouse replied. The man was skinny and hid his eyes under a Boston Red Sox cap.

      “May I ask, sir, why you are in Mr. Robert’s tent?” the man continued.

      “Who are you?” Lighthouse demanded back firmly, taking back the upper hand.

      “Joshua, sir.”

      “Nice to meet you, Joshua. So you’re a Red Sox fan, huh?” he pointed out.

      “Yes, sir. It is the favorite team of Mr. Blake,” Joshua said, preying his eyes into the tent.

      “So you and Mr. Blake were friends?”

      “Mr. Blake, he was my boss, sir.” He moved his head downward ever so slightly, more like a craning of the neck than a bow of the head.

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes, sir. I was his personal porter here at the camp.”

      Lighthouse zipped up Nelson’s tent. “I work with the Banfield family. I came to get some of Mr. Blake’s personal belongings and such.”

      “Yes, sir,” Joshua said a bit more subserviently this time, the answer having been unexpected.

      Lighthouse knew sneaky men when he was around them. They all had similar tells of character: the avoidance of eye contact, the twitchy movements of the head, the condescending tone toward authority. Joshua was one of these men. “You know, I bet you could help me.”

      “Help you, sir?”

      Lighthouse decided to ruffle some feathers a bit. “Yeah. I need to find out who torched Mr. Robert’s vehicle last night and killed him.”

      “Sir?” Joshua questioned, confused.

      “This is Mr. Robert’s tent, is it not?”

      “Yes.”

      “So you knew him, too?

      “Yes.”

      “So then you also knew that Mr. Robert was murdered last night, right?”

      Joshua was confused and lifted his finger to his nose. “Mr. Blake, he’s the one dead, sir.”

      “Yeah, him too. Mr. Blake and Mr. Robert are both dead,” Lighthouse disclosed.

      Joshua’s face twitched, genuinely surprised. “I don’t understand, sir.”

      “Mr. Robert was killed in the fire last night.”

      “No, sir!” Joshua shook his head. “Mr. Robert stay at the Sunrise Lodge last night.”

      Lighthouse shook his head. “Nope. He was found burnt to death in his truck this morning. He never made it back anywhere last night. I thought you’d already know this, being a personal porter around the camp and all,” he remarked.

      Joshua shook his head, mumbled to himself and quickly skulked away.

      Lighthouse watched him until the moment Joshua finally turned a last time to dart a quick, suspicious look over his shoulder. Lighthouse knew it wouldn’t be long before the news would blister through the camp.

      Lighthouse found nothing else of interest around Nelson’s place so he moved on to the generator tent to have a good look at the vehicle.

      The truck was mangled as if it had collided with a SUV head-on. There was congealed, blackened blood on the driver’s seat and door and two bloody handprints on the window.

      Lighthouse was looking for some telling piece of evidence to link the two deaths together. He wanted to find something in common but so far nothing was jumping out at him. That both victims died in their cars and worked at the same excavation site was about it. Banfield was just as likely to have crashed and gotten eaten by a lion as could be presumed a victim of foul play. Or was Blake killed and Robert Nelson knew who did it and was taken out as a consequence? he wondered. He shook his head to dissipate his thoughts. Speculation would do him no good right now.

      He left the generator tent and returned to Crispin in the parking lot. They saddled back up and headed off to track down Dr. Freeman at the project excavation site.
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      The Gol Mountain excavation site rested in a jagged depression recently ripped open by a strong earthquake along East Africa’s tri-radial tectonic plate. It measured three-football-fields-long, 100’ wide and 300’ deep. A good deal of money and time had gone into the project’s construction, including a semi-permanent visitor’s center with covered viewing and seating areas overlooking the dig, and a small two-room museum near the parking lot.

      Lighthouse walked into the visitor’s center, where six Western tourists were milling about. He peered down the side of the ledge and watched as two dozen or so researchers on different levels of scaffolding worked their respective plots in the sides of the exposed earth. Never having been at an archaeological excavation before, it was deeper and more dangerous than he’d expected. Daylight certainly didn’t penetrate all the way down to the bottom of the hole.

      The Timex read 2:13 p.m. He reached into his pocket, grabbed a Kleenex and wiped the dirt from around his mouth. The drive over from the tented camp had been brutally dusty.

      As he decided what to do next, a stocky five-foot-six African man in his early forties sporting Levi jeans and a Florida State Gators baseball cap walked into the seating area and cleared his throat. The man took in an odd gulp of air then spoke to the small assembled group.

      “Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen. My name is Dr. Mabutta,” he remarked with a bright smile. “I’m the senior lecturer at the University of Dar es Salaam’s Anthropological Unit and one of the principal investigators of the excavation you are witnessing in front of you today.” He paused to take a swig from a plastic water bottle. “Now, two of the most famous paleoanthropological sites in the world are found within the Serengeti National Park and the Ngorongoro Conservation Area. To the east of us lies Olduvai Gorge which is one hundred meters deep and spans forty-six kilometers east to west. The exposed two million year sediments contain extensive vertebrate fossil records, including hominins, which are important in the study of human evolution. Sixty-five hominin remains have been extracted from Olduvai so far: Australopithecus Paraanthropus boisei, Homo habilis and Homo erectus,” he lectured, his English fluent yet with a soft, slow-rolling accent. To the trained ear, he was American educated at the university level, but to the naked eye lived in the body of a short, smiling Tanzanian.

      Dr. Mabutta licked his large lips before continuing, “Further, Olduvai Gorge is the type-site for the earliest stone tools, the Oldowan technocomplex. The Plio-Pleistocene site of Laetoli is located thirty-six kilometers south of Olduvai Gorge in a rolling, open plains setting in the Serengeti ecosystem and may be viewed as contiguous with Olduvai Side Gorge. The Laetoli site is famous for two remarkable sets of discoveries by the late Mary Leakey. First is Australopithecus afarensis, it’s fragments of post-cranial bones, jaws and teeth that of an ape-like human ancestor. The artifact dates back three point eight million years ago. Until 1995, Afarensis was our earliest known ancestor,” he stated, taking in another sip from his water bottle before again loudly gulping in some air. “The second important discovery is several trails of footprints made by three individuals about three point six million years ago. The hominin’s steps are imprinted upon a fine-grained volcanic ash, and they document the world’s only undisputed evidence for the origin of habitual bipedal locomotion in the human lineage.”

      He smiled and moved his short legs from one foot to the other. “Here at the Freeman-Mabutta Gol Mountain Excavation, we’re proud to report eleven complete hominin skeletons have so far been excavated and catalogued. And we have another thirteen still being excavated.” Dr. Mabutta pointed down to the excavation. “Here you can see our process is designed to maximize vertical and lateral variability in the material recovered. The vertical spread is aimed at obtaining data on cultural and environmental change over time, and the lateral spread we look at is prompted by the search for distribution.” He pointed to the scaffolding. “As you can clearly see, we have structured the excavation around occupation floors which, in the archaeological sciences, refers to the ephemeral campsites representing brief episodes of human activity or occupation. Such as Beds I and II at Olduvai Gorge. We are looking at shedding light on whatever settlement system, if any, existed during all the radically different periods found here. Fortunately for us, we have extensively exposed stratigraphy. On the top strata, the earliest deposits tend to be that of clayey silts, varying in color from brown to gray and often containing abundant concretions with heavily eroded upper surface. These are clearly low-energy deposits, because we have no large stones present. Overlaying the clayey silts are massive buff-colored silts which are capped by a well-developed soil that forms the modern surface with a maximum thickness of thirty centimeters. It seems clear then that the sequence of deposits reflects considerable variation in hydrological regime, ground cover or both,” said the informative professor.

      Lighthouse listened, enthralled. The professor was well-rehearsed, like he was reading from his own textbook.

      Dr. Mabutta motioned toward the top of the scaffolding where an older white female and her male African student were busy brushing soil into a hanging pail. “You can witness Dr. McCarthy and one of her graduate students, Harold Mbingbi, working the initial two meters, representing the last one hundred forty thousand geological years. On this bed alone we have seven markedly different and chronologically separate geological stages with anatomically modern humans in each level, some of mixed occurrences,” he paused. “Today, we’ve opened up a new grid excavation done horizontally into the earth. These upper strata are dense with artifacts and show wonderful evidence of both Middle and Late Stone Age debris as far back as one hundred twenty thousand years before present era. If you stop by the museum and gift shop, you’ll be able to see some of the quartzite stone tools such as scrapers, borers, radially prepared cores and flake choppers from this site on display. Most of the artifacts found here to date imply affiliation with the Middle Stone Age horizon which is the start of convergent technology using dorsal scars and retouched edges, whereas the Late Stone Age horizon-bearing sediments are particularly abundant with smaller, lighter and sharper white quartz stone tools. Now forty thousand years later we just go to Home Depot,” he joked.

      The crowd smiled and laughed.

      Dr. Mabutta drew a deep breath and pointed into the crevice. “As the stratigraphy descends all the way down towards four million years ago, with lower soils culturally sterile across the board. The scatter debris is scant at best. A large quartzite hand-axe is the usual rule of thumb to stumble upon from time to time. Yet, here at the Gol site we have an exception to all the rules. We’ve found anatomically correct modern human remains as far back as three point six million years ago and everywhere in-between. This site is challenging what we know about hominin prehistory.”

      One of the men in the audience raised his hand.

      “Yes?” Dr. Mabutta said.

      “You find modern human remains all the way back to three million years ago, yes?” he asked with a German accent. “But you have no stone tools to go with them. This could just be a onetime burial ground that had a sinkhole, yes?”

      Dr. Mabutta smiled brightly and bowed. “You are most well-read, sir. That is the current counter-theory against our findings at the moment. Though it seems much of the remains resemble the same morphology, the displacement in this style of sediments is unusually slight. Over a dozen geological specialists have been hard pressed to find an analogue for this phenomena,” he answered knowledgably.

      The German man nodded his head. He wasn’t about to back down easily. “But what does the radio carbon dating suggest?”

      “The bones from every level are highly mineralized, and none of them are young enough to radiocarbon date. This further strengthens the case against a burial mound or pit, as these remains must clearly be older than fifty or sixty thousand years before present where there are no known analogues for burial rituals.”

      The German shook his head and sighed skeptically. Persisting, he said, “But your remains, they are so complete, it is rather impossible. Of course remains are often protected by temperature and moisture during burial, leaving intact skeletal remains. But in your case, does not this reinforce the idea of a sunken burial ground?”

      “As does submersion in alkaline water or, conversely, in dense vegetation,” Dr. Mabutta pinged back.

      “It must be a sinking burial site.”

      Dr. Mabutta raised a palm in the air to signal a truce. He wished to continue his lecture unabated. “Lastly, I wish to state that we don’t know what, if any, are the secondary contexts being played out here. In many areas, other than with fossils, we’re having a hard time with the sparse information to warrant any sorts of taxonomic determinations. Only further excavations will help us determine any new working theories. But given the fluvial origins of the deposits, the occurrences represented in the many level of strata as we’ve marked them, makes no indication that our hypotheses are incorrect.”

      Lighthouse turned away from the lecture and took in the breathtaking surroundings: a large volcano cone rose high in the distance, its millions-of-years-old lava remnants the formations of large escarpments in all directions.

      Dr. Mabutta sipped from his water bottle. “Any questions?”

      None forthcoming, the small group clapped appreciation then dispersed back to their vehicles.

      Lighthouse approached the soft-spoken professor.

      “Hello, and how may I help you?” Dr. Mabutta inquired pleasantly, beaming a healthy set of pearly whites.

      “I’m looking for Dr. Freeman,” Lighthouse stated.

      Dr. Mabutta took in another odd bird-like gulp of air. “In regards to what, may I inquire?” he asked in a professionally protective manner.

      “I need his signature on the release form for Mr. Blake Banfield’s remains,” Lighthouse stated.

      “Oh,” said Dr. Mabutta, letting out a rush of air. “You might have to wait an hour or two, if that’s okay?”

      “But you can confirm that Dr. Freeman is here?”

      “Yes, that’s correct.” The professor looked down at his watch. “You’ll need to speak to Dr. Plovers and see what time he’s scheduled to come up from the ladders.”

      Lighthouse nodded then switched gears quickly, asking, “Why did so many people hate Robert Nelson?”

      Another gulp of air followed by silence. “Excuse me?”

      “Robert Nelson. You’ve worked with him. Why did everyone hate him?” Lighthouse pestered him.

      “If you are asking if he is a member of the excavation team, then the answer is yes. I’m sorry, but how does Robert have anything to do with a signature from Dr. Freeman?”

      “Nothing. Or maybe everything. I don’t know yet,” Lighthouse replied, muddling up more confusion.

      Dr. Mabutta wrinkled his brow.

      “But really, why didn’t people like Robert Nelson?”

      “What’s all this about Robert?” asked Dr. Mabutta, perplexed.

      “Someone really didn’t like him.”

      Dr. Mabutta frowned. “I’m sorry, but that’s obviously a human resources issue, and not one I’m at liberty to address,” he replied bureaucratically, like this has come up over and over again in his many years in university settings.

      “You wouldn’t have any reason to go and kill Mr. Nelson, would you?”

      Dr. Mabutta blew air out at the suggestion. “What are you insinuating?”

      Lighthouse pressed his case. “There’s no little cover-up going on out here, is there?”

      “Did Robert say that? Or someone say that about him?” Dr. Mabutta asked, confused.

      “I’m asking you,” Lighthouse said, a little too forcefully.

      Dr. Mabutta grit his teeth, turned on his heels and scuttled away in a hurry.

      “Is everything okay over here?” asked a woman who walked in.

      “Everything’s just dandy,” Lighthouse replied, turning to her. She had thick, graying hair wrapped in a bun and reading glasses framing out her healthy-weighted cheeks. Dressed in safari fashion straight out of an upper-middle-class American department store catalogue, he guessed her age to be late fifties. For a splash of color against her safari khakis, she wore a traditional scarf around her neck. “You look like just the person who can help me track down Dr. Freeman,” he said to her.

      “Who may I tell him is calling?” she asked secretarially.

      “Name’s Lighthouse, ma’am,” he stuck out a hand to the American woman.

      “Dr. Martha Plovers,” she greeted back professionally.

      “Nice to meet you, Dr. Plovers.”

      She nodded like she had more important things to do.

      “If you could just relay to Dr. Freeman that Senator Banfield is requesting a few minutes of his time.”

      “Oh my, yes of course,” Dr. Plovers said, realizing right away the significance of the name and straightening up her posture. She unconsciously patted her hair into place. “Senator Banfield is here to meet him?”

      Lighthouse bit his lip and nodded.

      “Then I’ll get a message to Dr. Freeman right away. He’s still down on level nine I believe, but we’ll call down there and get him up here right away. If you could please wait for a few minutes,” she said nicely. She took a small walkie talkie out of her pocket, walked over to the corner of the seating area and spoke into it. Moments later she returned.

      Lighthouse nodded his head. “He came to Tanzania right away when he learned his son had been murdered,” he informed her.

      “Murdered?!” Dr. Plovers said, aghast.

      “Yes, ma’am. Horrible thing.”

      “He wasn’t murdered. He died in a tragic car accident,” she stated categorically. “Are you telling me Senator Banfield came all this way because he thought Blake had been murdered? Oh my gosh!”

      Lighthouse put his hands on his hips. “A car accident? We were told he was thrown to the lions.”

      “Oh my gosh, no. That’s not the truth,” she said, flustered. “Well, yes it may be a part of it. They think he was killed by a lion after first crashing his truck into a rock embankment. The lion was only the second act.”

      “So he was murdered then. By the lion,” Lighthouse said, smirking.

      Dr. Plovers looked him in the eye. “Have you been playing games with me this entire time?” she asked, somewhat more playfully, like she’d just had the wool pulled over her eyes.

      Lighthouse lit a smile. “My Pa calls it nonsense talking.”

      She gently tapped him on the arm. “You’re smarter than you look, Mr. Lighthouse. Guess that’s why you work for a senator.”

      “Something like that.” Lighthouse paused then snapped his fingers. “Hey, I almost forgot. Is Robert Nelson around here somewhere?”

      “Robert? Well I’m not sure. I haven’t laid eyes on him yet today, so I really couldn’t tell you. Why?” she inquired.

      “I’m afraid that information’s above my pay grade, ma’am,” Lighthouse replied playfully.

      She smiled.

      “They were just talking about Robert over at the tented camp, so I thought I’d better ask around about it. Something about a threat to the guy. That someone had it out for him. Have you heard anything like that?”

      Dr. Plovers blushed. “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.”

      “Fool me who?” Lighthouse asked quizzically.

      She giggled. “You’re adorable.” She looked down at his hand. “Where’s your wedding ring?”

      “I’m not married.” He looked at her ring-less finger. “You?”

      She brushed her hair back and openly said, “Oh God, happily divorced long ago.”

      “Hmm.”

      She fluttered her eyelashes then stated, “A strapping young man like you probably gets your pick of the litter.”

      “How about Robert Nelson? He get his pick of the litter, too?” he asked, bringing the conversation back to a serious tone.

      “I’m sorry? What?”

      “Nelson, he’s a real ladies’ man, I hear.”

      “You’re hard to follow, Mr. Lighthouse, but you must know that already.”

      “It’s an easy question to answer. Is Robert a ladies’ man or not?”

      “Okay yes, he can be quite charming. But aren’t all men in their thirties?” she demanded back, her cheeks flushing sexy red. She bounced on her heels. “I hate to be too forward but is this line of questioning your little way of trying to ask me out? What have you heard about Robert and me?” she added speculatively, smiling the suggestion away.

      “Haven’t heard nothing, ma’am,” Lighthouse said, leaning in to take an inconspicuous whiff. Her pheromones roared in his nostrils. This was a woman readying herself to mate.

      A six-foot fit African man in his late twenties walked up. His large nostrils flared. He too wore a Florida Gators baseball cap, but the rest of him was garb in some dusty drab socialist green and beige tone that most of the African men donned.

      “Miss?” the man said in a soft broken English.

      “Yes, Abdul?” Dr. Plovers replied.

      Abdul smiled and nodded.

      “Have you finished on level three?’ Dr. Plovers asked, more trying to make it a fact than a question.

      “Yes, ma’am. And Dr. Markham, he thinks it’s complete. Wants your advice right away, ma’am.”

      “Excellent work, Abdul. Tell him I’ll be right there,” she praised, as one would to a good dog.

      Abdul nodded and left.

      “Well, Mr. Lighthouse, strange as it was I guess I’ll have to say it’s been a pleasure meeting you.” She batted her lashes again, hoping the flutters would somehow reach an intended target.

      “The pleasure was all mine,” he added with a toothy grin.

      “Please give my condolences to Senator Banfield. Blake’s loss will certainly be a loss for all of humanity,” Dr. Plovers said lastly before heading off to catch up with Abdul.

      Lighthouse sat down on a bench and closed his eyes. He listened, dissecting the sounds whistling through the environment: the grasses rustling, six birds whistling distinct pitches, metal clanking under the constant steps of boots, an engine revving from the parking lot. Activity. Lots of bustling activity.

      Eyes still closed, he shut out the sounds and focused instead on inner thoughts. Mahoney had been right—this truly was a once-in-a-lifetime trip. Lighthouse wished it hadn’t been on a work assignment. Ashley would love a vacation like this. Someday maybe, in fifteen years when Holgate was old enough, he could bring them out here to experience it themselves.

      “Senator Banfield?” an older, husky, uncertain voice rang in his ears.

      Lighthouse opened his eyes to a seventy-year-old, goateed, mad-professor type standing before him.

      The man wiped his brow with his fingers, leaving a residual clay line in place of where the sweat had beaded. “Someone was looking for me?”

      Lighthouse stood and stuck out his hand. “Dr. Freeman, I presume? My name is Lighthouse, and I’m here on behalf of Senator Banfield,” he reported.

      “Where’s the Senator?” Dr. Freeman shot back.

      “He’s at the Embassy in Da es Salaam. Like I said, I’m out here on his behalf.”

      “Oh, I see. What is it I can do for you, Mr. Lighthouse?” He looked behind his shoulder like he had better things to do.

      “Neat place you’ve got out here,” Lighthouse said offhandedly, hoping some small talk would loosen his tongue. “What with the camp and all, you must have a hundred people working for you.”

      “One hundred eighteen on the official roster, give or take a few. But look around and you’ll see there’s a better than fifty-fifty ratio of first and second year African students to their foreign research colleagues,” Dr. Freeman stated, like it was some big deal.

      “I’m told you’re the acting director out here?” Lighthouse voiced freely.

      “That’s correct. I’m the chairman and executive director of this international project,” Dr. Freeman replied proudly, yet smugly.

      “So everything eventually coming across your desk then, is that correct? The big decisions and such?”

      Dr. Freeman nodded. “I’m not sure I like where this conversation is heading.”

      “Probably not. But I still have to ask. Was it you and Blake, or just Blake who decided to get into the gem smuggling racket?” Lighthouse surmised, outright speculating the bad act.

      Dr. Freeman guffawed. “I beg your pardon!”

      “You said it yourself, everything comes across your desk.:

      “I beg your pardon,” Dr. Freeman replied defensively.

      “You can’t tell me you didn’t know a portion of the money for this excavation was coming from the gems Blake was selling in all the lodges. Too lucrative for you not to know.”

      “I certainly did not! I would never sanction such a thing,” Dr. Freeman declared.

      Lighthouse opened his jacket and placed his hand on Lucy. “Senator Banfield sent me here to get answers,” he demanded. “Where’d you think all the money was coming from to fund something like this?”

      “From all the phone sales and rental income streams,” he rebuked. He pointed his finger at Lighthouse. “You’d better hope you have concrete evidence to back up your wild allegations, sir!”

      “We’ve already got enough evidence to destroy this entire project when we expose it,” Lighthouse attested firmly.

      “Oh, I see now. Is this some blackmail trick you’re trying to entrap me in?” alleged Dr. Freeman, his tone shifting. “Get me Senator Banfield on the line right this minute! Let’s find out who you really are!”

      For the first time on the trip, Lighthouse pulled out his gold shield and threw it around his neck. “Detective Lighthouse, NYPD homicide division. I’m here investigating on behalf of Senator Banfield directly. Get the U.S. Embassy on the line and you’ll have your confirmation,” he said pulling rank. He pointed in the man’s face. “You finding me out here should be a really good clue to the extent of your problems right about now. You got murder going on around here, professor.”

      Dr. Freeman looked at the badge, calmed down, then snuck his eyes to the ground. “Gem smuggling. Really?”

      “Likely out of the Congo. It might be what got him killed,” Lighthouse speculated. “You’ve lived in this part of the world half your life, so surely you had an idea of what was going on?”

      Dr. Freeman shook his head. “Forty-two years I’ve dedicated to this continent. Maybe I’d been so busy with the excavation that I’d closed my eyes to what Blake was doing.”

      “Dr. Freeman?” a petite voice called out from the visitor entrance.

      “Over here, Margarete,” Dr. Freeman replied, waving her over.

      A fit, college-aged African woman walked toward them. Attired in a bush hat and hand-me-down safari clothes, she informed him, “The senior team is waiting for you in the lab tent.”

      “Thank you, Margarete. Tell them I’ll be there in ten minutes,” he said, waving her away.

      “You might be late,” countered Lighthouse.

      Dr. Freeman looked him in the eyes. “Will I, Detective?”

      “We’ve got a lot of notes to compare, you and I. And I want to make sure we get it all done properly.”

      “Not your first rodeo is it, Detective? You’ve been to the Sunrise and the tented camp already, and after interviewing everyone the bulls-eye lands here,” Dr. Freeman said, pointing at his own chest. “You met with Sarah, too, I presume? That woman will say anything to get under my skin and try to stay close to me. She doesn’t know anything. Doesn’t have a clue, that woman,” he added, almost protectively.

      “She the one babbling on about water and trucks?” Lighthouse said, knowing he was right.

      Dr. Freeman nodded. “That’d be her. It was very unpleasant living with an acute micro-manager around me all day long,” he admitted.

      “How often do people get killed on your projects?” Lighthouse interjected.

      “Never. Blake is the first fatality in my entire academic career.”

      “And you didn’t find that strange?” Lighthouse pressed.

      “Are you asking me if it was strange that an accident finally happened out here? Come on, Detective, look around you.” He swept his arms wide. “I’ve managed hundreds of people over forty-two years, and suddenly one kid dies in a car wreck and all the blame falls on me? Accidents lurk around every corner. Blake wasn’t the first mzungu to die in these extremes, and he certainly won’t be the last.”

      “You hit that one right on the hammer,” Lighthouse agreed.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Your second death just happened so much sooner than anyone expected.”

      “I’m not following you anymore, Detective?”

      Lighthouse bobbed his head up and down. “I think you know what I’m talking about, professor.”

      Dr. Freeman held a blank stare.

      “Robert Nelson.”

      “I’m sorry. Now we’re talking about Robert?”

      Lighthouse shook his head back and forth. “Gosh, you haven’t heard? We had to peel Robert’s skin off the steering wheel of his truck this morning. Real ugly sight. Body was all crispy. I’ve had to endure that burnt chicken smell all morning.”

      The blood drained from Dr. Freeman’s typically stoic face. Suddenly he looked the older man he was, cracks beginning to show in his pillar of life.

      Another African student came and interrupted the conversation. “They said to tell you the cataloguing meeting is about to begin, sir.”

      Dr. Freeman didn’t respond, still in shock over more terrible news to befall his life’s work. He gazed back at Lighthouse. “Really, Detective, Robert Nelson is dead?”

      Lighthouse nodded. “Murdered in his vehicle last night and set ablaze.”

      “Murdered!” he said, incredulously.

      Lighthouse nodded.

      Dr. Freeman turned to the African man and said, “Thank you, Mohammed, that’ll be all for today. Let all the African staff know we’re taking the rest of the day off from work,” he commanded, waving the student off. “Detective Lighthouse, if what you are telling me is correct, then it seems I have an emergency meeting to hold with my colleagues.”

      “Then let’s reconvene this conversation later,” Lighthouse said.

      Dr. Freeman hunched over. “This news is going to come like a thunderbolt out of the sky for everyone. I need some time to shut down the excavation for the day,” he stated, suddenly in a state of grieving distress.

      Lighthouse couldn’t discern if the man’s grief was for Nelson or the reputation of his work. “Shutting down for the day might be for the best,” he agreed, thinking there were a lot of people to interview.

      “Let me suggest that we meet back up at the tented camp so all the members of my team can join in on the discussions.”

      Lighthouse nodded. “Sounds like a solid plan to me. I’ll let you get on with it then,” he stated then slipped away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      In Dar es Salaam, Mahoney relaxed around a conference table in the sanctity of the U.S. Embassy compound. It had been a smelly hour and a half flight followed by an even less enjoyable hour-long honk through chaotic Third World traffic. But once he’d made it inside the Embassy’s steely gates, his fortitude had risen greatly. It felt much safer than being out on the streets. Case in point, he’d gone through two x-rays and four Marine guards just to get in through the first line of swinging steel front doors.

      “Mr. Mahoney, nice to see you again,” Senator Banfield declared, walking into the room followed by Agent Mary Rigsby, whom Mahoney had met earlier upon arrival.

      “The pleasure’s all mine, Senator,” replied Mahoney, sloppily jumping to his feet.

      “I want to thank you again for getting Blake back to me,” Senator Banfield acknowledged then sat down.

      “No problem, sir. Was just thankful to help out.”

      “Take a seat everyone,” Senator Banfield commanded. “What else did you find up there?”

      Mahoney plopped back into his seat. “Not much yet, I’m afraid. But we have reason to believe his death was not entirely accidental,” he said, flaming the fires.

      “God dammit!” Senator Banfield expelled loudly.

      “Sir, if I may?” Agent Rigsby interjected, pulling a folder out from under her arm and opening it on the table.

      Senator Banfield nodded. “Go ahead, Rigsby. Just the facts.”

      “Our specialists have performed initial post mortems on both bodies, and in the case of your son, he sustained a high-impact collision cracking his frontal skull consistent with automobile windshield impacts. There was significant face and skull fragment abrasion,” she said, frowning. She paused, unable to decide if she should go on.

      Senator Banfield grabbed a water bottle and took a long sip. “Well don’t hold back now.”

      “Well, sir, the rest of the body was another matter.”

      “Just tell it like it is,” Senator Banfield declared. He took another sip of water to calm himself down, and looked around the room for something stronger.

      Agent Rigsby bobbed her head and looked back at the paper. “The lower torso had much of the skin, muscle and fat torn away from the bone and eaten by what appears to be lion bicuspids. But the final cause of death is still undetermined, sir,” she reported weakly.

      “What about this other fellow? This Robert Nelson colleague of his.”

      “Sir, if I may?” Mahoney cut in.

      “Go ahead, Mahoney.”

      “The other man was murdered by violent strangulation followed by incineration. We ruled it a homicide at the scene.”

      “God damn Chinese!” Senator Banfield burst out.

      “Sir?” Mahoney continued.

      “What?!” Senator Banfield exclaimed.

      Mahoney popped an unlit cigarette in his mouth. “With this new development, it would be unwise to rule out foul play with your son,” he instructed.

      “I agree, sir,” Agent Rigsby seconded.

      “Fuck it all!” Senator Banfield screamed, throwing his water bottle against the wall. He stood from his chair and pointed at Agent Rigsby. “I want this investigation cranked up ASAP. I don’t care how many man hours need to be logged. Get it done!”

      Rigsby nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Call the Chinese consulate, and I mean now. I want these culprits brought to justice,” Senator Banfield ranted.

      “Yes, sir,” Rigsby said, penciling some notes.

      Mahoney rose from his chair. “Don’t worry, Senator. We’ll see to it that justice is served here,” he stated, hoping Lighthouse was having a better time of it in the bush.
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      Lighthouse was furious. He’d been hoodwinked. Dr. Freeman never came back to the tented camp that afternoon. Nor did he show for dinner. It wasn’t until dark when the roads were closed to traffic and everyone else had already arrived and dined that Lighthouse learned from Jennifer, who he’d met earlier in the day, that Dr. Freeman had been scheduled weeks ago to fly out of the Serengeti today.

      Worse, no one knew—or would reveal—Dr. Freeman’s whereabouts. Jennifer and Dr. Plovers both shrugged when asked, stating only that he flew to Arusha today and they had no further knowledge of the professor’s onward plans or bookings.

      The murder of Robert Nelson cast the camp into a somber mood. Most of the 100 odd researchers and students retired to their tents after dinner. But a few hung around talking gossip and conspiracy, and a grouping of African students crowded around the campfire speaking in hushed, superstitious tones—it was a very bad omen that another death had come today.

      Dr. Plovers and two men were seated outside at a long table lit by candlelight, seemingly observing the brilliant array of stars glistening overhead. The first man, lean and in his fifties, sat next to Dr. Plovers and rested both elbows on the table. Rounding out the troupe across from them was a stout man in his forties who rocked on a wooden chair a good foot from the table, his yarmulke lopsided from the motion.

      Lighthouse checked the time: it was 9:47 p.m. He decided to join them and sat next to the Jew, and directly across the table from Dr. Plovers, who was rewrapping her scarf more tightly around her neck.

      “Well good evening to you, Detective,” Dr. Plovers said, welcomingly raising a glass of wine in the air. “We’re happy you could join us. Have you met Dr. Jeffrey Markham or Dick Meyers yet? Jeffrey teaches at Wyoming State and Dick lives in Chicago,” she added.

      “Can’t say I’ve had the pleasure,” Lighthouse said, addressing them. He thrust out a hand across the table. “Name’s Lighthouse.”

      “Jeff Markham,” he replied with a firm handshake.

      “Dick Meyers,” he stated casually in a baritone voice, bobbing back on his chair and giving a two-finger salute.

      Lighthouse nodded. Two bottles of cheap South African Pinotage were empty on the table. He turned to Dr. Markham. “What subject do you teach?”

      “I’m head of the geology department,” Dr. Markham stated matter-of-factly.

      “Great,” replied Lighthouse. He turned to Meyers. “And you?”

      “I’m just here as an avocational archaeologist,” Meyers responded, wrinkling his nose.

      “A what?” Lighthouse

      “Don’t let him fool you,” Dr. Markham stated. “Dick’s got a PhD in Chicago bachelorhood and entrepreneurism, and he joined our team by donating a philanthropic pittance to be out here,” he remarked spitefully, his liquored lips flapping loosely.

      “Now, Jeffery,” Dr. Plovers responded, putting a hand on his arm.

      It quickly became apparent to Lighthouse that Drs. Plovers and Markham enjoyed an easy relationship. They had obviously hooked up in the distant past but still somehow remained proper friends.

      Meyers flattened his chair back down on the ground. “So Martha tells us you’re a homicide detective from New York City. Here on assignment for Senator Banfield, she tells us?” he said, changing the subject.

      “That’s about the gist of it,” replied Lighthouse.

      “My money’s on Dr. Freeman,” Dr. Markham stated. “He and Blake argued all the time. They both have short fuses if they don’t get what they want. I can see the old bugger wanting the kid out of the picture.”

      “Jeffrey, that’s a terrible accusation!” Dr. Plovers exclaimed, fuming. “Arthur Freeman is an honorable man and a trusted colleague.”

      “I’m not saying he’s not a good colleague, Martha, but Arthur squeals his horn for all to hear way too often for my patience,” Dr. Markham continued in a drunken snicker.

      Dr. Plovers snickered too. “I’m so sorry, Detective. Jeffery is referring to Dr. Freeman’s terribly off-tune playing of his trumpet at six a.m. each morning.”

      Dr. Markham cracked up another short drunken laugh. “I’m no detective, Detective, but two disagreeable deaths in about as many days seems oddly suspicious. I sense there’s a big conspiracy to sort out.”

      “Jeffrey!”

      Dick Meyers cleared his throat, and finally came out of the verbal shadows. “Statistically speaking, they are more likely separate events. If you count all the random scenarios and choices occurring each and every moment out here, that is.”

      “Could be,” Lighthouse acknowledged.

      Meyers gulped down some wine and looked affectionately toward Dr. Plovers. “But I wish to digress for a moment. We hadn’t finished our conversation on the subject of vehicular trampling and the quarrying of the park for road gravels in artifact-rich hillside deposits. I wanted to say that that’s the real crime here. Its onset is perhaps the most notorious threat to pre-historical cultural heritage known. It must end immediately if we are to have any real chance of preservation,” he commented, his thoughts nowhere near the deaths of two young scientists from the excavation.

      “Dick, please, this is not the time or place,” Dr. Plovers stressed gently. “It’s not that we don’t all agree with you, but it’s about priorities. Do we spend loads of money holding seminars for government officials who couldn’t care less about our cause, or do we spend the money digging holes in the ground now and extracting the valuable research that we can?”

      “That’s what I’m saying,” Meyers declared. “Stop it all. Don’t spend anything. Close the whole place off for cultural resource management first. They need to stop all development. It would give me the three years I need to get the funding to build a raised gondola throughout the park. A gondola system would solve all the problems.”

      “Hmm,” Lighthouse expelled. “A gondola sounds good for out here. How many tourists come through here each year?”

      Meyers sat up straight. “More than six hundred thousand, and growing. Multiply that by three hundred dollars per head and then count in the savings of diesel and road construction…” Meyers trailed off, gesturing numbers in the air. “And factor in repair and ecological trampling, and the gondola’s financial numbers seem less daunting,” he answered proudly. He snapped his fingers. “Maybe an infrastructure bond is the way to go here.”

      Dr. Markham let out another snicker. “Glad you’ve thought this out so thoroughly, Dick.”

      Meyers shook his head in dismay. “But it’ll never happen now. Blake was going to back the initial phases of the project. And there’s no way I can navigate all the red tape around here. Now that he’s gone, I don’t know what I’ll do. It’s a complete nightmare.”

      “I vote you should go back to Chicago and keep trading steel,” Dr. Markham snipped.

      “Jeffrey, that’s enough!” Dr. Plovers demanded, hitting him harder on the arm this time.

      “Look at him. He’s obviously good at it,” Dr. Markham remarked facetiously, not liking any man who thought they could buy their way into the hallowed halls of academia.

      Meyers, having not listened in the slightest, continued his environmental diatribe, “Just look at Nasera Rock Shelter, Loiyangalani River, Gol Kopjes. Destruction, destruction, destruction. All linked to vehicles of one source or another. Blake had made an appointment for us to meet with the Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism to figure it all out. But I’ve never been given the confirmation details forwarded to my email, so don’t know what to do next.”

      A porter popped out of the darkness and set hot water and tea bags on the table. “Karibu,” he said before walking away with the empty wine bottles.

      “Hey, Dick, why don’t you sensationalize Robert’s murder and turn it into a tour,” Dr. Markham offered sarcastically.

      “Poor, poor Robert,” Dr. Plovers voiced sadly. “To be killed in such a manner. They say being burnt to death is the worst possible way to go. Is that correct, Detective?”

      Lighthouse had no idea what way to die was the worst. Death was death. Regardless, he nodded in the affirmative.

      “He was so young and vibrant. Extremely likeable and charismatic,” she lamented. “He would have had a long, strong career. Hilary must be devastated.” She looked over to Lighthouse. “Robert was Dr. Benson-White’s protégée when he studied with her in Minnesota. I remember when Robert and Jennifer first showed up out here after winning their places on the project. They were the only two winners out of three hundred qualified applicants to garner a spot. I think the two of them even had a celebratory fling back then.”

      “Hardly,” said Dr. Markham, scoffing at the suggestion.

      Dr. Plovers touched her scarf. “Well, Robert said he’d gotten along charmingly with her.”

      “Bullshit,” Dr. Markham said, loudly. “Go ask her right now. She thinks Nelson’s a complete perv. I can tell you she’s not gonna miss him one bit.”

      Lighthouse placed a tea bag in his cup and poured in some hot water. “You all have it pretty good working way out here. Porters and servants. Local coffee and freshly grown foods. Imported wines. The whole shebang. I appreciate you hosting me for the night.”

      Dr. Plovers pat her hair. “You are very welcome, Detective. We try to make due with what we can out here in the bush. Please stay as long as you’d like.”

      Lighthouse noticed the scarf was different than the one she’d worn earlier in the day. He grabbed his cup and sipped gently. The tea was sweet and aromatic. A nice calming mood came over him. He finally noticed Dr. Plovers had her seductive eyes all over him.

      “I wish Blake were still alive,” Meyers bemoaned. “Who will push his research forward now?”

      “Oh, fuck that,” Dr. Markham stated brusquely. “I would’ve gone nuts if I had to hear another of his ridiculous theories again.”

      “You’re wrong,” Meyers replied. “Blake’s theory about elevated pH levels in East Africa’s Great Rift lakes and their exceptional correspondence with both the punctuated and gradualist camps on evolutionary demands makes perfect sense. Even a layman like me can understand that if humans are eighty-five percent water, then the pH differentiation of local water should be a major source of inquiry into the morphological changes of geologically isolated hominins over time.”

      Dr. Markham pfft. “What do you know about anything other than making greedy money?”

      “Ha!” Meyers exclaimed. “One thing I do know is Blake made perfect sense. The pH levels of a species’ water intake is of paramount importance in the chemical construct evolving a species. It’s easy to understand his theory concerning the alkalinity of the water structure causing the change in physical attributes of any species—in our case slowly changing hominin evolution. If all you ‘supposed’ mentors would’ve just granted him more access to your extensive mandibular and maxillary collections, then he might have been able to prove it. You all road-blocked him to no end. Especially you, Dr. Plovers.”

      “Oh ho ho, such big words for such a little man,” Dr. Markham snickered.

      Dr. Plovers shook her head. “Jeffery, I think it’s time to retire for the night,” she said earnestly.

      Lighthouse grabbed his tea and slurped loudly. “I didn’t know archaeology could be such a cage match.”

      “Usually it’s not,” she related. “Blake was just a little grandiose of mind at times.”

      “Apparently,” Lighthouse said, relaxing back on his chair. “Not quite my field of study, but I’d like to hear more,” he added, smiling at her, she the most interesting person he’d met so far in Africa.

      Dr. Plovers smiled back. “Well it really just boils down to Blake’s beliefs surrounding the mechanisms of evolution. Blake was convinced that morphological gradualism through prolonged indigestion and chemical interactions with higher pH water was the crux to hominin evolution. He held a stringent belief that more than anything else, evolution occurred most identifiably with the prolonged exposure to higher pH chemical compositions in many of the soda lakes and alkaline hot springs that dot the Eastern Great Rift Valley. He hypothesized that successive jumps in the evolutionary branches were gradual over their four hundred thousand to one point five million year intervals, and that the jumps only occurred in close proximity to the East African Great Rift running from Chad down to Mozambique.”

      “Yes, yes,” Meyers said excitedly. “And he would have been proven correct if you and Dr. Freeman would’ve let him sample more teeth from your fossil collections.”

      “Hogwash,” Dr. Markham commented dryly. “He’d gotten too big for his own britches and thought he owned everyone around here.”

      “Hmm,” mumbled Lighthouse.

      “That’s enough small talk for me,” Dr. Markham insisted. “It’s time to change the subject. Tell us, Detective, are both these deaths linked? Was Robert somehow killed because of Banfield’s dicey dealings?” he asked in a serious tone this time.

      “What makes you think that?” Lighthouse questioned back.

      “Easy enough. Banfield thought he was the new Daddy Warbucks,” Dr. Markham quipped unflatteringly. “You don’t get that kind of money unless something illegal is going on. It was apparent my first day out here when he pulled up in a hundred-thousand-dollar Range Rover with that Indian boss, and they rolled out of the car smoking joints and laughing.”

      Lighthouse casually sipped his tea. “Rafi come out here often?”

      “No,” answered Dr. Plovers. “I only met him the once when we I stayed at the Sunrise Lodge. Rafi’s family owns the lodges on the circuit, and I was told he spends most of his time in London.”

      “Did the National Foundation fund this project from the start?” Lighthouse asked, sipping more tea.

      “Yes. The National Science Foundation was involved,” she stated. “But that first year it was just a small follow-up grant from the 1998 expedition. Something like twenty-five thousand dollars to excavate two single test pits. I think Blake even paid his own way. But once he got out here he was hooked. Like all the rest of us, he dreamed he’d never have to leave again. And as you’ve seen for yourself, he worked hard to make his dreams a reality.”

      “Where will all the money come from now to keep it all afloat?” Lighthouse inquired further.

      “Well,” she began, a hint of reservation in her tone. “Dr. Freeman had a National Geographic Grant, three NSF grants and the British Museum Award before Blake came along, so we’re hopeful that will continue. A foundation of some sort has also been set up, but I don’t know the particulars.”

      “How about you, Meyers? You willing to drop in a cool two hundred grand to come back out here again next year?” said Dr. Markham facetiously.

      “Well I-” Meyers trailed off.

      “I doubt anyone will,” Lighthouse said unsympathetically.

      Dr. Plovers’ eyes opened wide.

      “I’m sorry?” Dr. Markham coughed.

      “One audit around here and the whole place will get shut down,” Lighthouse reported.

      “I have nothing to do with any of the financing,” Dr. Plovers stammered defensively. “Arthur said he was willing to pay me twice my rate plus per diem, so here I am five years running now. Any wrong-doing is not on me.”

      “I’ll second that,” Dr. Markham jumped in. “We’re just hired guns.”

      “I’m curious about that,” Lighthouse said. “This dig, I can’t wrap my mind around it. What’s the purpose to the average Joe?”

      Dr. Plovers regained her composure. “Good question, Detective. It’s all rather esoteric, I’m afraid.”

      Dr. Markham shrugged. “Freeman thinks he’s found the Holy Grail of evidence that anatomically correct humans trace back much further than previously believed. It’s such a stretch. The simplest argument around here is simple redeposition.”

      “That debate is lost, Jeffery,” Dr. Plovers retorted.

      Meyers nodded aggressively. “I agree.”

      “I’ll be the one to make that judgment for the team,” Dr. Markham shot back.

      “But you haven’t yet. And it’s been three years now,” she countered.

      “It’s more complicated than that,” Dr. Markham said, defensively.

      “But you just said it was as simple as redeposition,” Meyers debated.

      Lighthouse held up a hand. “Folks, you’ve completely lost me.”

      “Sorry, Detective,” Meyers said. “We’re arguing over the findings at the excavation. They are quite controversial.”

      “How so?”

      “Controversial my ass. Meyers, you have no right even being part of this debate,” Dr. Markham said accusatorially.

      “I beg your pardon,” Meyers said, feeling scorned.

      Dr. Markham waved him quiet. “It’s plain and simple, Detective. Dr. Freeman’s ego has the entire team running round and round chasing their tails excavating what surely any first year post doc could see is a dud of a theory.”

      “Don’t be so sure of that, Jeffrey,” Dr. Plovers voiced.

      “Martha,” Dr. Markham stressed, “there’s no way that Homo sapiens have been roaming East Africa for over three million years as Dr. Freeman now alleges. You can’t remove the many branches of the evolutionary tree and explain the remnant fossil record as only differently sized and aged examples of the same species.”

      “Others would certainly disagree with you. The theory is gaining prominence, backed by the Dmanisi remains found in the republic of Georgia last year. You know right well that it would be a far simpler story to tell with fewer ancestral species. It makes a lot more sense if those currently recognized as coming from distinct species like Homo habilis and Homo erectus may actually represent variation among members of a single evolving lineage. And our project is far larger and unprecedented in its intake of hominin skeletal artifacts than anywhere else in the world.”

      Lighthouse shook his head and shrugged. “You’ve lost me again.”

      “In other words, Detective,” Meyers broke in, “just as people appear different from one another today, so did Early Man. It's likely the dissimilarity of the bones archaeologists found around the world to date may have fooled scientists into thinking they all came from different species, when in fact there might only be one or two.”

      “I get it,” Lighthouse responded. “So how did this excavation come about in the first place anyway?”

      “From the Great Rift shift,” Meyers answered. “It made this whole expedition possible.”

      “That much we can agree on,” Dr. Markham stated.

      “What’s the Great Rift shift?” Lighthouse asked.

      Dr. Plovers took a sip from her glass. “The ground tore open in numerous locales here in the Great Rift Valley as a result of the Addis Aba Earthquake in 1999.”

      “Yes,” Meyers replied. “It measured a seven point two on the Richter Scale and buried something like fifteen thousand villagers in east central province under their mud huts. It was a big splitter, that’s for sure. Said to have broken dishes as far away as Jedda, Saudi Arabia.”

      Lighthouse rubbed the scar on his skull. “Interesting.”

      “Actually, Detective, it was a lucky break for science,” Dr. Plovers went on. “The very nature of the earthquake shifted the underground tectonic plates that run the length of the whole Rift Valley.”

      Lighthouse set his cup on the table. “Which is how far?”

      Dr. Plovers sat up straight. “The Rift Valley is the longest rift on the Earth’s surface at nearly four thousand miles in length, with an average width of thirty-two miles. It starts in Jordan near Syria in the Mideast and terminates near Beira, on the coast of Mozambique. And that’s why it’s called the Great Rift Valley. It’s actually a long, deep depression with steep, wall-like cliffs and two sets of highland regions separated by a valley. Along its enormous depression, the earth is patched with extinct and inactive volcanoes alternating with tectonic lakes, with at least three tectonic plates converging on each other. Here in Eastern Africa, this range is the East African Rift Valley, where it’s known to be the least eroded, and therefore more conspicuous.”

      Lighthouse raised a hand to intervene. “So an earthquake in Ethiopia ripped open the land around here. Is that correct?”

      “Yes. The earthquake pushed the tectonic plates so hard it opened a few deep caverns, leaving behind one of the most remarkable terrains to excavate. It’s an archaeologist’s dream,” she remarked excitedly.

      Dr. Markham looked Dr. Plovers in the eye. “The skeletons are not Australopithicines.”

      “One is.”

      “One out of eleven!” Dr. Markham exclaimed. “The rest are modern anatomically correct. And you’d have me believe some are contemporaries to Sterkfontein or Jacovec Cavern somehow all just separated by distance? Or even to Kenya’s Lake Turkana?”

      “Whether you like it or not, Jeffery, dating has established them at four million years old,” Dr. Plovers announced.

      “Only by rock strata. We need to wait until I receive the results from Purdue University before the true measure of nuclear isotopes of aluminum and beryllium are quantified.”

      Dr. Plovers bit her lip. “I’m just saying, things look pretty solid from where I’m standing.”

      Dr. Markham shook his head erratically. “It’s impossible, Martha. Even you know it’s a stretch of a theory.”

      Meyers cleared his throat loudly, asking to be heard. “Detective, the short answer is Dr. Freeman thinks he’s discovered that humans in our modern form have existed for at least three million years versus the three to four hundred thousand years that the current fossil record suggests.”

      “So what?” Lighthouse asked practically.

      “It throws a wrench in most of the currently established theories of hominin development,” Dr. Plovers answered.

      “Okay. But so what?”

      “It’s an academic pursuit, Detective,” Dr. Markham said. “Something you just wouldn’t understand.”

      Lighthouse sipped from his cup. “Would Freeman be ruined if he’s proven wrong?”

      “Not ruined,” Meyers replied, standing to leave. “But his career would end with a fizzle rather than a bang.”

      “I guess that sums it up for the night,” Dr. Plovers said apprehensively, realizing that with all the bad events now surrounding the project that possibly all their names would be tarnished too. “Good night, all,” she said and walked away.
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      Joshua was more than a just a personal porter. He was a watcher. He hated to sleep and watched everything, getting a little less than two hours of rest per day. It was a common problem in his family where the men were strangely nocturnal and could not sleep at night. Thus most had become night security guards, known around Tanzania as watchers. The lifestyle had passed down from eldest man to eldest man in each generation of his family. They’d only take five or six twenty minute naps a day, and only during breakfast, noon lunch and six o’clock dinner, when most other humans were sedentary and gorging on food.

      From behind the dining tent, Joshua was observing the American detective who’d come to camp today. It wasn’t that he didn’t like Americans—Blake and Dr. Freeman were his heroes—but this mzungu detective was the type to rustle up trouble out of the quiet bushes. Especially the way the man always slid his hand down to his gun to fondle the handle.

      Joshua didn’t want any trouble. He was a Serengeti veteran who’d come to the Serengeti Sunrise Lodge as an orphan at the age of nine years old. Along the way he’d been bought and sold a couple of times starting from his birth home in the Eastern Congo jungle, next to Burundi then off to the United Nation Kigoma camps. At eleven he crossed the arid Tanzanian landscape where he’d tagged along with a fifteen-year-old slave girl that was going to “apprentice” as a maid at the Sunrise Lodge. His fifteen-year-old companion, Lula, had been purchased by an older maid at the lodge for a measly hundred dollars that she’d just stolen from a weary Western traveler. Lula was to become the older maid’s “sister,” with Lula’s subsequent earnings to be collected by the “family” for the next five or so years of apprenticeship. Lula was actually grateful for the opportunity.

      When Joshua first arrived at the property, it was managed by the owner’s first cousin and wife, Baba and Auntie, who were Ishmaili Indians and oversaw the lodge with the iron fist of apartheid. Life for all paid and unpaid staff was uncalculatingly brutal. Whippings occurred on a daily basis. The only good thing about this was a hard-working orphan boy could always fit in unnoticed. Needing only a dozen eggs, some rice, bread and thrown out milk from the kitchen each week, Joshua had survived quite well for years at a time, watching staff come and go along the way.

      At the age of twelve, things changed for Joshua. Baba and Auntie were forced to host a young nephew and niece for a year while their parents were traveling the globe buying houses, mostly in London. The girl, Fatima, was a year older than Joshua. And the boy, Atul, a year younger. At the time, the trio were the only kids around the lodge. Joshua was the king of the hill as he knew every hidden secret and magical lookout on the land. In exchange for the daily adventures, Fatima and Atul taught Joshua how to speak, read and write Kiswahili and Hindi perfectly. In thirteen months at four hours a day, he’d become fluent in both, having a knack for the spoken tongue. Two years later he mastered English and Swedish from a researcher at the Frankfurt Zoological Society. Along with his native tribal language from the Congo and two regional tribal languages he’d learned at the camp in Kigoma, by the age of fifteen he spoke seven languages almost fluently, and used them all almost on a daily basis.

      One night when Joshua was a sprouting teenager and had worked his way up to serving Baba and Auntie’s dinner table, both managers had gotten drunk sipping the new South African red wines that had come in on the transport truck. Still not realizing he spoke Hindi, they complained to each other throughout the whole dinner that their younger cousin didn’t deserve to own the Sunrise Lodge and the six other lodges held in his portfolio. Baba and Auntie were mad that their father, too, had helped with half of the smuggling of gems out of the then Belgian Congo, later laundering all the money into the lodges in the parks. Auntie complained to Baba that the cash flow should be shared with them from all the lodges and not just the Sunrise. That their $10,000 a month salary wasn’t good enough and that they deserved at least $50,000 a month for having to manage African apes out in the bush all the time; besides, the Sunrise Lodge alone made over $3 million a year in profit and could easily afford it, she’d snickered. This was the moment in life when Joshua first woke up to the realities of his $12 a month salary. Before now, he’d thought it a gracious sum for the free life he was leading out in the bush. But it mustn’t be the case, so he ran the numbers that night. There were 153 staff members averaging $25 a month salary getting only one Sunday off a month. That’s a total staff cost of $3,825 a month. But Baba and Auntie were making $10,000 a month themselves, just for whipping poor black women and getting drunk on $8 imported wines. From that point onwards, he understood why the Indians had been expelled from East Africa in the 1970s and early 1980s—it’s well documented their brash apartheid equaled that of South Africa. Up until independence in 1962, there was an unwritten trusted social order in the East African colonies where Europeans were first class citizens, Asians second class and Africans as third class when not regarded as outright chattel.

      Laborers were brought to East Africa from the Indian subcontinent by the British in the late 19th Century to work on the Ugandan Railroad as both reliable labor and secretarial workers. Over the years, the Asian role transformed from workers into overseers, then traders and merchants. By the 1920s under British Rule, the Indians controlled most merchant activities of the country and had become the brutal masters over the tribal peoples. Though Independence brought Asian expulsion, the locals and collective leaders failed miserably over the next decade filling in the skills gap led by the departure. Idi Amin may have had every justification in starting the East African departures, but the economies tanked by the Indians absence, to the point where they were all asked to come back and reclaim their properties. Luckily for Rafi, his father had been brash and smart enough to be one of the first to take back his family assets. But the assets were from an ill-gotten empire, one susceptible to distortion, extortion and setbacks. And one day, Joshua knew there’d be a chance to pounce.

      The years that followed his financial awakening found Joshua’s knowledge of life growing by leaps and bounds. He even saved a pittance from time to time to travel to Arusha and once to Dar es Salaam. But then Allah answered his prayers and sent him Mr. Blake, and life had never been the same since. They learned from each other, and trusted each other implicitly. The partnership was based upon their respective talents. It was brotherly, and they had thrived greatly together.

      But now Mr. Blake was dead, and with him possibly the dreams of someday owning the Sunrise Lodge itself. Mr. Blake got along well with Rafi, and was going to be the conduit to put forth their partnership offer to buy the lodge and turn it into a science lodge.

      Joshua and Mr. Blake had a cool eight million in cash safely tucked away. Or so Joshua hoped. He was too afraid to go to the cave and look for fear of being followed. And a million had already been lost to the snooping Americans, otherwise he’d have nine million at the ready.

      The death of Mr. Blake had been unexpected. But stars were still ablaze in the sky, and a gentle breeze invigorated the air. Joshua walked away from the dining area of the camp, wondering who’d be the next to bleed.
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      July 18, 2004: Serengeti National Park, Tanzania—Day 5

      

      Lighthouse glanced at his watch. It was 7:43 a.m. and breakfast at the tented camp had consisted of groups of people flowing through a buffet line in the dining tent, gulping it down quickly and scattering to plot their next individual courses.

      No one in particular was going out of their way to make contact with Lighthouse, much less greet him. He mainly observed the animalistic behaviors of people trying to flee danger, everyone trying to get up and out. He’d overheard a few people plotting to head straight to the airstrip to go back home for a few weeks.

      Coffee in hand, Lighthouse mingled around the camp a while. But finding nothing of investigative interest, he headed back over to the parking lot where Crispin was patiently waiting for him. Jennifer intercepted him on the footpath.

      “Mr. Lighthouse, I’m scared. Really scared,” Jennifer confessed. She had dark circles under her puffy eyes indicating a sleepless night. “Two deaths on our team within a couple days of each other. It’s all so frightening.”

      “It’s rather suspicious,” Lighthouse replied.

      She shook her head wildly. “Robert murdered. Dr. Freeman not here. What should I do?”

      “Is there anyone in particular that you’re afraid of?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. Dr. Freeman maybe?” she speculated. “I heard him threaten Blake repeatedly. Just last week he said he was going to kill him. Or was it that he was going to get him killed…something like that,” she rambled.

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      Jennifer cleared her throat. “Dr. Freeman gets really mad, Detective. Last week he was yelling at Blake about his professional reputation now permanently attached to Banfield money. He was irate. More so than usual. I thought he was going to strike him.”

      Lighthouse licked his lips and threw back another gulp of rich earthy coffee. “How long were you and Blake an item?” he asked calmly.

      “Excuse me?” she answered, a little taken aback.

      “Blake must’ve approved of your expenditures himself. That sound about right?” Lighthouse went on.

      “I…whose side are you on here?”

      “If I was a betting man, I’d say Blake paid the whole thing for you,” he said more quietly, looking side to side to make sure no one else was listening. “He call it a grant or sponsorship, or something fancy like that?”

      She batted her eyes, not able to look so offended anymore. “Are you hitting on me?”

      “Maybe even ten grand cash in going-home money after each field season?” he said, speculating.

      She popped. “Who told you about that? Blake said it was entirely legal if we kept it under ten thousand a trip.”

      “Of course it’s legal. I was just trying to point out that we’ve seen all his books. He kept detailed logs on his computer.” He shifted from one foot to the other. “How about the jewelry? How much of that did you wear home every trip?”

      “The chain is showing, isn’t it?” she asked with a little laugh, acknowledging she’d been caught.

      “Clear as day,” Lighthouse acknowledged.

      She fastened the top button on her shirt. “He came up with that idea last year. But I transported the jewelry just the four times. He kept receipts for all of that, too?”

      He motioned a finger towards her breasts. “How many stones you got on that one?”

      “Six,” she answered, raising her hands to her shirt in a protective manner. “Blake said it would be my insurance policy if Dr. Freeman ever kicked me off the team. Blake loved me, and he didn’t want me left high and dry. The necklace is mine, and I’m not giving it back.”

      “The necklace is none of my business,” Lighthouse explained nicely. “Anyone else you know around here that lit his fire recently?” he asked, changing course.

      Jennifer chuckled uneasily. “I knew Blake would never be monogamous. That’s not why I was with him.”

      “Care to add any names to the list of his lovers?”

      “The general manager’s wife over at the Sunrise Lodge would be a good starting point. Blake and Kimberly had a not too subtle on-again-off-again romance. Or at least she thought so. Ruined her marriage completely. Come to think of it now, her husband David had a million and one reasons to want Blake dead.”

      “You don’t say,” Lighthouse said, rubbing his chin.

      “Of course. Blake told me himself the guy threatened to kill him if he ever touched his wife again. But that was a couple years ago now, I think.”

      “Anyone else you’d like to name?”

      “I don’t want to gossip, but rumor has it he and Dr. Plovers had a fling as well. Supposedly it all happened Stateside though. One of the grad students said she saw them leaving the fancy Waldorf Astoria in New York arm-in-arm during New Year’s Eve. But no one has any real proof.”

      “Good to know. And you weren’t jealous of any of this?”

      “God, no!” Jennifer exclaimed. “I hate to admit it, but Blake was just my meal ticket to better things. I paid off all my college loans by bringing cash and jewelry back for him. I’m just sorry that he’s gone. We had a really good thing going there for a while.”

      “Sounds like it. Well, I’ll be seeing you around,” Lighthouse said, turning to leave.

      Her eyes shone a look of exasperation. “But what about me? What should I do?”

      “You’ll need to take that up with human resources. Sorry, but I’m late,” he said, striding off to his awaiting vehicle.
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      Mahoney liked Agent Rigby. For one, she was industrious. Secondly, she was easy on the eyes.

      Mahoney had barely pulled down his first cigarette before she’d returned to the Embassy’s conference room with a digital graph of all of Blake’s GPS data that had been sent in from the camp. It looked great on paper with its routes color-coded and time-stamped. But since no one there knew anything about the actual physical locations themselves, it had meant very little to the team so far. Nonetheless, it was progress.

      “Hey, I remembered something,” Mahoney said leaning back in his new chosen swivel chair, cup of java firmly in his grip. “We need to look into this Indian fella, Rafi something. He or his family owns all the lodges up there. We were told he and Blake were pretty tight,” he remarked discretely, not wanting to be the one to break the news to Senator Banfield that his son was a blood-gem smuggler. He knew, correctly, that the FBI could be the bearer of special pieces of news like that.

      “Rafi?” Agent Rigsby questioned. “Is that all you’ve got to go on?”

      “They own the Serengeti Sunrise Lodge. That I know for sure. You should be able to find out a last name from that.”

      “Roger that,” she replied and left the room.
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      Crispin slowed the safari vehicle down to a crawl along the partially graded two-lane dirt road in the Serengeti. “It is here where Mr. Blake crashed,” he stated.

      Lighthouse looked through his passenger window at the smooth, sixty-foot-tall granite rock mound stretching a block long into the field. A few small trees were interspersed along the rock face. “The crash site is only three meters off the road,” he said aloud.

      “Ai ya. You must always slow down right there,” Crispin said, pointing ten yards away to where the road jogs to the left.

      “Stop the truck,” Lighthouse commanded, spotting the tire-track trampled grass leading from the edge of the road straight up to the rock face. “This is where he went off the road.”

      Even though it had been explained a lion pride lived nearby, Lighthouse popped open his passenger side door and jumped out of the truck. He looked up and down both sides of the road. It was a straightaway other than the short dogleg to the left. An experienced driver like Banfield would surely be going over 40 mph along this stretch.

      He stepped over to where Banfield’s truck had careened into the grass. He kept his eyes peeled to the ground, but after so many days on a well-traveled dirt road there was no chance of preserved skid marks.

      He strode into the trampled grass to the head of the massive stone, kicking over a few bumper fragments along the way. Best he could tell there were three sets of footprints in the sandy soil, likely left by the park rangers who had to winch out the truck.

      The rock face rose twelve feet high out of the ground then swept in a gentle incline to the top of its summit. He reached out and rubbed his hand back and forth upon the granite. It was warm and soft to the touch. There wasn’t a chip to be seen from its collision with a modern machine, just a single inch long scratch of white paint having glued itself to its surface. Remnants of dried blood had streaked a patch of grass next to where the truck had presumably come to an abrupt halt.

      Lighthouse peered around. An animal path led out in both directions toward an adjacent set of weathered granite boulders behind the front one. Trees grew from the tops of each nearby rock formation, the weathered heights the perfect perches for preying eyes. Around the side of the inclusion he spotted a way to climb up to the top.

      “Mr. Lighthouse, sir. Please, you need to come back to the truck,” Crispin called out loudly, trying to wave him back to the road. “You’re not allowed outside the vehicle in the park.”

      Lighthouse ignored Crispin’s distant chatter. He walked a semi-circle around the area, and in doing so spied a white plastic bulge in the grass. He kicked down some stalks to reveal a bloody yet identical SAT phone as the one Mahoney had used at the lodge. He leaned over and scooped it up. He pressed some of the buttons on the touchpad but nothing lit up. He presumed the battery was dead.

      He looked up to the summit. Sensing there were no other animals in the vicinity, he quickly started to scale the rock. Within moments he was halfway up, and stopped to take in the view.

      “Mr. Lighthouse, please!” Crispin yelled desperately. “You’re not allowed up there. I will get in big trouble.”

      Lighthouse scanned the area. A thousand meters out a small herd of zebras were walking through the grass in single file, and an occasional wildebeest galloped along nearby. A mile off in the distance a safari vehicle was coming down the road, dust rising under the friction of its tires.

      “Mr. Lighthouse!” Crispin screamed.

      Lighthouse waved. He wasn’t about to come down just yet. In the far distance a rain cloud was showering the earth, and a brilliant rainbow was bursting upon the horizon. The view was too glorious to want to leave.

      An old battered-up Land Cruiser stopped next to Crispin. Lighthouse descended the rock face and walked back up the trampled grass.

      A man in overalls exited the truck and pointed a finger toward him.

      “Howzit you!” the man declared unpleasantly. “You need to get back inside your vehicle. You can’t be out and about up there,” he added in an educated British accent.

      Lighthouse ignored the request and walked straight by him, examining the road a little more. From his perch upon the kopjes, he’d noticed a large grouping of rocks strewn off to the side of the road.

      “I’m talking to you, man. Get back in your vehicle, or I’ll report you both to the authorities,” the man demanded briskly. “This is fragile habitat you’re treading upon! Crispin, is that you?”

      “Yes, Mr. Martin,” Crispin acknowledged.

      “You know better than this!” the man declared. “What will your boss have to say when I tell him you’re disturbing my research?”

      Lighthouse completely shut them out, focusing strictly on the pile of rocks in the grass. Many were chipped, having very recently been thrown atop each other into this exact spot. Goat poop was everywhere. He walked back across the road to join Crispin. There was a picture of a bird on the door of the other man’s truck.

      “You better not have messed with any of my cameras while you were up there,” the man demanded.

      “Nope,” replied Lighthouse.

      “Mr. Martin, this is Detective Lighthouse,” Crispin said, introducing them and trying to diffuse the situation. “The Detective is here investigating Mr. Blake death, sir.”

      “Oh, I see. Sorry for any confusion, Mr. Lighthouse. The name’s Martin Brushfelder,” he said, holding out his hand.

      Lighthouse shook his lean, gaunt hand. Brushfelder was in his late sixties and appeared a stickler for rules and regulations. “Did you say you’ve got cameras out here?”

      “Indeed. Any good ornithologist worth his weight has them. They are the first items you place on a budget line for grants these days. Far better than relying on an amateur intern with a camera,” Brushfelder reported.

      “You’re a bird watcher?” Lighthouse asked.

      “I beg your pardon,” Brushfelder answered, slighted. “I’ve identified and catalogued more than eleven hundred species in my forty-year career here in Tanzania,” he stressed proudly, backing up his professional accomplishments.

      Lighthouse nodded. “And you take photos of them all?”

      “I wish,” Brushfelder replied. “But we take what we can get. The cameras are tremendously helpful, taking both stills and video. They work by motion detector, so I don’t have to worry about their batteries constantly running out like I did back in the eighties and nineties.”

      Lighthouse paused. “And you’ve got some placed out here around these boulders?”

      “I do. I have four of them up in the trees,” Brushfelder said pointing up the rock face.

      “We’re gonna be needing to see those pictures, I’m afraid. Official police business,” Lighthouse stated.

      “Well…I…ah, don’t have a computer out here with me so-”

      “Are there SD cards in the cameras now?”

      Brushfelder nodded.

      “Anything you have will be extremely helpful in our investigation of Blake Banfield’s death.”

      Brushfelder shook his head. “Blake’s death is such a shame.”

      “Did you know him well?”

      “Not really. Our respective fields don’t overlap. Last time I saw him was actually in Lima, Peru.”

      “Peru?”

      “Yes. It was one of those small-world happenstances. I was presenting at the annual South American ornithology conference, and we bumped into each other at the airport.”

      “What was he doing in Peru?” asked Lighthouse.

      Brushfelder raised an eyebrow and shrugged. “No idea. We just made some pleasant small talk and spoke about getting together back here in Tanzania.”

      “Hmm. Was he with anyone else?”

      “Not that I was aware of. Again, we just bumped into each other in passing.”

      “I see. We’d be forever grateful if we could requisition your SD card from these cameras for a few days. It’s very important to our ongoing investigation.”

      “I guess that might be alright,” Brushfelder said warily.

      “I can personally promise that we’ll get it all back to you when we’re finished with it.”

      “I can live with that.”

      “Great,” Lighthouse said, jumping back in the truck to await some new evidence.

      Five minutes later, with four SD cards and what he hoped to be Banfield’s SAT phone in hand, Lighthouse and Crispin sped off to the Seronera Airstrip.

      At the airstrip, Crispin held out a letter for him to take. “This is for you from Miss Sarah.”

      “Miss Sarah?” asked Lighthouse quizzically.

      “Wife of Dr. Freeman. She told me to give it to you when you got to the airport. No sooner, she say,” Crispin reported.

      He grabbed the envelope. “She told you to give it to me here?”

      “Yes, sir,” Crispin replied, smiling brightly, his job for the day almost complete.Lighthouse opened the letter and pulled out a single piece of fine stationary. He unfolded it. The message read: ‘Crispin did have extra water, thank you. If all else fails, you’ll find Arthur in Nungwi.’

      “Where’s Nungwi?” Lighthouse asked Crispin.

      “Nungwi-” Crispin said, trailing off to think about it for a moment. “Ai ya, sawa sawa. Yes, Nungwi is on Zanzibar, sir.”

      “Zanzibar?”

      “The island, sir.”

      “Oh.” Lighthouse placed the letter back into the envelope, folded it in half and pocketed it. “Mr. Mahoney has your card?”

      “Ai ya, sawa sawa. My phone works in Arusha, sir,” Crispin replied happily, holding his cell phone in the air.

      “Thanks for all your help, Crispin. We’ll be in touch soon,” Lighthouse stated. He walked onto the airstrip to a thirteen seat Bombardier jam-packed with rich tourists that would bring them all back to Arusha in a mere forty minutes.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Lighthouse lunched at the Indian restaurant on the outdoor porch of the New Arusha Hotel where they’d stayed two nights before. The food was better than he’d expected. Overlooking resplendent gardens, the butter chicken made with ghee and accompanied by basmati rice and naan were surely the most authentic he’d ever had.

      Better yet, his vantage point had perfect line-of-sight of reception and for the better part of the last twenty minutes he’d watched Gladness and Emmanueli whisper fervently to one another in between helping hotel customers. A drawn out and serious conversation was occurring. Gladness was visibly unhappy by the exchange.

      Lighthouse watched Emmanueli bob his head down then place a cell phone to his ear. He jabbered into it, looked at Gladness, pushed her on the shoulder a last time to make her understand to do what he said then left through the swinging doors into the back offices.

      The Timex read 11:23 a.m. He patted his mouth with his cloth napkin, stood up and left 6,000 T-schillings on the table.

      He walked straight up to Gladness at reception and said, “I’m sure your brother Moses told you already, but he’s been very helpful in our investigation. So you can drop any act you’re about to give me when I ask questions about the business scams you three are coordinating around here.”

      Gladness blinked nervously and shoved a finger straight into her nose, a cultural nuance uncomfortable to Westerners.

      “Let’s not waste any more time, shall we? Just show me to Mr. Blake’s suite so I can get what I need,” Lighthouse demanded.

      She dropped her arm, revealing a most serious look upon her face.

      “Listen, Gladness, if you have any hope of staying out of trouble then you’ll take me to Mr. Blake’s suite right now,” Lighthouse explained, whispering loudly to her while looking around the lobby to make sure no one else was listening.

      Gladness paused in fear, weighing up her choices. A split decision made, she pulled herself back together and started rustling around in a drawer. She pulled out a plastic key card then scurried out from behind reception.

      “Yes, sir, right this way,” Gladness said, darting her eyes around the lobby scanning around for any potential spies.

      She led Lighthouse through the French doors and out to the same detached annex he’d stayed at two nights before. They walked up to the second floor and all the way to the back of the building where a large wood-carved, double door greeted them. Gladness swiped the keycard and led him into a palatial hotel suite.

      Lighthouse did a quick walk-thru. The suite had three rooms: master bedroom with ensuite bathroom, a second bedroom and a living room office. Many paintings adorned the walls, and many more rested on their sides on the floor. It was more like a city apartment than a hotel room, except this one overlooked rows of ripening coffee bushes with magnificent views of Mount Meru.

      Lighthouse stepped back next to Gladness waiting at the door.

      “No one wanted him to die,” she stated in a cracking voice, trying to garner some sympathy. “Mr. Blake, he was a very good boss, sir.”

      “Who didn’t want for him to die?” Lighthouse questioned her.

      She shrugged. “How do I know? They are my brothers and do not tell me everything that goes on. They said Mr. Blake died, and now things must change. Moses says he is the boss now. Emmanueli agrees. They say our lives must go on.”

      Lighthouse relaxed his manner. “Sure, I can understand that. Do you come in this room a lot?” he asked, changing up the conversation.

      She broke his eye contact. “Yes, sir. Mr. Blake calls me and instructs me to organize payments.”

      Lighthouse motioned her over to the large desk dominating the middle of the picture window. Other than an assorted string of electronic power cords and a wired business-type phone in the corner, the top was spotless and clean.

      Lighthouse sat down and opened the center drawer first. He pulled out miscellaneous paperwork, a set of keys and three felt jewelry bags.

      Gladness stood off to the side watching, nervously putting her clasped palm near her nose.

      Lighthouse picked up the keys and methodically fingered over each one on the ring, while watching her expression from the corner of his eye. He returned the keys to the table and picked up one of the felt bags. “Tell me about these. I want to make sure it’s the same story Moses told me.”

      “Sir, then you already know from Moses that we have nothing to do with those.” She waved her hands back in forth indicating ‘no way’. “We Tanzanians would never be involved with those. That is evil business, sir.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Those will curse you if you take them, sir,” she declared, shaking her head. “All those stones are from Congo. We don’t have any of those here in Tanzania. Those,” she pointed back to the felt bags, “very bad business, sir. That’s Mr. Blake only. Not us,” she pleaded, terrified.

      “How does Mr. Blake get these stones?”

      She shook her head like she didn’t want to tell.

      “Gladness, I need to know.”

      Fear rose on her face. “He gets them from those two Tutsis. The tall men from Rwanda that come around sometimes. All I know is Mr. Blake flies to Kigoma to meet people every month. He buys many, many things, sir. Only his business, not ours. Mr. Blake sells many, many gems. In the hotel shops, sir.”

      The picture started to come together. “And who is Mr. Blake’s main business partner?” Lighthouse asked, trying to lead his witness, or conspirator, if it turned out as such.

      Gladness shook her head. “I’ve never met him, sir. But he fights on the phone a lot with many people. I’m sure he must be a Whiteman like Mr. Blake.”

      “Gladness, tell me,” he pressed.

      “I really don’t know, sir. I only heard him say one time on the phone.”

      “Gladness,” he stressed further.

      “He was yelling into the phone, sir.”

      “At who?”

      “He yelled into the phone, ‘you’re my only partner, doctor, so you better get those machines back up and running,’ Mr. Blake said.”

      “What’s the doctor’s name?”

      “I don’t know. Really I don’t, sir. There are so many professors and doctors coming through here for him. How should I know which one is his partner?” she said, shrugging doubtfully.

      “Mr. Blake pays for all the rooms?”

      “Of course, sir. He has three rooms here on permanent lease for the project. Plus this grand suite that he uses himself.”

      “And what about Dr. Freeman?”

      “Dr. Freeman? He is a very nice man.”

      “If you had to guess, would you say they were partners in this whole scheme?”

      She blinked twice and looked away.

      “Give me a name, Gladness.”

      “Maybe it could be Dr. Freeman,” she answered, casting her blame.

      Lighthouse nodded agreement. “Others have mentioned him too.”

      She relaxed her composure, relieved not to be the source of the information.

      Lighthouse reached into his front pocket and pulled out the other set of keys he’d nabbed from Blake’s room at the Sunrise Lodge. He threw them on the table next to the ones he’d just found. A cursory look told him most of the keys on each chain were duplicates of each other. “What are all the keys for?” he asked her.

      She touched the set of keys on the right first, the familiar ones. “This is for the back office. This is for the garage. This for his Land Cruiser,” she said pointing to the black-plastic Toyota truck keys on both rings. She pointed to three identically shaped keys uniquely labeled in blue, red and green tape, a set of which were on both rings. “These I don’t know, sir,” she said.

      Lighthouse pointed to two Kryptonite bike-lock style keys, one on each ring. “How about these?”

      She shrugged.

      Lighthouse picked up a ring and held the large square-ended key in front of her. “And this last one? It must be important if you left it until last.”

      She took it from his hands. It was stamped COSTECH DO NOT DUPLICATE into the metal. All she could hope for now was that his promise was true: that Mr. Blake had indeed cleaned out the office like he said he would. “I don’t know, sir,” she said trying to control her breathing while shaking her head.

      “Okay, now to the easy question,” Lighthouse sounded off.

      She smiled.

      “Where did Mr. Blake keep all the cash in this office?”

      “Sir?”

      “The piles of cash, Gladness. Where does he keep it all?”

      She paused apprehensively, biting her tongue.

      Lighthouse started opening the side drawers but there was no money to be found in any of them. “Who took the money? We know it was in here,” he demanded, pointing into the drawers.

      Gladness froze in place.

      “We’ve got his ledger from his other office,” he lied. “It says the money is here.”

      Her eyes dilated and she started to sweat harder.

      “Who took the money, Gladness?” he asked, her familiar smell of fear instantly grabbing his attention.

      She winced, turned then ran out of the room and down the hallway.

      Lighthouse let her go. All she was going to do was go cry and report in with her brothers. At least it’s what he’d hoped she’d do. She or they might have the cash stashed someplace. She struck him as relatively honest when all was said and done. It’s why none of the stones had been taken.

      He grabbed the newest set of keys off the desk and fingered the one she’d been most worried about. It was for a lock on a large steel door like they’d used back in the sixties. The precinct in Brooklyn still had a couple like it in the basement. The key was certainly bureaucratic, university or government standard. He was also sure the color-coded keys would be for rooms in the same building as this main key.

      Lighthouse sat back in the imported Aero Chair and took in the view. A slight breeze gently danced in the Eucalyptus, the sun beat down across cumulus clouds sailing through its rays. He looked back into the empty drawers and wondered if there’d been any money here in the first place, or if Banfield had kept it all out in the Serengeti. Maybe Gladness was only upset because of being accused of taking something she didn’t know about.

      Lighthouse re-pocketed both sets of keys. As if Mahoney was standing next to him, he said aloud, “Nope, a chunk of money was here. She’s holding something back or she wouldn’t’ve run. Bigger problem is the blood gems.” He grabbed the felt bags off the table and threw them into the air to juggle. “Not a pretty path to go down if we decide to go poking around, partner.”

      He pulled out the business card Mahoney had given him with the numbers to dial from a phone inside Tanzania to reach his cell. He cradled the receiver between his head and shoulder and started to dial. It was about time to blend back together with his other half.
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      July is traditionally the coolest month in Dar es Salaam, but only a local would really feel the difference. When the equatorial sun is perched high into the sky, the temps still reach the lower 90s in the shade, and the moisture in the air is so sticky it feels like there is glue under one’s armpits.

      Lighthouse waited at the curb at the international airport for his ride. He felt himself overheating. He took in a deep breath. The thick scents in the air immediately triggered flashes to his time in Panama in 1983. The atmosphere felt much the same as his assignment some twenty years earlier. But back then he was tracking Jorge “Calbito” Sanchez, the short, balding man from Medellin. Calbito was a nasty communist guerilla who just couldn’t get enough of one very talented Panamanian whore, so it had been a cinch to find him.

      Lighthouse sneezed then glanced at his watch. It was precisely 1:47 p.m., and the vehicle the Embassy had arranged to fetch him was already two minutes late.

      He sighed. Leave it up to the Americans to be late, he thought. But no sooner had the thought crossed his mind when a black GMC Yukon Denali with tinted-windows and Embassy plates pulled up in front of him.

      A Marine jumped out of the driver’s seat

      “Mr. Lighthouse?” the Marine inquired.

      “Yep.”

      “Lieutenant Hansen at the ready, sir,” he stated with a salute then reached for his guest’s bag. “Sorry to have held you up, sir, but the roads are a mess today.”

      “No worries, Lieutenant. I was just admiring my surroundings,” Lighthouse quipped then jumped into the idling SUV. The air conditioning was on and immediately his body started to cool back down to normal temperatures.

      They pulled out of the airport straight into the clogged streets of Dar es Salaam. Cars, trucks, horses and donkey carts laden with grass and concrete zigzagged and slithered along the pockmarked road. All sidewalks were dirt along the tarmac with streams of Africans flowing along its sides.

      They came up to an intersection and slowed to a near crawl. The streets were thick with touts selling their pitiful wears of soaps, newspapers and assorted plastic trinkets—all undoubtedly stolen out of containers at the ports. On the far corner of the gutter-garbage street, a polio stricken ‘half man’ without legs was rolling his wooden box on wheels, desperate for just a single handout for the day. The streets of Africa held no shame for a human being and mirrored the wretchedness of India.

      Lighthouse blinked. It was a lot to take in. “Lieutenant, I see men holding hands once in a while. It’s behavior I first witnessed in Arusha, too. What’s the lowdown?” he inquired, not wanting to forget to ask someone about it again. Many of the African men were holding hands in pairs of two while slowly strolling down the road.

      “Nothing sexual-like, if that’s what you mean, sir. They send gays straight off to prison here in Tanzania,” Lt. Hansen answered, shaking his shaven head. He lifted his left hand from the steering wheel and tapped the small Bluetooth device over his ear. “Holding hands here is a sign of a close friendship bond. Happy-to-see-you-mambo-veepee kind of thing,” he added, spilling out a few words of Kiswahili slang.

      Lighthouse nodded.

      Lt. Hansen turned to him and smiled. “Be prepared for it, as it’ll likely happen all of a sudden to you, too. A local man will just up and grab your hand. It was super weird the first time it happened to me, sir. An African that you might have gotten to know a little bit through some program or another will reach out, grab your hand and walk you down the hall or back to your car. I flinched hard the first time. I think all grown men do when another man’s large hand holds their own, don’t they?”

      Lighthouse frowned. “How long have you been stationed in country, Lieutenant?”

      “Since the opening ceremonies in 2003, sir,” Lt. Hansen reported.

      “You don’t have to call me sir.”

      “That’s not what I’m told, sir.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Agent Rigsby says we’re fortunate to have you on the team, sir. Ordered us all to stay alert, so we might learn a thing or two. I instantly volunteered to pick you up. Besides, this truck’s such a sweet ride to drive in this jungle,” he said, suddenly snapping back to the job and laying on the horn as an old beat-up Toyota popped out in front of them.

      “Agent Rigsby?” Lighthouse inquired. The name didn’t ring a bell, but with the title, it could only mean FBI.

      “Yeah. She’s the agent in charge, sir. Damn good investigator, if I might add.”

      Lighthouse peered out the window. Six story, one-hundred-year-old colonial style buildings started to rise in front of him, and the traffic had no choice but pare down into only two usable lanes. The streets of the city bustled with life: short-sleeved Africans operated cheaply constructed stalls along the concrete sidewalks; Indian merchants hustled about behind them dipping in and out of the small stores trying to make their daily deals; old Arab men in kufi caps sat at the street corners smoking rolled cigarettes; belly-fat, older Indian women donning only saris walked slowly with their wares and groceries, and the younger Indian women wore western clothing with half of them wearing head-scarves and half not; Chinese moved around in small packs; a few Maasai strode around with their pastoral canes; but most of the population was dominated by the black Africans, the women dressing in either khangas and head wrap or in socialist drab olives and greens, and most men in long pants, mainly jeans and dirty t-shirts. There were even some women in completely black hoods and gowns like he’d seen in pictures of Afghanistan.

      They lurched passed a large roundabout with a massive old-growth Banyan tree at its center. Relaxing under the shade of its branches were happy, smiling people.

      “Have you been in Dar es Salaam before, sir?” Lt. Hansen asked.

      “Nope.”

      “It’s quite a neat city once you get to know it. Dar es Salaam means Port of Peace, and the Germans started building here back in the 1910s. They built the city center around the port but hadn’t planned for three million inhabitants.” He laid on the horn. “And as you’ll see, other than a neighborhood or two of flashy skyscrapers, the infrastructure hasn’t been updated since they left after World War One.”

      “Hmm.”

      Lt. Hansen continued, saying, “Mostly just slutty ghettos sprawling all over the place. This is where I learned the concept of wage slavery, sir. Minimum wage is a paltry fifty-five bucks a month, and they have an eighty percent unemployment rate. Lots of people sitting in the dirt doing nothing all day, sir.”

      Lighthouse depressed the button for his window to go down. He recoiled from the smack of hot, fetid muggy air. It smelled of fever, like the air was dipped in malaria. It was easy to see why Mahoney hadn’t greeted him at the airport. Instinct dictated Dar es Salaam was a place best to stay clear of the mosquitos; again, just like Panama.

      Lt. Hansen laughed. “Don’t worry, sir, you’re gonna love the new Embassy. Nothing like what you’re seeing around here. We’re completely state of the art.”

      “Yeah?” said Lighthouse, closing his window.

      “It’s twenty-two acres and designed out like a trapezoid. We’re up off the next right on the Old Bagamoyo Road in Kinondoni near the posh area of Oyster Bay. Just down the street it’s real nice to be the British Ambassador, if you know what I’m saying. He’s got the biggest residence of anyone I’ve ever seen. But our compound is best by far. We have the two main buildings, the Chancery and USAID Building, along with six other support structures. About one hundred twenty-five thousand square feet of office space in all. And we finished up the Marine Security Guard Quarters last year,” Lt. Hansen boasted, lifting his left hand off the wheel and giving a solid thumbs-up.

      “Great to hear it,” Lighthouse replied, disinterestedly.

      “Hard to believe the whole place used to be an old drive-in cinema. Now we’ve got over ten thousand indigenous trees, shrubs, flowers. The ceremonial drive is lined with palm trees on the exterior half and flame trees on the interior half.  Man, you should see when it’s in bloom,” he said, his eyes getting big. “‘Dramatic’ is the best word for it. We’re making our presence felt around here again, sir. That’s for damn sure.”

      “Great,” Lighthouse mumbled again, trying to sputter off the conversation.

      They shot out of the city center onto a wide four-lane, tree-lined boulevard where gated, security-guarded compounds commanded city blocks of their own, each with forty-story skyscrapers rising from their grounds. He recognized Citibank’s logo and the word HOTEL on a massive pyramid-style ten-story complex. Traffic moved along steadily. A few business-suited Western and African men and women plied the clean sidewalks.

      Lt. Hansen cleared his throat. “Hey, don’t forget to check out our baobab tree. It’s one of the oldest in Dar es Salaam. And the mango tree and rain tree, too. Lots of little outdoor nooks and crannies on the Embassy grounds where you can go meditate when you’re going stir crazy with it all.” He tapped the wireless on his ear and said, “Hansen, vehicle Bravo Charlie Delta Zero. ETA sixty seconds.”

      At a T-intersection, Hansen sped through a yellow light and took a sharp right onto a split, four-lane thoroughfare. Walled-in industrial compounds were set back from the road. A quarter mile onward, they turned right onto a tree-lined access road that pulled up to a nondescript staff and military entrance. The embassy wall loomed large on both sides of the gate; though looming larger on the other side of it was the American flag perched high atop a seventy-five-foot-tall flagpole.

      The gate opened and they drove forward into a fully enclosed 40x40x40 foot containment area. Hansen rolled down his window as four Marines in full combat gear descended on the vehicle with mirrors on long poles to inspect the undercarriage of the SUV, making sure there were no stowaways trying to breach the gates.

      A fifth Marine came to the window and saluted him. “Lieutenant.”

      “At ease, Corporal,” Hansen said, handing him some paperwork.

      “Just need you to pop the trunk, L.T., and we’re done here,” the Corporal said.

      Lt. Hansen pressed a button on the dash and the back door popped open. A Marine looked in, found nothing there and closed it back up.

      The Corporal twirled his fingers in the air, and the large steel door in front of them opened. Hansen drove out onto the paved street.

      “The compound is fully automated with monitors and controls for all the buildings’ environmental systems. It features protection against chemical and biological attacks,” Hansen informed him. “My team constructed large parts of it.”

      “Great work,” Lighthouse trailed off, noticing the grounds were extensively landscaped, just as the lieutenant had described.

      They drove for less than a block up to the back of the Chancery Building and stopped in front of a large white steel door operated by a single Marine in a guard station. The guard saluted Lt. Hansen from behind the bullet-proof-glass structure, then somewhere a button was pressed, and the giant door’s mechanics swung into action.

      “You need to use the restroom, sir?” Hansen asked.

      Lighthouse shook his head.

      They parked, whisked up the elevator and walked a few dozen steps down a hallway where Hansen bid him adieu in front of a set of double doors.

      Lighthouse knocked then walked straight in. He found himself in a large conference room paneled in elegantly-carved hardwood. A large oil painting of a Maasai in full dress herding his cows around Mount Kilimanjaro dominated the inner wall. An oval table was in the middle of the room where Mahoney’s fat ass was in a chair, a Pepsi in front of him. A thirty-something blond sat opposite, texting furiously into a BlackBerry smartphone, with a dozen or so manila folders and large satellite maps in front of her. At the head of the table near the picture window, Senator Banfield sat engrossed in his laptop. Senator Banfield was impeccably dressed in a tailored Brioni suit with his jacket thrown over the chair and his shirtsleeves rolled up.

      “There he is,” Mahoney called out with a yellow-stained, toothy grin, an unlit cigarette dangled from his lips. He stood up, wobbled over and slapped Lighthouse on the shoulder. “Glad to have you back, buddy.”

      “I’ll be right with you, gentlemen,” Senator Banfield announced, looking up from the computer screen.

      The blond woman placed her BlackBerry on the table, stood up and extended a curt arm. “Mary Rigsby, D.C. field office. Nice to meet you, Detective Lighthouse. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Lighthouse leaned over a chair and shook her hand quick and courteously. He smelled lilac perfume adorning her wrists. She had put on her best, that much he could tell right away. Her hazel-green eyes shone straight into his. She was excited to meet him. “Nice to meet you too, Agent Rigsby.”

      “So you came in straight from the Serengeti this morning?” she inquired.

      “I just arrived now,” he replied.

      “Tea and coffee are over on the counters, if you want some,” she informed him, pointing to the food bar area at the back of the room.

      “Thanks,” Lighthouse said.

      “Otherwise, feel free to take a seat,” Rigsby said, sitting back down and gesturing to the unoccupied chairs.

      “So buddy, how are things looking up there?” Mahoney inquired.

      Lighthouse furrowed his brow and sighed. He stepped over to the food and poured himself a much needed coffee. “Lots of suspects up there, Harv. It’s impossible to narrow anything down at the moment.”

      “Mr. Mahoney and I were just going over the latest GPS maps from the data you sent in. Your contact, Streeter Crawford, was able to download two months of GPS files from Mr. Banfield’s phone.”

      “That’s good,” Lighthouse responded, and sat next to Mahoney.

      “It’s great information, but nothing out of the ordinary pops out yet,” Rigsby said with a touch of frustration. “But we’ve just started. We’re only on his last couple of days so far.”

      “Sounds like progress nonetheless,” Lighthouse said.

      Rigsby opened two folders and took out a sheet of paper with GPS coordinates listed in rows. She pointed to a map with a series of color-coded lines marked off upon it. “As you can see, very little deviation for five days. Though, he did drive by the crash site twice a day for all five days,” she said, reaching over and touching the terminus of the black line on the map.

      Lighthouse peered at the map. “I’m sure he drove past it hundreds of times before. It’s the shortcut between the excavation site and the Sunrise Lodge.”

      “It appears so,” Rigsby agreed. “Most of the time the device is stationary at the lodge, or within a few hundred feet moving around the excavation,” she said looking up into his big brown eyes. FBI field specialist Mary Rigby had heard all about Lighthouse long before he’d arrived in Dar es Salaam. She was originally from the New Jersey office and knew other agents that had come into contact with the famed detective, a few of the female colleagues always joking they wanted to fuck the man silly. For a few years, the rumor going around in their circle was he was dating CNN TV reporter Shelby Bryant.

      Lighthouse shifted in his chair. “What else we got?”

      “There are outliers as well,” Rigsby related. “For example, many days he goes to the Seronera Airstrip, and he also goes to the ranger station at the same time.”

      “Likely he was filling up at the ranger station. I’m told it’s the only place for a hundred miles or more to get petrol. And Banfield made it a policy to always go in person to pick people up from the airstrip,” Lighthouse informed her.

      Rigsby grabbed a red pen off the table and marked an X near the site. “Eliminates that. Thanks.”

      “Is there any data from outside the park?” Lighthouse asked her.

      “Not yet. But as I said, we’ve only just started,” she replied, fingering through a different stack of maps.

      “What do we know about Dr. Freeman so far?” asked Lighthouse, glancing over to all the folders and maps.

      Rigsby grabbed a different folder, opened it, and reciting verbatim, said, “Professor Emeritus, Indiana State University. Currently professor in residence, University of Florida Gainesville. PhD, Harvard School of Geological Sciences. British Museum Nairobi, Kenya 1969. Seronera Wilderness Lodge excavation in 1970. Recipient of seven NSF grants totaling $670,000. National Geographic Grant Recipient in 1978. Three Wenner-Gren Foundation grants,” she looked up from the resume. “Shall I go on?”

      “Nope.” Lighthouse pulled the letter from Freeman’s ex-wife out of his pocket and tossed it over to her. “See if your techs can decipher where she says he’s at. It’s from his ex-wife to me. She thinks he’s somewhere in a place called Nungwi on Zanzibar.”

      “Ten four,” Rigsby said, opening the envelope, pulling out the stationary and reading the note to herself. She grabbed her smartphone and typed into it.

      Senator Banfield rustled in his chair. “So, Detective, what have you got for us so far?”

      Lighthouse looked over to him. The man’s eyes were angry and tired. “It’s still early, but we’ll get to the bottom of it one way or the other. Lots of moving parts up there in the Serengeti. Honestly, sir, I was hoping to get a debrief from you to help make some sense of why you’re here at all. Shouldn’t you be back home making funeral arrangements for your son.”

      “Excuse me?” Senator Banfield mouthed back, glancing over to Agent Rigsby wondering how much to disclose.

      “He’s got clearance, sir,” Rigsby stated.

      Senator Banfield took in an unsatisfying breath. “I’m here making damn sure it wasn’t my own geopolitics that got my son killed,” he stated, heartfelt.

      “I’m listening,” Lighthouse responded, knowing full well it was unlikely the case.

      “What the Senator is trying to say,” Rigsby interrupted stiffly, “is that he is clearly documented in his commitment to this region.”

      “Meaning what?” said Lighthouse, unconvinced.

      Senator Banfield threw an arm into the air. “I helped vote in the largest aid package in U.S. history to a single African country, to the tune of four hundred fifty–one million dollars for Tanzania. I’m sure you may have noticed the USAID Building next to ours?” he highlighted.

      Lighthouse nodded.

      Senator Banfield straightened in his chair. “There’s lots of winners and losers in Africa when these decisions finally get confirmed and settled. Lots of competing forces. As a result, I get threats to my family,” he acknowledged, almost proudly.

      “You got someone in mind I should be looking into? Might make my job a whole lot easier,” Lighthouse remarked.

      Senator Banfield looked over to Rigsby.

      “Not specifically. But we’re working on it,” Rigsby replied.

      “Detective, I’m just requesting that I’m kept in the loop as it pertains to my son’s case. Someone needs to pay for what happened to Blake.”

      “I can live with that,” Lighthouse said, understandingly. He’d avenged the deaths of his parents and great-grandfather by killing the drunken weasel, Sheriff Niemi. Stuffing the bastard’s head into a burlap bag was closure like none other. He glanced over to his partner. “How much have you reported to them so far?”

      “Your partner told me enough to know that some of my son’s dealings were less than honorable. Smuggling gem stones out of the Congo, for instance,” Senator Banfield disclosed, folding his hands over his lap. “I’ve had my suspicions of that since last Christmas when he came home and hung an elaborate necklace around his mother’s neck.”

      “And you did nothing about it?” Lighthouse questioned.

      Agent Rigsby ruffled through a folder.

      Senator Banfield waved another hand in the air. “That’s a legitimate question, and the answer to which you people have now confirmed. But I knew Blake,” Senator Banfield added, shaking his head solemnly. “He would have never double-crossed a business partner. Especially people running black market businesses.”

      “I tend to agree,” Lighthouse said. He looked at Mahoney and rubbed his fingers together.

      “Yeah, they know about the cash, too,” Mahoney answered straightly.

      “Then we can agree his death had nothing to do with cash-flow problems either,” Lighthouse reported.

      “He was making money hand over fist. And mostly legitimately,” Mahoney noted for the benefit of Senator Banfield’s pride.

      Senator Banfield grunted disdain. “Understood. But with all that cash, maybe someone wanted to rob him?” he speculated.

      “That’s a theory we certainly haven’t ruled out yet,” Lighthouse commented.

      Senator Banfield eyed Mahoney. “It’s possible, but I just can’t see it. I brought up my kid smarter than that. You said you found all the cash in his secure penthouse apartment. I know he would’ve never been stupid enough to transport the money himself. I’m sure he would of had everyone believing that, too. I ruled out a simple heist right from the start.”

      “A kidnapping gone wrong then?” Mahoney speculated. “He crashes the car in the attempt, dies and the assailants take off?”

      Lighthouse listened. Mahoney’s reasoning was sound. A hijack gone bad. It could explain the small boulders on the side of the road. Possibly there’d been a roadblock.

      “Maybe,” Senator Banfield volleyed back. “But I think you’re underestimating the opponent, Mr. Mahoney. Are things usually that cut and dry in your world? A simple case of hijack and robbery?”

      Rigsby cut in for Senator Banfield. “We’ve already compiled a short list of the known gem smugglers running out of Congo and Rwanda. But tracking them down is going to be another story altogether.”

      “Maybe not,” Lighthouse said, pulling the SAT phone from his inside jacket and placing it in the table. “We might find something useful on here.”

      Agent Rigsby reached out and inspected the phone. “Is this Blake’s?”

      “Probably. I found it in the grass near the crash site,” Lighthouse explained.

      “This is great,” she said impressed. “Now we might have both his GPS and coms data.”

      Lighthouse turned to Senator Banfield. A parent in on an investigation was never a good thing. But one could only imagine the repercussions with a powerful senator. He thought it best to steer the conversation clear of the investigation for the time being. “Your son seemed to be a real patron of the arts. Have you visited the excavation site lately?”

      “Only once, I’m afraid,” Senator Banfield answered. “I’ve been meaning to, but the last two times I was in the country was during the rainy season, and his teams were away.”

      Before anyone could speak again, a man in his late thirties with a crew-cut walked into the room. Everyone turned to him. “You called for me, sir,” he said, standing at attention.

      Senator Banfield waved him in. “Thanks for coming so quickly, Tibbs. I’d like you to update the team. We’re eager to hear what our East African counter-intelligence specialist has to report.”

      “Yes, sir,” replied Tibbs. “In the past forty-eight hours the words, Blake, Blakey, Mister Blake, Banfield, Senator Banfield, U.S. Embassy, and Americans killed have been intercepted one thousand eleven times in text and voice throughout the six cell phone carriers, four national fiber lines and in domestic and international Yahoo! and Hotmail email accounts. One hundred three times the meta-data either suggested or provided direct links to al-Qaeda and al-Shabaab sympathizers.”

      “Excellent work! That’s the kind of reporting I’m used to,” Senator Banfield declared before looking back over at Lighthouse and Mahoney.

      Tibbs nodded. “Thank you, sir. Certainly the Chinese knew he was here, too. It’s unconfirmed yet but we’re certain they have a file on your son. An operative tells us a female agent had even been sent out once to seduce him. But he doesn’t know the outcome of the operation.”

      Lighthouse looked back quizzically. “So the hundred or so different people on the dig site might have told someone else about the horrible news with their phones and emails. And the Chinese wanted to seduce Banfield with a pretty woman. That’s the info you’re reporting?”

      Tibbs maintained his composure. “Reporting what data I have, sir.”

      “What does the data say about the weeks leading up to his death?” Lighthouse inquired.

      Tibbs straightened up. “PRISM holds very little related chatter, sir. I’ve searched all of it already.”

      “PRISM?” Lighthouse inquired.

      “The telecom spy network,” Rigsby answered truthfully. “We record it all. Every dial and text of every message that comes and goes from East Africa. Actually, almost from the entire planet now.”

      Senator Banfield grinned satisfactorily, having secretly voted for PRISM on the NSA sub-committee hearing.

      Tibbs nodded. “Give me six points of meta-data, sir, and a pretty clear picture emerges. You get me someone’s Blackberry and I’ll be able to tell you what time they take a shit.”

      “Detective Lighthouse brought us one almost as good,” Rigsby said, standing up and handing the SAT phone over to him. “We think it’s Blake’s.”

      “That helps,” Tibbs declared. He held it in his left hand and pressed the POWER button.

      “Needs a charge, I think,” Lighthouse let on.

      “Can do,” Tibbs said confidently.

      Senator Banfield breathed calmly. All this talk of his dead son as a data point was making him weary. “Okay, Tibbs, what’s your final assessment?”

      “More likely the work of al-Shabaab than the Chinese, sir. The Chinese have nothing to gain by killing your son, or this other guy, Robert Nelson. al-Shabaab, on the other hand, has everything to gain by squeezing you or your son for a ransom. Helps keeps their little movement against us alive.”

      “Good work, Tibbs. Keep your team on it but tighten some screws down on al-Shabaab until something pops,” Senator Banfield commanded, knowing full well there could be something much larger going on in the background than these city cops could comprehend.

      “Yes, sir,” Tibbs said, saluting. He turned on his heels and left.

      “Care for smoke break, Senator?” asked Lighthouse, knowing full well the invitation would be rejected.

      “I’ll pass,” Senator Banfield said, taking the cue the conversation was over.

      Lighthouse turned to Rigsby. “You’re welcome to tag along.”

      “I could do to stretch my legs,” she confessed, bouncing up from her chair.

      Rigsby lead Lighthouse and Mahoney on the one minute walk out the back door of the building were smokers could congregate.

      “I think I’ve found the Nungwi you’re looking for,” Rigsby said, fiddling with her BlackBerry. “It’s a small fishing village on the northern most peninsula on the island of Zanzibar,” she read. “I cross-referenced it with Dr. Freeman’s name and got a mention for him on a thesis paper on the biological diversity of the Mnemba reef systems. The paper references an acknowledgement to the Nungwi Blue Oasis Hotel and Dive Center, Nungwi Zanzibar. Here’s their website.” She held her phone up for him to peek at. “They’ve got the Gol Excavation as a place of visitor interest on their Related Links pages. I’m guessing this is the place she mentions in her note.”

      Lighthouse glanced at the screen. “Good work. Might be a good place to start looking for the man.”

      “Are you always like this? Not particularly forthcoming, I mean. You certainly weren’t with Senator Banfield,” Rigsby said accusatively. She put on a professional face. “Can I read into this that you think Blake was murdered?”

      “Robert Nelson was, that’s for sure,” Lighthouse replied.

      “Damn straight,” Mahoney seconded.

      “Okay, granted,” she said.

      “And you heard Senator Banfield. He wants a name,” Lighthouse went on.

      Rigsby pursed her lips and shook her head downward. “The rangers’ accident report was pretty specific that it was a vehicular accident. They even spotted a wounded goat nearby. It was nearly dusk and Blake was driving too fast. He must have swerved out of the way of an animal at the worst of places. Both rangers clearly stated they found him on the ground, mauled, a few yards from his vehicle. His door was open.”

      “But there wasn’t any animal blood or fibers on the front of his vehicle like they stated,” Lighthouse stated. “I inspected the vehicle myself. So that ain’t right in the report.”

      She brushed her hair back with her hand. “Even if they speculated to the cause of events, it still reads like an auto accident.”

      Lighthouse raised his palms in the air and shrugged.

      She cocked her head to the side. “This is what I’m talking about. Not forthcoming. Either you think it was an accident or he was murdered. God, I feel like I’m on a wild-goose chase here.”

      Mahoney rubbed out his cigarette butt and chuckled. “Pretty wild indeed, Agent Rigsby.”

      Having just witnessed hints of Ashley in Agent Rigsby, Lighthouse stayed silent, pretending instead not to have been listening. Maybe it was her tenacity that he found appealing. Or maybe, like Ashley, she exuded honesty and confidence. All great qualities in a woman.
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      Posing as a woman in full Islamic black dress—with not a sliver of skin exposed to the outside world—Jeddah Ali Hassan strolled along the boulevard of the Oceanside District of Dar es Salaam carrying grocery bags in hand. Though he didn’t like dressing covertly, he was grateful to Allah for the option of camouflage in this part of the world.

      Ali Hassan stopped under the shade of the grand old mango trees lining the streets, and slowly bent his knees enough to lay his fruit and vegetable laden bags by his sides. The air was calm. He closed his eyes and recited coordinates in his mind: 136 paces 90 degrees, the twelve-story Holiday Inn Hotel controlled by white South Africans; 324 paces 160 degrees, eight-story Standard Chartered Bank Headquarters; 611 paces one block over, the nine-story European Union Headquarters. Whenever they wished, he and his jihadist cell had the timings down to hit all three at once within sixty seconds. When the time was right, they would shatter the colonial infidels perpetrating Christian apartheid upon this part of the Islamic world.

      He breathed in deeply through the hot veil. He was sick of hiding. He’d been here in Dar es Salaam in 1998 and watched the truck blow the entire side off the U.S. Embassy Building. Nairobi had been orchestrated the same day. He’d watched the Cole bombing in Oman in 1999, too. And he’d rejoiced to Allah for the contact high from 9/11. Now as one of the main recruiting leaders for al-Shabaab for over a decade in East Africa and its northern horn, Ali Hassan was on the very top of the organization’s intel ladder. He was an African hero to the cause. al-Shabaab was the strongest it had ever been because of his operations; yet he still must hide. There were days when the thought pained him greatly.

      But today felt different. The whispers had come straight up the line from one of the gardeners at the U.S. Embassy that Senator Banfield had finally arrived in Dar es Salaam. Perhaps for a week or more.

      Ali Hassan smiled widely under his veil. Senator Banfield was a legitimate military target, and not something as low as killing the British Ambassador’s kids and wife next month on their way to a birthday party at the mansion on the beach. No, Senator Banfield was the real deal. The man was on the U.S. Military Appropriations Committee as well as the Sub-Saharan Africa sub-committee.

      Ali Hassan grabbed his groceries and slowly moved on. There was much planning to do. It was time to send a clear message back to Washington’s power hungry: if you try to come here, you go home in a body bag.
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      Lighthouse heaved a sigh of frustration. It was 3:17 p.m. and he could feel the day slipping away. Waiting around the U.S. Embassy conference room for a break in the case was as boring as watching paint dry. Senator Banfield had gone to meetings, so there was no one to tussle with except Mahoney, who meandered around the conference room drinking coffee and eating KIT KATS. Meanwhile, Agent Rigsby busied herself searching on her smartphone and fingering through the hundreds of maps that had been delivered recently to the room.

      “What’s the skivvy, buddy?” Mahoney asked him, chewing with his mouth open.

      “Aren’t our jobs here done yet?” Lighthouse protested bitterly. “Banfield’s remains are on their way back home, and as you always like to point out, that’s the only condition of our contract.”

      Mahoney jiggled his girth around the small plastic salad bar and grabbed a mini carrot. “Listen buddy, I already told Senator Banfield that a homicide investigation was another ballgame altogether. He even agreed to pay triple. You can thank me later once you start some kind of college fund with your half of the take. Give it a few more days at our ten grand a day rate and see how it shakes out for my retirement plans,” he pleaded encouragingly. “He said we can keep all the cash we found, too. He doesn’t want any of it.”

      “Imagine that,” Lighthouse said, expelling a long breath, thinking it was high time he let Mahoney know he was a centi-millionaire and no money in the world was worth it to play geopolitics with a grieving U.S. Senator and his lackeys. But he couldn’t get himself to inform Mahoney of that fact quite yet, fearing it would open up a can of worms.

      Mahoney coughed. “C’mon, you can’t say this gig isn’t sweet. Haven’t we just been on a safari in Africa! Saw all those real animals and things.”

      “I’m not denying it,” Lighthouse replied freely. The rich aroma of the coffee wafted off Mahoney’s cup and into his nostrils. Over the past couple of days, he’d grown to enjoy the rich, earthy coffee of Tanzania. He grabbed his cup, filled it and swilled. Finished, he fingered Lucy.

      Mahoney smiled. “Good. Then it’s settled.”

      “Nothing’s settled, Harv,” Lighthouse countered. As a new father, his mind was more engrossed in making a go on the family land than solving a murder. He slurped from his cup. “We’re pushing our luck a bit too far here. Smuggled blood gems. Senators. Islamic terrorists. Chinese spies. Lots of big guns pointing in all directions. I think it’s time to go home. Thank Senator Banfield and tell him we’re confident the local U.S. authorities can handle it from here. Right, Agent Rigsby?”

      “Um, I guess so,” she stated weakly.

      Mahoney slapped him on the back. “You’re growing soft in your old age. Look buddy, we just got here. Least you can do is give it some time to let the dust settle.”

      Lighthouse muttered something incoherent.

      The door to the conference room pushed open and Tibbs entered. When he had everyone’s attention he reported, “Senator Banfield said he was sorry to leave, but he has a dinner to attend with the ambassador.” He turned to Rigsby. “He wanted me to relay a message to you that you’re to get back in the field with Lighthouse and Mahoney and turn over every last rock until you find something. He said to bring a driver along, if you need one. Good luck,” Tibbs added and made to leave.

      “Hey, Tibbs,” Lighthouse called out, walking toward him at the door.

      “Sir?”

      Lighthouse pulled the four SD cards from his pocket and held them out. “You’re good with these video data cards too, right?”

      Tibbs grabbed them out of his palm and looked them over. “Sure thing. You know what’s on them?”

      “Bird photos and video and stuff,” Lighthouse explained best he could.

      “Like your personal collection you want thrown onto the cloud?” Tibbs asked.

      Lighthouse paused, confused in the jargon.

      Rigsby jumped in. “He’s just asking if you want your photos posted to a website.”

      Lighthouse shook his head “No. They aren’t mine. It’s evidence. I need it all processed ASAP.”

      “Of course, sir,” Tibbs said. “Gimme a little bit of time to track down the device reader and we’ll be good to go.”

      “Excellent.”

      “Anything else, sir?”

      “Nope.”

      Tibbs saluted and hightailed it from the room.

      Rigsby looked up to him. “You’re just full of clues today. Anything else you’d like to share with the team?”

      Lighthouse reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out Banfield’s passport and tossed it onto the table. “Here, let your techies drill down on this.”

      “I wondered where that was hiding,” Rigsby stated, picking up the passport and paging through it.

      “Peru mean anything to you?” Lighthouse inquired.

      “Should it?” she responded, quizzically.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “I caught a couple assignments there in the late nineties taking down those large currency counterfeiting rings, but other than that nothing rings a bell. Something I’m missing?” said Rigsby.

      “You know as much as I do now.”

      “I doubt that,” she said admiringly.

      Lighthouse furrowed his brow and shrugged.

      “I’m sure your wife just loves when you do that.”

      “I ain’t married.”

      Agent Rigsby felt her heart beat just one moment faster, that imperceptible beat called potential. Trying not to blush, she put her head down and got back to fingering through the maps on the table.

      “I need a refill,” Lighthouse said, moving back next to Mahoney who was gorging on GOLDFISH crackers at the food table. “You still here?” he jested.

      “Someone had to guard the food stocks,” Mahoney replied self-mockingly. “Don’t tell me I missed out on something important?”

      “Nah.” He grabbed a handful of the little fish-shaped crackers and popped them into his mouth.

      “I found something,” Rigsby called out.

      “Coming,” Lighthouse muttered, mouth full. He chewed vigorously, swallowed and washed it down with the coffee remnants in his cup.

      “I’ve got some maps with coordinates of Blake here in Dar es Salaam,” she said. “And you were right, he was a busy beaver. The trails overlap all day long.”

      Lighthouse refilled his cup, licked his teeth clean and walking over to her. “You find the places he stayed at the longest?” he asked.

      She spread a dozen maps across the table. “Each map is in four hour intervals. See here, these four maps overlap exactly two nights. Eight hours at the same coordinates throughout the night. He obviously must have slept here,” she explained.

      Lighthouse looked at the aerial maps. It was a close-up of a walled-in, high-rise building dominating over a one-block-long strip-mall at the cross sections of two paved roads.

      “That’s the Hotel Miranda Towers and Shopping Center,” she said, pointing to the compound. “It’s got the best South African steak house I’ve ever eaten at.”

      “Hey, that’s good to know,” Mahoney said, moseying over to join them.

      “This is my eleventh stint in Dar es Salaam since the 1998 Embassy bombing investigation. I know a few of the city’s alleyways by now. He must have stayed at Miranda Towers both nights,” she explained.

      “I can agree at least his GPS device stayed their both nights. Doesn’t mean he did though,” Lighthouse said.

      “Good point,” she conceded, pushing two more maps in his direction. “At this time of the day, he’s mostly at the university. In that building,” she said, pointing. “But you can see where he strays around the campus a little.”

      Lighthouse leaned over her and peered around the photo. He could smell her lilac scent again. In the absence of other more powerful smells, it was mildly intoxicating.

      She placed more maps in front of him. “These two maps are the hours between eight a.m. and noon. Looks like he bounced all over town for quick stops.”

      Lighthouse scanned the images of the city.

      She put her finger down on another large building complex at the intersection of two main paved roads. “It appears he spent over an hour each day here at this building.”

      Lighthouse leaned in closer to the aerial map. “Isn’t this building kitty-corner to the hotel?” he asked.

      “So it is,” she confirmed, peering between the close-up of the hotel and the zoomed out photo of the city. She placed her finger dead center over the green-roofed, two-winged, multi-story building. “I think this is the COSTECH government science headquarters.”

      The word COSTECH rang a bell in his mind. He reached into his pocket and pulled out Banfield’s set of keys. “I think that’s what it reads on this one,” Lighthouse said, holding the keys out to her.

      She received it and read the words stamped on the key, “COSTECH, do not duplicate. Where did you get these?” she asked.

      “Found them in one of Blake’s desks.”

      She typed the word COSTECH into her device and did a search. “Yeah, I was close,” she said with a grin. “COSTECH stands for the Tanzanian Commission on Science and Technology.”

      “So you know it?” said Lighthouse.

      “Yeah,” she replied. “I met a couple of Tanzania’s more scientifically-inclined military generals one night at the Swedish consulate party. Seems they were finishing up their careers over there.”

      Lighthouse raised an eyebrow. “Come again?”

      “COSTECH is the government arm that regulates all the foreign science projects in the country,” she reported.

      “How far away is it from here?” Lighthouse asked.

      “Oh, it’s very close. Ten minutes tops,” she stated.

      “Then let’s go see if we can open any of their doors,” he said, grabbing the keys from her and placing them back in his pocket. “Shall we?”

      She smiled happily. “Sounds good to me. I could really use a little journey outside the walls.”

      “Hey, don’t forget about me,” Mahoney said, following them out the door.
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      Set back a block from the road and surrounded by a tall concrete wall, the Tanzanian Government’s Commission on Science and Technology building complex is a drab four-story, two-winged, white-washed concrete structure with the words COSTECH written in large green letters across its façade. The parking lot is unpaved and rutted. Men and women dressed in casual slacks and short-sleeve button-down shirts came and went between trucks and the entranceway.

      “Let me handle this,” Lighthouse said, putting out a hand to slow Mahoney and Rigsby down as they walked through the open large metal doors into a darkened first floor reception area.

      Lighthouse walked up to the two African women in their mid-twenties gossiping happily behind a desk. They both wore Jheri curls, had elaborately painted fingernail extensions and sported large, flat noses. He held out the set of keys and dangled them in the air. “Mr. Blake, Mr. Blake Banfield. I’ve been sent to clear out his rooms. You know Mr. Blake, yes?”

      They both nodded.

      “Please, could you help us find his rooms?” said Lighthouse, fumbling with a few of the color-coded keys and handing them over to the girl closest to him. “It’s late in the day, and we all want to go home.”

      The woman smiled a bright set of pearly whites, grabbed the keys and looked at them. She recognized them and stood up. “Karibu sana. It’s second floor in the west corridor,” she reported, gesturing for them to follow her up the concrete staircase.

      “Asante sana,” Rigsby said, thanking her.

      The colorfully-dressed receptionist led them up the dark, damp staircase to the second floor where a set of glass doors separated the stairwell from the west corridor. She opened the door, and they were instantly blasted with cool air and the hum of air conditioners ringing down the hallway.

      “Mr. Blake’s room is at the end of the hallway,” she explained softly.

      “Thank you,” Lighthouse said cordially, passing through the doors.

      She shut the door behind them and they walked down the 300-foot-long hallway, passing a dozen closed wooden doors all along its route. To conserve energy, no doors were intentionally left open, with nameplates the only indication that people were stationed inside.

      They came to the last three doors on the floor. They were all closed, locked and had no nameplates on the outside.

      “Mr. Blake has these three rooms, I think,” she said noncommittally. The girl slipped the blue coded key in the lock and turned. It didn’t work. She tried the red taped key and the lock parted with the door easily slipping open.

      Everyone looked in. The room was completely empty except for an unplugged air conditioner in the window.

      They moved to the next room. Rigsby stepped in first. “Just an old color copier,” she said looking at the three-foot machine standing alone in the corner.

      Lighthouse stepped in. The room still held an air of ink. A half-scavenged dusty copier lay dead in the corner. A few of its drawers were half opened and screws and parts lay about on the floor. He walked over to it. Mahoney followed him. He picked up two used ink cartridges off the top tray of the machine, raised them to his nose and sniffed. “Not even close to fresh.”

      Mahoney pushed his girth into the room. “Looks like someone packed up here some while ago.”

      “Not so sure about that,” Lighthouse said, pointing to the wheel depressions in the carpet next to the first copier. “My best guess is they had two machines running in here.”

      They checked the last room. It too was empty.

      “Maybe Mr. Blake move out already?” the receptionist commented pleasantly.

      Just as they closed the door behind them, a jolly-looking corpulent African man in his sixties strode up to them. He had curly gray hair and wore a military uniform.

      “May I help you?” he asked sincerely, a large smile coming to his face.

      The receptionist straightened to attention. “Director General, sir. These are the movers for Mr. Blake’s office.”

      “Well that’s silly,” the Director General said, looking them all straight in the face. “Mr. Blake hasn’t rented these rooms for many months now.” He looked at Rigsby. “I believe we’ve met before,” he mentioned to her.

      “Yes, of course,” Rigsby said searching her memory for a name and title—a title being so important to Tanzanians. She recognized his face but the name escaped her. She held out a hand. “Mary Rigsby, U.S. embassy.”

      “Yes, of course,” he said jovially, embracing her hand. “Dr. Mzanga, Director General of COSTECH. We spoke the night the Swedes hosted the U.N. Access and Benefit Sharing workshop.”

      “That’s right. So nice to see you again, Dr. Mzanga.” She paused and looked back and forth between he and Lighthouse. “Dr. Mzanga, please let me introduce two of my colleagues, Misters Lighthouse and Mahoney.”

      Lighthouse proffered a hand. “Nice to meet you, Dr. Mzanga.”

      “A pleasure,” Dr. Mzanga related, giving him a firm handshake.

      Mahoney smiled a hello.

      Lighthouse noticed a very large diamond ring on the man’s left hand.

      An awkward moment ensued while people decided what to say next.

      Dr. Mzanga opened up first, asking, “You’ve all come over from the embassy?”

      “We have,” Rigsby answered curtly.

      “Then please, be my guest in my office,” Dr. Mzanga offered graciously. He looked at the receptionist. “You know Hulda, my secretary?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Go fetch her from the permits department, and tell her I have guests.”

      “Yes, sir,” the receptionist replied, scuttling off quickly.

      Dr. Mzanga turned back to Rigsby. “There are times late at night when I still wonder about some of those issues we discussed with the Swedes,” he remarked.

      “Yes, it was very interesting,” she confessed.

      “Please, this way everyone,” Dr. Mzanga said, motioning for them all to follow him back down the hall.

      Rigsby stayed at his side, Lighthouse and Mahoney in tow.

      “Does anyone really own the rights to a species’ attributes? And do we as humans have the right to assign royalties upon it?” Dr. Mzanga continued, speaking like an attorney or an experienced bureaucrat. “Such difficult issues.”

      “I was just a spectator that day on behalf of the ambassador, I’m afraid,” Rigsby said pleasantly, following him up the flight of stairs to the third floor.

      “With a mind like yours somehow I doubt that-” Dr. Mzanga trailed off, laughing easily.

      “I don’t think so. On issues such as genetic rights ownership, I’ll have to defer to more learned men as yourself,” she added flatteringly, exactly how she was taught at Quantico.

      “You are too kind,” Dr. Mzanga bellowed good-naturedly as he held the stairwell doors open for them. He tapped her on the shoulder. “You are being too modest a woman.”

      She blushed.

      “What a fine day, Ms. Rigsby. A fortuitous meeting,” Dr. Mzanga said, closing the hall doors behind them and leading them into a short hallway. At the end of the hall two large hand-carved wooden doors stood guard. He opened the one on the right and waved them in.

      “We’re here,” he pronounced, striding into a large office room. A picture of a smiling President Nyere hung prominently in the center of the wall so no one could miss it. Large multi-colored maps of different areas of Tanzania spread across the other walls.

      “My secretary Hulda will be with us soon,” Dr. Mzanga said, and continued towards the back of the room. “Please sit anywhere you like.”

      “Thanks,” Mahoney stated and meandered in.

      Lighthouse followed up the rear so he could admire the room. The office was forty feet square and took up nearly the entire floor. It had two large picture windows as its walls to the outside world: one encompassing the north wall the other the south. The effect of natural light was stunning. Near the back wall two leather chairs were quartered in front of an enormous twelve-foot-long, hand-carved ebony desk. A few laptops were littered atop its fine sheen. Paperwork sat in an IN and OUT box on the corner of the desk. A large painting of a Maasai herder with his cattle on the Maasai Steppe hung on the wall behind it. Two fine leather couches straddled an elegant glass table in front of the south facing picture window. The view was of a half dozen skyscrapers dotting the horizon as well as the entire parking lot below. A large treadmill machine was ensconced near the north facing window. All was orderly. Efficient. Elegantly comfortable. Obviously the boss’ den.

      Dr. Mzanga pointed for Rigsby to take a seat on the couch with the finest view. Then he weaseled down next to her.

      Lighthouse and Mahoney sat on the adjacent couch, Mahoney literally sinking right into the soft leather.

      Dr. Mzanga proffered his business cards to all present. Both Rigsby and Mahoney reciprocated.

      “So your family is well, Ms. Rigsby?” Dr. Mzanga asked politely.

      “Very fine, thank you. And yours?” she said, voicing back the appropriate response.

      “So very well indeed. Praise God,” Dr. Mzanga answered joyfully.

      “Wonderful.” Rigsby smiled.

      “So you are here on official embassy business?” Dr. Mzanga pried.

      She nodded. “I assume you’ve heard of the terrible tragedy in the Serengeti? There was a death of one of the scientists on an excavation.”

      “But of course. Senator Banfield’s boy,” Dr. Mzanga said gravely, his tone instantly changing to one of melancholy. “The Serengeti can be a very unforgiving place,” he added solemnly.

      “Ain’t that the truth,” Lighthouse said, finally piping in. “Greatest spectacle I’ve ever seen. You’re so lucky to have something like that in your country.”

      “Yes, thank you. We like to think the great people of this country work hard to maintain the balance necessary for such a place to still exist.”

      Mahoney nodded in agreement. “Well said. To think, a century ago we killed millions of buffalo on our Great Plains.”

      “Tanzania is unique in that respect,” Dr. Mzanga informed him.

      “From the little I’ve seen, it’s absolutely spectacular,” Lighthouse announced. He could tell the Director General wanted something. Maybe it was just some sort of tidbit or another but the twinkle in his eye and quick invitation seemed pressed.

      A middle-aged African woman with a large backside and curly afro hairdo walked in carrying a tray of mini-cut sandwiches, biscuits, tea cups, tea bags, a canister of coffee and a porcelain tea pot. She set the tray down on the glass table and spread out the cups in front of everyone.

      “Karibu,” she said after pouring hot water into all four cups.

      Mahoney slithered out from his leather cocoon, grabbed a spoon and mixed some rich black coffee into his water. The smell instantly permeated the air. He did the same for Lighthouse.

      Rigsby reached for a tea bag, as did Dr. Mzanga.

      Sipping ensued before Dr. Mzanga brought the conversation back around. “Both you gentlemen are with the U.S. Embassy as well?”

      Mahoney coughed out a small bit of his coffee. “Nope. We’re just consulting here for Senator Banfield.”

      Lighthouse raised an eyebrow. “How did it come about that Blake Banfield rented space here?”

      “From paying rent,” Dr. Mzanga answered matter-of-factly.

      Lighthouse looked over at Mahoney.

      Mahoney took the cue. “I guess my partner wants to know why Banfield rented here.”

      “Oh, of course,” Dr. Mzanga bellowed good-naturedly. “He came to Hulda one day, I believe, and asked to pay rent for those empty rooms. Something about streamlining his government permitting in our offices. He offered to pay more per month than the cost of our entire electric bill, so I okayed it straight way.”

      Lighthouse wrinkled his nose. The man’s response was hurried and rehearsed, like maybe he’d pocketed the rent money himself. “How long was he a renter here?” he pressed further.

      Dr. Mzanga shrugged. “A couple of years, I think. More or less,” he answered in a somewhat vague remembrance.

      Faked indecision. The Director General knew exactly how long. “Why did he stop?”

      “Stop what?”

      “Why did he stop renting here.”

      Dr. Mzanga feigned ignorance. “This building issues permits to over one thousand science projects a year, so it would be hard for me to speculate.”

      “Do you rent out rooms to most of the projects?” Mahoney asked.

      Dr. Mzanga grabbed for a mini sandwich. “Please help yourselves,” he said pleasantly, the question completely bouncing off his armor.

      Lighthouse bobbed his head towards the treadmill. “Mind if I take in the other view?”

      “Be my guest,” Dr. Mzanga replied casually.

      Lighthouse stood up, walked over to the exercise equipment and took in the panoramic view. Only a few blue metal roofs were visible across a vista of dense tree cover. Big canopy trees seemed to be the norm in this part of the world, as it should be under such an oppressive equatorial heat. He turned his attention to the hand-carved desk and walked over to the front of it. “This wood’s got beautiful color,” he said, admiring the dark rich hue.

      “It’s black ebony from Iringa, from the central part of our country,” Dr. Mzanga said knowledgeably.

      Lighthouse nodded then scanned the numerous photos lining the end table beneath the Maasai painting. The photos were of Dr. Mzanga in military uniform shaking hands with other men in military uniforms, including with men in the field donning the baby blue colors represented by the U.N. He turned away from the desk and walked back to the couches. “Are you a doctor or a general?”

      “All Tanzanians are required to do their military service. But before that, I was fortunate to finish my doctorate in biological sciences at Harvard University.”

      “Really, what year? Maybe we know someone in common,” Mahoney stated, guessing they were about the same age.

      “I’m Class of Sixty-Four,” Dr. Mzanga replied. “We’ve just passed our fortieth reunion last month. You?”

      “Nah,” Mahoney voiced. “I’m just from New York. But I played cards with a bunch of Wall Streeters who all churned out of there in the seventies.”

      “Very good,” Dr. Mzanga replied.

      “You were stationed in the Congo alongside the U.N.?” Lighthouse pipped in.

      “I’m sorry? The Congo?” said Dr. Mzanga.

      “You were stationed there?” Lighthouse inquired.

      “Certainly not,” he answered matter-of-factly. “Modern Tanzania has never had troops inside Congo’s borders.”

      “But that photo of you and the U.N. people, where was that taken?” Lighthouse asked.

      Dr. Mzanga peered over to his desk and recalled the photo. “Oh, that was taken outside Kigoma at the refugee camps.” He made a serious face. “You know, that Rwanda genocide was very bad business.”

      Everyone nodded agreement.

      Lighthouse returned to his seat, grabbed his cup off the table and slammed the contents. “Well, Senator Banfield was obviously wrong about Blake still having things in your building.”

      Dr. Mzanga smirked awkwardly. “I guess so. I haven’t seen Blake around here in ages.”

      Lighthouse looked between Mahoney and Rigsby then threw out a hand to the General. “The sun will be down soon, so I guess that means quitting time. Nice to meet you, and thanks for your hospitality.”

      Dr. Mzanga opened his eyes wide at the sudden departure. Nevertheless, he  pushed his rotund torso up from his seat and gave him a clammy shake. His pupils dilated to the touch. “Nice to meet you all as well. Karibu Tanzania,” he said charmingly like he was an official media spokesman for the country. He smiled widely at Rigsby. “Our office sent condolences to Senator Banfield when he first arrived, but please tell him again how very sorry we all are. Our prayers are for he and his family.”

      Rigsby had no choice but to follow Lighthouse’s lead and get up to leave. She too extended a hand in parting. “I’ll certainly give him the message if I see him. It was such a pleasure to see you again, Dr. Mzanga,” she said, stepping back.

      The last thing Lighthouse noticed as they departed the parking lot was Dr. Mzanga peering down at them, his shoulders sagging and his belly flat like a pancake under the distortion of the glass window.
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      It took them only two minutes to go from COSTECH to the Miranda Towers Hotel and Shopping Complex, the building literally kitty-corner across the street via the roundabout.

      Lighthouse again waved his colleagues back and stepped up to the Miranda Hotel’s reception.

      An African man sat hunched behind the counter, his head engrossed into a computer terminal. He had a flattop, wore a two-day-old pressed suit and smelled of hotel soap. His nametag read: CHARLES MROKI.

      With authority, Lighthouse stated, “Hello, Charles, we’re here with Mr. Blake. He said you’d have a couple of rooms for us. Party of three. Hosted by Banfield.”

      Agent Rigsby grinned, having not expected such cunning from his lips.

      Mroki looked up from the screen.

      Lighthouse continued. “Mr. Blake Banfield. B-A-N-F-”

      “Yes, yes, sir. I know how to spell. You will be guests of Mr. Blake?” voiced Mroki timidly. He punched a few buttons on the keyboard, slid a few credit-card-sized pieces of plastic into a reader and quickly handed over the keys to Lighthouse. “Suites eleven oh one and two, sir.”

      “Which one’s Mr. Blake’s? He told us we should only stay in his suite,” he demanded. “We’re the professors he’s been waiting on. Mr. Blake told us we’d have Five Star service and accommodations.”

      Mroki looked at him blindly.

      “Mr. Blake said so himself. He said to take his personal suite. Call and ask him,” Lighthouse said persuasively, handing the other keycards back.

      Mroki nodded. His orders were to always give rooms to Banfield guests, so he swiped another plastic card and handed it over. “Twelfth Floor Penthouse Suite, sir. Room one two zero one. The elevators are over there,” he pointed. He rang a bell and two porters in their uniforms came running to fetch luggage.

      “Our luggage is still in the truck, and we’ll get it later. We want to relax first, so leave us alone, please,” Lighthouse stated to the porters, waving them off. He led Mahoney and Rigsby over to the elevators. He held the keys in front of Mahoney’s face. “Score one for me, Harv. Free comped rooms for the night,” he added, smirking.

      Rigsby remarked, “Shall I assume you won’t be staying at the embassy compound tonight?”

      Lighthouse snickered. “I’ve been told this place has a fancy South African restaurant famous for wines and steak.”

      Rigsby chuckled, and unconsciously batted her eyelashes. “Credit where credit’s due.”

      The elevator whisked them to the top floor penthouse suite with panoramic 270-degree, floor-to-ceiling, picture-glass views. From twelve stories high, a magnificent view spread eastward over the brilliant aqua hues and lapping waves of the Indian Ocean.  Oscillating spectrums of pastel and aqua colors reflected from the water’s surface, and a few seafaring vessels bobbed anchored in the bay.

      Lighthouse fanned out and wandered around the suite. There were three bedrooms, three bathrooms, an office area, a kitchen, a dining room and a recreation and television room. To the south, the metropolis sprawled. The northern corner provided a dreary view of the COSTECH building across the street. The rooms were air conditioned and hotel sterilized. The only scent hanging in the air was the hair perfume from the African cleaning women.

      He ventured into the office and Rigsby followed.

      “The FBI might have to requisition this suite for the night. That or I’ll arm-wrestle you for it,” she said playfully.

      “That’s a threat you better be able to keep,” Lighthouse volleyed back.

      She giggled. “There wasn’t anything in any of the bedrooms. Or if there was, I couldn’t find it. Same for the bathroom. Just new hotel toiletries and the like. Mahoney found some old Scotch in the bar, and he’s looking to get deep into it. Thought I’d warn you.”

      “Sounds like him,” Lighthouse replied, somewhat absentminded of what she’d been saying. The office had IKEA home-office furniture. Two Aero chairs sat at an L-shaped leaf desk that rang the length of two walls with cupboards interspersed above. An all-in-one printer sat alone off to the far end of the desk. The garbage can under the table had a new plastic bag in it, as did the small shredder.

      Lighthouse walked over to the shredder, grabbed it from under the table and popped its top off. A new plastic bag sat at the ready. He pulled the bag out and reached into the bottom. There were a few wayward scraps of paper, which he pocketed.

      Rigsby’s phone alerted her to a new text. She scanned the screen. “No hits on Dr. Freeman leaving the country on any international flights or shipping manifests. Same goes for Kenya, his next most likely departure point,” she declared.

      “The note from his ex-wife was pretty specific,” Lighthouse reminded her. “Let’s check that hotel and dive center you dug up earlier. I have a gut feeling we’ll find the man there soaking up his last moments in paradise.”

      Rigsby smiled. She was enjoying working with a real detective for once. “We could issue a simple extraction order for a team to go out and snare him. We’d have him back to the embassy in no time. Then he’d be on U.S. soil, and we can do what we want with him,” she put forth nonchalantly.

      “How hard is it to get to Zanzibar?” Lighthouse asked.

      “A twenty-minute jump,” she answered.

      “Really?” Mahoney questioned.

      “Yeah. Loads of us from the compound go there on weekends to SCUBA dive. And the beaches are fabulous,” she hinted freely.

      Lighthouse smiled. “I say we’d better go and have a look then. Whattaya say, Harv?”

      “Why not?” Mahoney agreed.

      Lighthouse turned back to Rigsby. “How about we head back to the embassy and check back in. Plan an assault on the island for tomorrow morning when we’re fresh.”
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      They returned to the Embassy where they found Tibbs sitting in the conference room fiddling with Blake’s SAT phone, which was fully charged and at the ready.

      Tibbs took a sip of water then reported, “This phone made three hundred twenty-three calls in the previous thirty days. Most to the same dozen or so numbers everyday, two of which were international, one to London and one to D.C. The rest are all local Mobitel numbers that were dotted around Tanzania. I pinged most of them to Arusha towers but one also consistently bounced back from a tower near Kigoma.”

      “Call the number in Kigoma,” Lighthouse said.

      “I’m sorry?” Tibbs questioned.

      “Call the Kigoma number for me right now,” Lighthouse repeated.

      “And say what exactly?” said Tibbs.

      “I just want to find out who answers,” Lighthouse explained.

      “Yes, sir,” Tibbs said. He scrolled down to the number in the recently called list and pressed the green connect button. He held it up between them. “There’s no speakerphone on this but you should still be able to hear just fine.”

      It rang out twice before being answered.

      “Rafiki, my brother, I must have missed you in Kigoma,” a man’s deep African voice resonated out from the other end of the line.

      Lighthouse grabbed the handset from Tibbs and placed it to his ear. He coughed twice into the air. In a sickly voice, he said, “I’ve been ill with malaria, rafiki.”

      “Oh, that is bad, rafiki. But you are better now, yes?” the scratchy voice inquired.

      Lighthouse turned to Rigsby. In a quiet whisper he asked her, “What’s rafiki?”

      “Means trusted friend in Swahili,” she whispered back

      Lighthouse sniffled loudly. “I’m getting better, rafiki.”

      “Poa poa,” the deep voice replied, happily. “Then you will come right away to Kigoma? I know you have been waiting long time for this order. It is here now and everyone is waiting on you. Some very nice stones. One very large ruby, rafiki.”

      Lighthouse covered the mouthpiece.

      Rigsby shook her head. “No way we can send a team way out there. Try to lure him here,” she whispered.

      Lighthouse grinned widely. It was a good idea. “Rafiki, the doctors tell me not to fly taking this medicine,” he said, weakly. He feigned another cough. “I must stay at my apartment here in Dar es Salaam for the next ten days. I want to be near the hospital if I need it. You come here right away and we can make our business. Otherwise it may be a few weeks.”

      A disappointed sigh came from the other end of the line. “But, rafiki, I only have Precision Airlines. Not private plane like you.”

      Rigsby bobbed her head. “Tell him to take a Precision flight. We can easily snag him up when he lands. Offer to pay for it,” she offered.

      “Rafiki, sorry for the hassle. I will pay for your flight if you come. Let’s make business right away. When’s the next flight from Kigoma?” Lighthouse said, dribbling his weary words into the phone.

      “Tomorrow at ten in the morning, rafiki. But then I have nowhere to stay for the night until the flight back the next day,” he bemoaned.

      “Just call me when you get here. I’ll take care of your room. I pay all the extra this time for you.”

      The voice cleared its throat. “Okay, rafiki. Sawa poa.”

      “Sawa poa, rafiki. Call me right when you land,” Lighthouse said then hung up. “Well that solves that,” Lighthouse declared to Rigsby.

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “This guy obviously thinks Blake’s still alive.”

      Tibbs took the phone back. “I concur.”

      “Good work getting the phone working, Tibbs,” Lighthouse commented.

      Tibbs saluted and left the room uncontested.

      Rigsby sighed. “Yeah, I see it. There’s probably nothing linking this guy to Blake’s murder.” She paused. “Still, within a few hours we’ll have a gem smuggler in custody. And in turn, whatever information we can get out of him.”

      “I’ll settle for Dr. Freeman first,” Lighthouse said.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      July 19, 2004: Zanzibar, Tanzania—Day 6

      

      Before Lighthouse and Mahoney could down their second cups of coffee of the morning, Agent Rigsby had them all cruising in a Bell CH-135 Twin Huey helicopter above the Indian Ocean heading toward the northern tip of Zanzibar. The helicopter and pilot were courtesy of the U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs (INL), which flies out of the Dar es Salaam Embassy compound on counternarcotic and counterterrorism missions.

      The chopper’s noise was deafening, so Lighthouse popped in his earbuds and cued up Richard Wagner’s The Ride of the Valkyrie. His spirits immediately rose. It was 7:21 a.m.

      They flew low across turquoise waters filled with white sandy shoals. Off in the distance, he counted a total of sixteen small white sailing vessels slicing through the waves, skipping along in parallel formation under the seasonal trade winds.

      Minutes later, they rounded the tip of an island dotted with tourist hotels built upon low coral ridges and sandy beaches, with vegetation of short trees and shrubs.

      The pilot landed on the beach below the Nungwi Blue Oasis Resort and Dive Center and throttled it down. It was a grand entrance, and any element of surprise had gone out the window.

      Lighthouse pocketed his iPod and deplaned behind Mahoney and Rigsby into sweet humid air and a sunbaked sky. Soft, dense sand met their feet. Palm trees rose from the confluence of beach and land. A wooden dive boat rested at anchor upon the subtle waves, its orange canvas roof setting the contrast against the blue ocean for miles around. A tidal break splashed a mile off in the distance, waiting its turn to lap once again upon the seashell strewn shores. It looked like the ideal beach getaway.

      The land rose at a nearly thirty percent grade from the beach to the top of the land where a main house sat at the crest of the hill. A half dozen small cabanas with decks dotted the hillside. Mature pineapple and mango trees swayed in the gentle breeze.

      A thatched-roof bar and outdoor sitting area had been constructed on top of the coral sea cliff. A BBQ pit rested to its side. Two young and attractive bikini-clad blondes looked down over the guardrail in fascination, both still chewing their egg and biscuit breakfasts.

      “What’s all the ruckus?” demanded Dr. Freeman, who suddenly appeared on the verandah in nothing but a Speedo.

      “Good morning, Dr. Freeman, we meet again,” Lighthouse announced up to him, overcome with feelings of tranquility, the enlivening ocean air refreshing his senses.

      Dr. Freeman put his hands on his hips and peered down at them. “Oh, it’s you,” he said exasperatedly, an air of discontent rising from his voice. “Am I to take it this zoo circles back to me? I thought it would’ve taken Sarah a bit longer to spill her guts about my whereabouts.”

      “She was rather forthcoming,” Lighthouse acknowledged loudly, spying the concrete stairway leading up off the beach.

      “Confidentiality and trust were never her strong suits. Now you know why I divorced her,” Dr. Freeman stated. He looked between them. “You three supposed to be the cavalry?”

      Rigsby put up a hand. “Mary Rigsby, Federal Bureau of Investigation. It’s very important we speak with you immediately, Dr. Freeman.”

      “Why did you go and run away on me?” Lighthouse called up to him.

      “I didn’t run away,” Dr. Freeman replied. He shifted his feet from side to side and a small bit of sand cascaded down the coral sea cliff. He leaned on the guardrail. “I was rattled by the news of Robert’s murder, and in the moment forgot that I was scheduled to be out here that afternoon,” he added, smiling reassuringly.

      Lighthouse kicked some sand. “But you didn’t tell your secretary where you were going. Pretty unusual, isn’t it?”

      “To everyone else it looks like the captain’s abandoning ship,” Mahoney voiced.

      Dr. Freeman shook his head disappointedly. “That’s nonsense.” He pointed to Lighthouse. “You seem like the most sensible one of the bunch. I’m obviously unarmed, so why don’t you come back with me to my bungalow while I change into something more suitable.” He pointed to Rigsby and Mahoney. “The two of you can take off your shoes and take a load off in the bar. You’ve come this far, so you may as well let the sand rinse through your toes,” he mandated.

      They both looked to Lighthouse. He shrugged indifferently, not seeing a threat in the situation.

      “I’m up at the main house at the top of the path. Take the stairs off the beach and I’ll meet you up there,” Dr. Freeman instructed.

      “Can’t hurt, I guess,” Lighthouse related to his partners. Behind them on the beach, a local woman dressed in a khanga dress walked along the sand carrying two burlap baskets.

      “Shouldn’t we all stay together?” Rigsby inquired cautiously.

      Lighthouse wiped sweat from his brow and placed a hand on Lucy. “I’ll make heads or tails of this soon enough. You and Mahoney go make some new friends in the bar.”

      “God, I was hoping you’d say that,” Mahoney said, pulling his cigarettes from his vest pocket. He tapped on the box, opened it, drew a stick and lit it. “Don’t wait up for me,” he added.

      Lighthouse turned to Rigsby.

      “Don’t wait up for me either, I guess,” she said cheerfully, kicking off her shoes.

      “Okay, I’ll meet you back down here when I’m done with Freeman,” Lighthouse said, then proceeded to climb the dozen steps onto a terraced level with a three-foot-wide sandy path where he had a better vantage point of the entire property. Eight thatched-roof guest bungalows with coral foundations, block walls and large patios stood interspersed along the hillside, their whitewashed walls reflecting the daily torrents of the equatorial sun. The grounds were well landscaped with flowering plants, their pink-orange petals flirting with the thrusts of the wind.

      Lighthouse pursued the path to the top of the hill and stepped onto the 400 square-foot, open-air patio of the big house. He turned and soaked in the vista from two hundred feet above sea level. Half a dozen local women were knee-deep in tidal waters harvesting kelp and small crustaceans into baskets. A few hotel dive boats rested on calm waters, and some grayish menacing clouds danced in the distance. The break was still a mile out, but from up here it didn’t seem that far anymore; yet above all, the sun relentlessly bore down upon a lazy humidity.

      “I’ve been coming here since 1966,” Dr. Freeman stated as he walked out onto the patio, this time in a linen shirt, cotton shorts and a pair of beat up old sandals. “Back then it was just me, Admiral Crawley, the beach, and subsistence-fishing with the indigenous villagers. Now we’re surrounded by resorts, Swedish dive schools and Japanese fishing vessels.” Freeman pointed to the table at the front where chairs with colorful cushy cushions held the most commanding view of the sea. “Shall we sit? I told Mossini to come around with some tea.”

      Lighthouse took the seat with the best view.

      Dr. Freeman sat across from him and waved his index finger in the air. “Admiral Crawley, now he was a true colonial bureaucrat. He picked up this spit of land in the early sixties while serving in the Royal Navy. He was at the right place at the right time to snag a place like this,” he commented, more with the gaze of his eyes than the words from his mouth. “More impressive is his family still owns the place. They kept it through Independence and the Asian purges.”

      Lighthouse relaxed into his chair. A gentle breeze brushed his cheeks, and his retinas lit up with color. His surroundings were beautiful. Life here was a slow, pronounced drumbeat one could easily get used to. “Pretty grand, I’ll give you that much.”

      “Now you can see why I missed our appointment, Detective. I already had an appointment out here, and what better place to get away from the whole spectacle befalling our team. First Blake’s death then Robert’s murder. I needed to get a fresh perspective.”

      “We’re told you and Banfield fought a lot. That it got pretty aggressive once in a while.”

      “Of course we fought,” Dr. Freeman acknowledged, vacillating his stance. “The kid was insufferable at times. All his theories running every which way and that. One day evolution is alkalinity based, the next it’s volcanic ash redeposition. I couldn’t get it straight half the time.” He threw his hands into the air. “Or he’d run on about the cost of this or that, regardless that the bank balances were increasing month after month. So what’s the matter with spending it, I told him. I’m the Chairman of the Board, for God’s sake! Like I said, kid was insufferable. Then you come and accuse me of running blood gems out of the Congo. Unbelievable!”

      “Like you said, it’s all a matter of perspective.”

      “I’m an academic, Detective, not a trafficker. And certainly not a murderer.”

      “Lots of shouting matches with threats attached, I’m told.”

      He pounded his fists on the table. “Don’t you ever yell at people, Detective! Oh I’m sorry, I forgot, you just shoot and kill them first. They’ve got Internet out here, so it wasn’t too hard to look you up.”

      Lighthouse had heard the same line before but, like always, it just bounced off him. “You’ve known for quite some time Blake might cut off your funding next year.”

      He laughed. “You kidding me? That’s all the firepower you got?”

      “It would have been hard to see your life’s work stopped dead in its tracks.”

      He laughed harder. “Ha! My fossilized mandibular collection has sharper teeth than you. Detective, it’s about time you get your facts straight. You think I’m going to kill some senator’s son over his leaving my project to go branch out on his own? What planet are you on?”

      Lighthouse raised an eyebrow.

      “What else do you have on me?” asked Dr. Freeman, sarcastically.

      “The money.”

      “Did you find more? Please turn it over to Drs. Plovers or Markham when you see them next.”

      Lighthouse paused to take it all in. It was easy to see that Freeman wasn’t guilty of anything more than protecting his own interests.

      “All of the proceeds Blake made in Africa are foundation property,” Dr. Freeman stated. “But you must know that already. It’s part of the intellectual property agreement he signed when he first joined the project.”

      A young African man wearing sandals, a ripped shirt and a black kufi hat came onto the patio carrying a silver tray with a porcelain tea set and a can of coffee. He clumsily put it all down on the table and set the cups and saucers in front of the men. He placed an ashtray in front of Dr. Freeman, pulled a lighter and rolled cigarette from his pocket and placed them in from of him.”

      “Anything else, doctor?” the servant asked.

      “That’ll be all, Mossini,” he said, waving him away.

      Dr. Freeman grabbed the rolled cigarette and lit up.

      Lighthouse instantly smelled the sweetness of marijuana, and wondered if he should take a toke too. He grabbed the spoon and mixed himself up some coffee instead.

      Dr. Freeman exhaled his hit. “Just to be clear, the one point five million in hard currency I’ve got stuffed in the duffel bag in my bedroom is all foundation money. Blake was only the treasurer. I know he played a little fast and loose with the numbers sometimes, but overall he kept pretty clean books for us.”

      “Are you admitting to the gem smuggling?” Lighthouse inquired.

      “Nothing of the sort. That was news to my ears when you first mentioned it at the excavation. I was devastated to hear it. All of this money comes from all the rental businesses. That I’m sure of.”

      “Don’t worry, professor, I’m not here for the money. Just some solid answers,” Lighthouse explained.

      “I’ll tell you everything I know, Detective. Just ask away.”

      Lighthouse sipped his coffee and formulated his approach. “I’m sure you’ve racked your brain thinking about Banfield’s death. Have you come up with anything concrete you’d like to share?”

      Dr. Freeman shook his head.

      “What about Nelson? Who had reason to murder him?”

      Suddenly finding himself off the hook as a suspect and free to converse, Dr. Freeman leaned back and relaxed. He took another hit. “Can’t say for sure, but Robert probably had it coming, like so many of the rest of them,” he acknowledged, a cloud of smoke rolling from his lips, the marijuana helping loosen his mood

      “Why’s that?”

      Dr. Freeman wrinkled his nose. “I try to stay out of other men’s business, Detective, but Robert was old enough to know better.”

      “How so?”

      “I’ve been living in this part of the world longer than you’ve been alive, so you’ll have to excuse me when I tell you I know more about the male hormones in this environment than most.”

      “Meaning?”

      He exhaled more smoke. “We had quite a few complaints that Robert was not very gentlemanly in his seduction towards the tribal girls working at the lodge. I’m told he even went after some of the underage ones on the cleaning crews.”

      “I see.”

      “It’s been brought to my attention, twice,” he stressed.

      “Point taken.”

      Dr. Freeman took another drag, placed the joint in the ashtray on the table, leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees. “You have children, Detective?”

      Lighthouse nodded affirmatively.

      “Then you know that sometimes when it’s not family on either side of the equation, it’s best not to intervene. You just hope the situation takes care of itself.”

      Lighthouse actually sympathized.

      “It’s a winning policy here in Africa,” Dr. Freeman stated, sweeping his arms wide. “There was a very happy girl that used to work at the Sunrise, until Robert came along,” Dr. Freeman reported. “Something happened between them, and she left for Arusha.”

      “What’s her name?” Lighthouse asked.

      “Gladness. A lovely girl. She now works at reception at a sister hotel in Arusha.”

      “At the New Arusha Hotel?”

      “That’s right. Do you know her?”

      “I do.”

      “She was Robert’s first local conquest, I think. I believe it was during the 2001 excavation when he came on board during my National Geographic grant,” he reported, nodding in remembrance. He grabbed the joint again, took a smoke, reached for a tea bag and filled his cup.

      Lighthouse sipped from his cup. A few more pieces were coming together.

      “How many years will the cash in the bag hold out?” Lighthouse inquired.

      “Three, maybe four more seasons. Plus a large scholarship in Blake’s name. The bank accounts are stuffed full too, so some of it will be earmarked to study his theories. I’ll agree to that much, for his sake.”

      “Sounds fair to me,” Lighthouse said, shrugging indifferently.

      Dr. Freeman pointed out into the vastness of the ocean. “Just two miles out you’ve got the Mnemba reef system. It’s renowned the world over as one of the great five SCUBA dives on earth. The bounty of this country is endless,” he said reflectively.

      Lighthouse paused and sipped at his coffee. “Anything else you think I should know?”

      Dr. Freeman shook his head. “Nope. I just hope this whole sordid mess with Robert works out quickly.”

      “And Banfield?”

      Dr. Freeman shrugged, his eyes failing to register a name. “It’s anyone’s guess who went after him, if indeed that’s what happened. Not the first time someone crashed in the Serengeti,” he added adamantly, not needing two murders on his watch.

      Lighthouse slammed the contents of his cup and stood up. “Yeah, maybe it was just an accident after all.”

      “You saying goodbye already, Detective?”

      “I’ve got a team waiting on me.”

      “I can go take my morning nap now?”

      “Whatever you wish, professor. Hey, by the way, what year did you graduate from Harvard?”

      “Nineteen Sixty-two,” he answered proudly.

      “That’s what I thought,” he said, hurrying off down the sandy path. It was time to head back to Arusha.
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      Tibbs had used Zena before. Both on and off the books. She always had good low-level intel, and could always be found at the Mermaid, the seedy bar where she sold her body to hungry men.

      “You know I am a Christian girl,” Zena whispered in Tibbs’ receptive ear. “You know this. I’ve told you before, baby.”

      Tibbs raised a Tusker to his lips and sipped the chilled beer. African pop music thumped in the background. The room was dark and musty.

      “I have good information,” Zena continued. “For sure, because it comes from his man Akheem who tells me. There is some mzungu boss at the U.S. Embassy right now. A senator. My client, he says, he’s the perfect target.”

      Tibbs listened to the hooker. Most men were braggarts when they were with women they paid for. Seemed it was part of the show to puff one’s own feathers to make the conquest all the more appealing. And one of her regular johns was a ranking Al-Shabaab member with a thin tongue.

      Tibbs pulled out a fifty-dollar bill and rubbed it between her legs. “You know where this Akheem lives?” Tibbs asked.

      She looked down at the money and snatched it up. “I can find him, baby.”

      “Fast?”

      “Very fast, baby,” she said before leaning in and licking his earlobe. “But you’ll have to do better than fifty for this information. He almost the boss of them.”

      Tibbs pulled two fresh Benjamins out his pocket and slipped them into her palm. He could get used to this job. “Get me the man, and I’ll give you two thousand cash. And as a bonus, you’ll get the best fuck of your life,” he boasted confidently.

      She reached over and stroked his erection through his pants. “That’s a deal, baby.”
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      It had taken Lighthouse, Mahoney and Rigsby less than two hours to go from the tranquility of Zanzibar back to Arusha, where the sun was hot, the air was still, and the noon bustle kept the streets choked and polluted.

      Mahoney and Rigsby waited in the car in the parking lot of the New Arusha Hotel, while Lighthouse strolled through the front doors and straight up to Gladness, who was alone by herself working at reception. She was startled to see him again.

      “I bet I can walk behind your desk right now and find at least a thousand dollars in counterfeit U.S. bills somewhere,” Lighthouse said, making a move with his hand toward a drawer.

      Gladness reached out to stop him.

      “How long did you really think you’d get away with it?” Lighthouse questioned, easing up his stance and coming up to her behind the counter.

      “But, sir, I-” she trailed off.

      “I figured it out right away, Gladness. The very first time you slipped the fake bill to my partner. It got me thinking about what else you and your brothers had been up to.” He looked hard into her fragile eyes. “None of you went and murdered Robert Nelson now, did you?”

      “No!” she screamed in a panic. “No, I didn’t kill anybody.” She shook her head furiously. “No, no, I’ll do anything you ask of me. Please, boss,” she begged. Tears ran down her cheeks. “It was all Mr. Blake’s idea, sir. He brought the idea to us. He made us do the fake money exchanging. That’s the truth. And Mr. Robert being killed, that I know nothing of. That’s the truth. I swear by Jesus as my Savior.”

      Lighthouse baulked. “You know way more than that. You and Mr. Robert were lovers.”

      “He said he loved me!”

      “Then he took it all away and left you for another girl, didn’t he?”

      Her nostrils flared. “He used me. He used us all. My flower is now gone, and not by a husband. I’m a good Christian girl, and no man at church wants me now,” she seethed.

      “So you must be happy Mr. Robert is dead, aren’t you?”

      She burst into sobs. “I didn’t kill him!” she yelled.

      The swinging doors leading to the manager’s office opened and Emmanueli slipped through. “Why are you crying?” he demanded, registering his sister’s state of emotions.

      “How about this brother?” Lighthouse asked her forcefully, pointing to Emmanueli’s chest. “Did he do it, or your other brother, Moses?”

      Gladness dropped her head and bawled uncontrollably. She covered her mouth and ran from the room in despair.

      “I take that as it’s the other one then,” Lighthouse uttered loudly, to no one in particular.

      “What have you done to her?” Emmanueli declared.

      “I should be asking you the same thing,” Lighthouse flexed.

      “You can’t treat our staff like that. You must leave the hotel property at once!” Emmanueli demanded.

      Lighthouse had no authority whatsoever in this country. But he had Lucy on his hip, and for him that was authority enough. He opened the drawer suspected of holding the contraband, pulled out a big vanilla envelope and fingered through a slew of bills. The silky feel led him to believe they were all counterfeit. He grasped the envelop tightly and said, “I’ll be keeping these safe and sound for evidence,” he instructed.

      “I’m calling security,” Emmanueli said, stunned, before quickly racing away back through the swinging doors.

      Lighthouse wondered if he should give chase. But an instinct to flee and move on overshadowed the impulse to hunt. So he turned on his heels, went back to the parking lot and settled into the backseat of their vehicle.

      “Now where?” Rigsby asked from the front seat.

      “Thought you’d know,” Lighthouse volleyed back, then looked to Mahoney. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

      “Not much,” Mahoney replied, shrugging.

      “We could drive over to TANAPA Headquarters across town. I was pinged that Banfield’s crash scene photos taken by the park rangers have finally been developed,” Rigsby reported.

      “Is it on the way to the Arusha Airport?” Lighthouse asked.

      “I’m pretty sure it is,” she replied.

      “Then post haste,” Lighthouse stated.

      Less than ten minutes later they were ushered inside a non-descript, three-story building with the name Mwalimu J.K. Nyerere Conservation Centre painted in yellow across it’s façade. The Director General of the Tanzanian National Parks (TANAPA) greeted them with a robust smile in his personal office.

      “Is this your first time to Tanzania, Mr. Lighthouse?”

      “Yup.”

      “And what do you think of our country so far?” the Director General inquired.

      “Better than most I’ve seen,” Lighthouse answered truthfully.

      “Very good,” the Director General said, beaming a healthy smile. “I was a professor of history at the University of Dar es Salaam, featuring lessons of our German and British colonialism and our Independence movement.”

      “Uh-huh,” Lighthouse said, taking it upon himself to open the file and place the six photos in a row on the table.

      “Yes of course. Please beg my pardon for the small talk,” the Director General said, somewhat facetiously, his graduate degree from MIT prominently featured on the wall behind his desk.

      “Sorry, General, but we have some suspected murderers on the loose, and it’s not a good time to lose their trail,” Lighthouse replied, scanning over the color photographs. None had been done by a professional. There was only one of the body and done from a zoomed out point of view, four of the wreckage and truck, and the last some skid marks in the grass. Nonetheless, he tried committing their details to memory. “Any chance we could get copies of these?”

      “Those are your copies,” the Director General stated brusquely.

      “Thanks for your hospitality, General. I hope we can meet under better circumstances next time,” Lighthouse stated, pumping his hand once and cruising out the door.

      “Next?” Rigsby shouted as she chased him back to the truck.

      “Back to the Serengeti,” Lighthouse replied.

      “Really?” Mahoney bemoaned, looking at his watch. “It’ll be dark in three hours. We’ll have no choice but to stay out there for the night. Should I make reservations?”

      “Don’t worry, Harv, they’ll know we’re coming.”

      “You think it’s that rotund one, Kimberly, the manager’s wife?” Mahoney speculated. “No, wait, the husband? You think he did it for sleeping with his wife?”

      Rigsby raised an eyebrow in anticipation of his answer.

      “What are you taking about, Harv?”

      “Banfield’s murderer.”

      Right then Lighthouse’s stomach gurgled. Then it fluttered unnaturally, like a cripple on a trampoline. He gagged lightly, but noticeably.

      “Oh, that doesn’t sound good,” Rigsby said. “You didn’t drink the water from the tap or anything foolish like that, did you?”

      He focused his thoughts on trying to settle his innards down a notch.

      “You okay, buddy?”

      “Ah, fine,” Lighthouse lied. “Someone just make sure we’ve got a driver when we land at Seronera. I don’t want to be stuck out there at the airstrip for too long waiting. And make sure to round up some park rangers to help us, too. It must be their jurisdiction, right?”

      “Roger that,” Rigsby replied, pulling out her phone to make the arrangements.

      “I’m not saying I handled that perfectly back there, but we’re off to the Sunrise where I think we’ll finally get some of the answers we need,” Lighthouse proclaimed.
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      Senator Banfield meditated in the shade of one of the Embassy’s large baobab tree. Gardens sprung in all directions, and he felt cool and calm. A sweat had formed on his wrinkled brow and on more than one occasion, he’d had to swat at nipping mosquitos hovering around his exposed wrists. But for the faint sounds of a lawnmower running somewhere off in the distance, it was surprisingly quiet.

      He took in a moist breath of air. He’d decided from the start to turn the dire negative of his son’s death into a positive one, if for nothing else, the sympathy vote. Whether he liked it or not, Blake was deceased and the tragedy spoke to the hearts of most constituents in his district. He must be seen pushing on for all those who have lost loved one in the line of duty. A USA Today article was in the works. Good Morning America was calling, and three living Presidents had sent their personal condolences. He could feel his power running toward a zenith upon the adversity God had placed before him. And with Tibbs scrambling in hot pursuit of a trail, revenge seemed close at hand.
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      Zena had come through with her promise and procured the mobile number of her customer, Akheem. From there it had been easy for Tibbs and his strike team to trace out the man’s calls. They’d also determined he was now within the same three-foot vicinity as two others he’d called repeatedly on the phone. The data suggested a face-to-face meeting was taking place.

      The strike team waited at the embassy, ready to go once recon had scouted it out. When they had tactical advantage, they would storm in and scoop up Akheem and everyone else at the meeting.
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      Gwynn had been called up to provide aerial support for Lighthouse, Mahoney and Rigsby and promptly dropped them off at the Seronera airstrip at 4:23 p.m. Once they deplaned, a park ranger in a beat-up Toyota Hilux pick-up truck greeted them.

      The ranger, Wilson, was in his mid-forties, wore green rag clothing and carried a rusty, mid-century Winchester .30-.30 rifle slung over his back. His teeth were yellow and half rotten, and one gold tooth shone when he broadened his subservient grin.

      Lighthouse rode in the front seat while Rigsby and Mahoney mingled together in the dusty back.

      A thunderstorm had recently swept across the Western Corridor of the Serengeti, washing the dust and soot to the ground. The air was fresh, and the ground burnt by the fires didn’t look as bad anymore.

      As they bounced along the familiar dirt track back to the Sunrise Lodge, Lighthouse pointed to the gun sitting next to him in the truck’s cab, asking, “Where’d you get this old Winchester?”

      “It’s my year to keep it, sir,” Wilson explained proudly. “I have twenty years working out here now.”

      “How often do you have to shoot it?”

      “Shoot it, sir?” replied Wilson.

      “Yeah, go bang bang. You know, how often?” he asked, holding his arm like a gun and pulling a trigger.

      Wilson looked flummoxed by the question. “Never, sir.”

      “Never? Not even for target practice?” asked Lighthouse, surprised.

      “Oh no, sir. We only have two bullets left. I would lose my job, sir.”

      “Lose your job for shooting the gun?” Mahoney voiced.

      “It is a very special gun,” Wilson explained with a bright smile. “It was inherited by the founder of our park service when he was a young man. In 1952, he was guiding an American who come here hunting. The American was shooting many animals in disrespectful numbers. Bothered our founder very, very much. He prayed to the ancestors for it to stop. The next day the American not fast enough to kill an elephant. It charged and kill him. Our founder pick up the gun and the last eleven bullets from the pack. Gun became a reminder of what he hope never happen again. The senseless killing of life, sir.”

      “I thought you said there’s only two bullets left,” Lighthouse pointed out.

      “Yes, sir, two left.”

      “And the other nine bullets?” said Lighthouse.

      “Oh, all used against humans, sir. None against animals,” he said smiling approvingly. “Seven have been used scaring off poachers, and two bullets fired between park rangers who been in dispute over the hand of a local village girl.”

      “That’s a marvelous story,” Rigsby said from the backseat.

      “So what you’re telling us is you’re useless with a gun, right?” said Lighthouse, more as a fact than a question.

      “Right,” Wilson replied, raising his eyebrows high into his forehead and punching the gas. “And how was I to practice, sir? I get paid only twenty-two dollars a month salary.” His smile soured into an inept grin.

      Lighthouse thought about that, and nodded. “Any chance you’ve got those two other bullets on you?”

      “Of course not, sir. They locked up back at the ranger station.”

      As they sped down the dirt road, Lighthouse turned to his team and voiced, “just remember, if you get yourself into a jam, the Winchester ain’t loaded. It’s some kind of prop.”

      Rigsby patted her breast pocket and smiled. “Brought my own nine mil.”

      Wilson took a left onto the Sunrise Lodge road and came to a rolling stop in front of the white bar gate. He unrolled his window and said to the man sitting in the guard shack, “Twende, mambo veepee.”

      “Poa poa,” the man replied back.

      “Hey, Wilson,” Lighthouse interrupted, “ask the guy at the gate what time Moses left in Banfield’s truck today?”

      “Who, sir?”

      “The receptionist here at the lodge. His name is Moses.”

      “Oh, yes of course, Moses,” Wilson said, nodding acknowledgement.

      “Ask the gate man what time Moses left here today in Mr. Banfield’s truck.”

      “Yes, sir,” Wilson said then translated as instructed. A short banter occurred before he turned back to Lighthouse and reported, “He says a little over an hour ago, sir.”

      “I’d figured as much,” Lighthouse said.

      “So you think Moses killed Banfield?” asked Mahoney.

      “Nope.”

      “Then what?”

      “He killed Robert Nelson.”

      Mahoney smiled. “Oh, I’d completely forgotten about him.”

      “I’ll explain everything at the lodge,” Lighthouse stated.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Joshua had been sitting behind Twende in the dark corner of the guard shack when the Americans arrived and asked their questions. Moses was certainly on the run. It explained why he was in such a hurry when he came speeding out of the lodge. But how far could Moses really get before being caught? All it takes is one radio call to the ranger station, and the park would go into lockdown.

      Joshua wondered how much these mzungus knew by now: to what extent had secrets been pried open, and what networks were in danger of falling? he wondered.

      Joshua slithered out of the back of the shed and ran down the bush path. His breathing was uneven. He didn’t want to be too paranoid, but with the arrival of the Americans again, this time with an armed ranger, his plans might need to escalate. Or worse, he might have to use his contingency plan.
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      Moses had no intention of fleeing. He knew he’d be caught quickly if he did; besides, he didn’t have enough cash stashed away to run. So if he was going to the gallows for the murder of one mzungu, then it might as well be for the murders of four.

      The lodge’s old access road wound behind the escarpment and would bring him right back to the side of the pump building where he’d have a birds-eye view of the entire place. Further, Moses had left strict instructions with all the doormen: all of Mr. Blake’s guests, or anyone associated with the excavation, should proceed to the back parking lot, where upon their arrival, they should get hot towels, croissant sandwiches and freshly squeezed juices of their choice. Moses had prepared it all himself. All the staff had to do was be in the parking lot serving when anyone arrived.
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      Wilson pulled the truck up to the lodge, but instead of being let out under the portico, they were instructed to head up to the upper lot and park. Once there, their dusty faces were greeted with hot towels, as one should be at an elegant hotel. The warm dampness soothed their skin, wiping away the day’s dirt and grime. Rigsby and Mahoney quickly made their way over to another server who was holding a tray of juices. They each grabbed two glasses and gulped them down in short order. Wilson, the Winchester slung over his shoulder, took a more conservative approach, slipping one of the small glasses into his hands and moving away to sip it near his parked truck.

      “I need a toilet,” Lighthouse grumbled while holding his stomach and making haste for the small concrete outhouse thirty feet to the left of the mechanic garage. His innards were doing cartwheels.

      A porter came running up the road and motioned for all the other servers to come with him. “You must all go work in reception. Right away,” he ordered.

      The servers set their trays down near the sandwiches on the makeshift table and headed off down the driveway.

      Lighthouse stepped into the outhouse. The place buzzed with flies and smelled of rancid urine. His already queasy stomach became even more so. He exited quickly into the fresh air and wandered a few steps into the grass where no one would see him if he became sick. His stomach gurgled as he unzipped his pants. Then his stomach flopped. He quickly dropped his trousers, squatted, and diarrhea ejected forth into the grass. Then he dry-heaved from his mouth. All day, the effects of a bug or food-borne illness had been building up steam just to come down to this one moment. The sudden violent outburst of bodily fluids was followed by feelings of pure exhaustion.

      Lighthouse wiped himself best he could at both ends of his body, stood and pulled up his pants. He took in a deep breath and held it. He hadn’t been this sick since 1982 in El Salvador when he almost went into a coma from dehydration. He was saved by the last can of Coca-Cola in the village store, always his go-to elixir to calm his stomach and end his gastric discomfort.

      He had snot in his nose from vomiting, and it was blocking his breathing. He performed a farmer’s blow but it only cleared half the problem. He felt his stomach flop violently again. As quick as he could, he threw off his pants, squatted and forced another vigorous stream of liquefied feces from his torso. He grunted under the stress. The day had just turned bleak.

      Lighthouse made a mental note to track down more toilet paper at all costs. Better yet, he needed to get to a room right away and lay down. He pulled his pants back up, hoping he’d avoided an accident, and started back to the parking lot. As he came out of the clearing he could tell right away something had gone terribly wrong: both Mahoney and Rigsby were slumped on the ground, and Wilson was limped over against his ranger truck.

      Lighthouse palmed Lucy and scanned the vicinity for movement. Seeing none, he quickly ran over to where Rigsby and Mahoney lay slouched unconscious on the ground. He knelt beside Mahoney and listened. His breathing was heavy, but he was still alive. It appeared they’d all been drugged.

      He looked over to Rigsby with her Sleeping Beauty face. One eye was closed and one was twitching. “Rigsby, can you hear me?” Lighthouse whispered loudly, and lightly tried shaking her awake.

      Her face twitched slightly. Otherwise she seemed paralyzed. He moved next to her, raised her head and stuck two fingers down her throat until her body lurched into a vomit attack of its own, flushing the system of the contents of its last meal or two. She gasped for breath but still stayed limp of body. He wiped her mouth on his jacket sleeve and rested her gently on the ground. He turned to look over to check on Mahoney, but in that same moment a stone spearhead slammed into his right shoulder and punctured deep into his flesh. He was knocked to the ground in wounded pain, with Moses hovering over him trying to stab the eight-foot-long Maasai spear deeper into his shoulder.

      Lighthouse grabbed the broom-stick-like handle with his two hands and pushed back. But coupled with the intensity of the injury and the man having all the high ground, it was hard to do anything to lessen the constant thrusts of the weapon.

      “That evil American came here and took my sister from us!” Moses screamed. “He raped her! Defiled her! Then left her with a broken heart!”

      The pain in his shoulder was excruciating. The spearhead was cutting through muscle on its way to bone. With all his might, Lighthouse pushed with his left arm and ejected the spear from his flesh. He quickly rolled out from under the control of the weapon and tried to reach for Lucy. But his arm didn’t work.

      Moses lunged with the spear but this time Lighthouse caught it with his left hand and started fighting back. He could tell he was a good deal stronger than Moses and, if he could position himself correctly, he could have the match over in short course. “You killed Mr. Robert, didn’t you?”

      “He is worse than a pig! Like all you mzungu pigs! He was easy to drug. You good little pigs!” Moses screamed, lunging with both hands on the stick but barely making a small strike against Lighthouse’s bad arm.

      “But why did you kill Mr. Blake too?” Lighthouse asked him bluntly, while holding the spear tight to a draw.

      Surprised at the accusation, Moses lost his concentration and his grip slipped on the handle. “I not kill Mr. Blake! I could never kill Mr. Blake! How could you think such thing?”

      Before Lighthouse formed his next reply, a shot rang out and Moses slumped to the ground with a two-inch gaping hole blasted through the back of his head. Behind him, Agent Rigsby was pushing herself up off the ground with her left hand while her right hand still had her weapon firmly in her grip.
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      The Sunrise Lodge had a fairly competent African doctor on staff, which was not too surprising since it housed three hundred guests some nights. Mahoney and Wilson’s stomachs were quickly pumped while Lighthouse conceded to thirteen sutures in his shoulder.

      Everyone had partially recovered except Lighthouse, who now lay recumbent in bed in the Presidential Suite, his right arm bandaged in a tight sling.

      He checked the time. It was 7:07 p.m. and Kimberly was the only one still trying to keep him company.

      “I still can’t believe Moses killed Robert,” Kimberly said reflectively as she placed another Coke on the bed stand. “It’s hard for me to tackle that one. Or maybe not? Robert was a tad cheeky. He could charm women and easily have affairs when desired, but a rapist? That I’m not so sure about.”

      “It was reported he’d had his way with Gladness a few years back,” Lighthouse voiced a little uneasily.

      Kimberly shook her head and edged closer to him on the bed. “Don’t believe a single one of their juvenile stories, Detective. Not a single one of them. The games they devise for such little gain would astonish you. I had one maid make cigarette burns on her own arms then try to report me to the police.”

      “What happened?”

      “She came back to me less than an hour later saying she should would retract her statement if I only gave her one hundred pounds!”

      “Yeah, that’s pretty slippery.”

      “I’ve never tried a cigarette in my life let alone burnt a maid with one,” Kimberly said, huffing theatrically. “The staff makes reports to the rangers on a monthly basis, accusing David or myself of some violence or another. Then the rangers have to come out here to investigate, all the while pillaging freebies or taking cash bribes. David starts each day padding small amounts of cash into each of his six pockets just to keep up. Then, of course, you have the African staff, each and every one of them running a scam in one of the hotel departments where they work. The lorry drivers steal the diesel and parts. The bakers the eggs. The doormen ‘accidentally’ leave guest luggage behind,” she stressed. “The maids steal small and unnoticeable cosmetics and soaps to give to their family beauty shops in the villages. Even the nuts and bolts from any unguarded machine are stripped bare and pawned away. During our first year out here, the mechanic scammed us out of fifteen used parts he’d taken from the lodge’s vehicles and given to his cousin’s tourist fleet for replacement parts.”

      Lighthouse sighed. A dull throb emanated from his shoulder.

      “Don’t get me started, Mr. Lighthouse,” Kimberly attested, her eyes growing large. “You haven’t lived until you’ve been blackmailed out here. It’s played out by the organized tribal relationships, and it’s quite devious. We’ve had attempts on our safety a dozen times or more now. High ranking officials are involved. It’s mean, nasty stuff for a Whiteman to be thrown in jail in this country under false pretenses. Even for a day.”

      “I can imagine.” His eyes were getting drowsy and his stomach was telling him it was about time to blast off to the toilet again.

      “I learned from the start that if I wanted to survive out here, I needed to remember just one thing,” she said, raising her index finger in the air. “That there are no innocent people in the drama. None whatsoever. And the moment you start thinking there are and you’ve made close friends, everyone pounces on you.”

      Lighthouse nodded. She’d been toughened in the wilds. “That bad, huh?”

      “I’ll even stick my neck out and say the story about Robert raping Gladness was someone’s attempt at a long con on the man. Perpetrated by Moses himself, I’m sure. He was a very crafty fellow that one. He had Gladness and Emmanueli wrapped around his little finger doing all his dirty bidding. But I guess you figured as much.”

      Lighthouse gave her a kind smile. He shifted into a more comfortable position on the bed. The sling was cumbersome and would certainly impede his use of Lucy for the next few weeks. It felt like such an ignoble wound.

      “We’re just grateful you came out here and cleaned house. Otherwise, it might have been too late for the rest of us to escape,” Kimberly continued. “It’s given David and I the perfect excuse to finally leave this wretched place. We’re packing this afternoon and driving out tomorrow.”

      “A fitting end,” Lighthouse commented blandly.

      “Quite right,” Kimberly intoned. “You’ll promise to keep in touch, won’t you?”

      “What’ll happen with the two of you now?”

      “We’ll each become our second divorces, I assume,” she replied nonchalantly. “We stuck together out here from a sense of adventure and necessity. But the honeymoon was over years ago.”

      He nodded.

      Kimberly batted her eyelashes. She’d heard from her great aunts who served in the war that slightly injured men coming straight out of battle had the most sensational sex drives, the adrenaline pumping in them for hours afterwards. She put a hand on his leg. “We’re just glad you’re okay,” she said leaning into him.

      He cringed in pain from the movement.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” She bounced herself back on the bed, in the process disrupted his posture even more.

      She froze and tried hard to think of something intelligent to say. “To think now that Moses must have killed Blake, too. Most likely over blackmail, you think?”

      “Can’t say.”

      “Well, Joshua would know,” she speculated.

      “Joshua?”

      “Blake’s porter. Nothing slips past him. He used to work here at the lodge until Blake made him his main man.”

      “Hmm,” Lighthouse hummed, remembering meeting him outside Nelson’s tent. He rolled over. “I think I’m gonna have to take a little nap about now,” he confessed, slithering down on the bed. “Please tell them to wake me up in a couple of hours.”

      “Yes, of course,” she sputtered then walked away.

      Once she’d left the room, Lighthouse popped some rehydration tablets into his mouth, grabbed the Coke off the end table and chugged. He was bloodied but still very much alive. Luckily, they all were. Rigsby had searched Moses’ quarters which revealed dozens of opened Valium tablets. There was no need to panic knowing the non-lethal effects of the drug-infused juice would wear off quickly.

      Lighthouse sighed. This whole incident was about to take on a life of its own. If they were lucky, they could report it simply as a first-degree murderer killed during apprehension.

      But there was a bigger problem. Solving who killed Robert Nelson still didn’t get them any closer to finding out what had happened to Banfield. It was likely that Moses just used the first death as cover to kill Robert Nelson.

      Lighthouse rolled slowly off the bed, took off his clothes, walked into the bathroom and into the large tiled shower. He turned on the water, and not waiting for it to warm, instantly started washing away the events of the day.
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      It was 7:23 p.m. in Dar es Salaam and only twelve seconds since Tibbs had issued his ‘Go’ order for the raid. It had commenced under darkness, but they were already pinned down with numerous team casualties. Marine Private Burgher lay next to him gritting his teeth in pain, blood spilling out a leg that had taken the brunt of the first grenade. With bullets whizzing, Tibbs didn’t have room nor time to tie a tourniquet on the poor soldier.

      The recon of the building had been spotty. They were up against at least nine assailants, not four. There were three adjoining rooms, not two. It was on the third floor, not the second. The bigger problem was it was a safe house, and all the assailants had small arms and grenades.

      Tibbs spotted two of his squad move forward into the room, their automatic fire overwhelming the screaming in the room.

      Tibbs bit his lip and readied his weapon. He rolled out from behind the wall and lit up the room with fire, striking a man dead center within seconds. He popped up to one knee, looked over to the two from his squad crouched behind a sofa and yelled to them, “Clear!” It was the very last word he ever uttered. Tibbs had missed the two grenades flung into the room when he rolled out, which now simultaneously sliced his face straight off his head.
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      Lighthouse awoke from a loud knock coming at the door of his suite. He glanced at the time: it was 8:21 p.m. and he’d dozed off on the bed for the last hour.

      “Yeah?” Lighthouse called out feebly.

      The door opened and Mahoney and Rigsby walked in using the spare keycard. Rigsby held a requisitioned SAT phone in her hands; Mahoney a liter of Tusker beer.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Lighthouse inquired.

      “Turns out everyone wants to sweep this Moses incident under the rug,” Rigsby reported. “Essentially I’m off the hook until I return to the embassy where I’m expected to file a short and concise omitting-most-of-the-facts standard report. The officials in charge don’t want the news to leak about a disgruntled hotel worker drugging foreigners and trying to kill them, only to be shot down by a FBI agent. I guess it’s not the right message to print in the travel brochures.”

      Lighthouse bounced his head a little. “I’d say we dodged a bullet there.”

      Mahoney belched. “Hey, I’ve got more news. The body count’s racking up. Gladness was found dead. She apparently committed suicide.”

      Lighthouse growled deeply. He’d pushed the girl too far.

      Mahoney continued, stating, “The national police were sent to arrest her and her brother Emmanueli for their involvement in the counterfeiting ring and their possible complicity in Robert Nelson’s murder. That’s when they found her. She’d hung herself on a doorknob with that colorful scarf she wore. She left a note confessing some petty crimes, including counterfeiting, and asking Jesus for forgiveness.”

      “They caught her brother Emmanueli though,” Rigsby jumped in. “I guess he tried fighting back with a letter opener, which only served to get him jack-booted and thrown into a more putrid cell.”

      Lighthouse shook his head.

      The SAT phone started ringing.

      “Rigsby,” she answered it. “Yes, sir. What? Are you kidding? No…that can’t be. Yes, sir. Yes, I’m listening,” she said, pausing to listen. “I understand, sir. Yes, sir, right away,” she replied before ending the call.

      Lighthouse watched her face pale.

      She exhaled deeply “We’ve got four dead Marines, including Tibbs, and two more critically injured. The drama in Dar es Salaam didn’t unfold quite the way we would’ve liked today.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” Mahoney cut in. “Were any of them your close friends?”

      She shook her head. “Not particularly. But it’s a major blow to the team.”

      Mahoney gulped from his Tusker. “Ain’t that the shits.”

      She shook her head. “On the bright side, we did capture Jeddah Ali Hassan, the top ranking al-Shabaab in the region. And neutralized seven of his fellow compatriots. The embassy is chalking it up as a win on the War on Terror in East Africa. They’ve finally taken down one of the top planners of the 1998 Embassy Bombings. The raid also recovered detailed maps and plans for simultaneous attacks against seven building compounds in the Dar es Salaam area which would have killed hundreds if not thousands of innocent civilians.”

      Mahoney relaxed onto the bed and tapped his pack of cigarettes. “What a day.”

      “You can say that again,” Lighthouse seconded.

      “So what’s next, buddy?”

      “I don’t know, Harv. I wouldn’t mind staying out here an extra day or two. Get our last looks at the great African Plains.”

      “I can live with that,” Mahoney plugged back.

      Rigsby sighed mournfully, and struggled to hold back growing tears. “Oh, how I wish I could take a day off, but I have to get back to the embassy first thing in the morning. I have colleagues to bury.”

      “Sorry, Rigsby, how selfish of me,” Lighthouse declared. He sat up straight on the bed. “All hands on deck. We’ll head back to the embassy with you in the morning. Harv, call Gwynn and have him waiting for us at the airstrip at oh six hundred.”
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      July 20, 2004—Day 7

      

      Joshua hovered outside the generator building, watching the American team packing back into Wilson’s ranger truck. They were dislodging from the Sunrise again and leaving. They probably thought their job was complete after blowing Moses’s head in two.

      Joshua thought of their drivers, Crispin and Wilson, who must be tired of all the shuffling around for the police. Dead bodies. Unregistered foreign guns. There were so many violations being racked up.

      As the sun rose over the Serengeti, Joshua watched the ranger truck pull away from the hotel. He was glad they were leaving. This was a good omen.
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      Time continued to clock forward. It was 9:21 a.m. when the team finally settled back in the conference room at the U.S. Embassy in Dar.

      “Well,” voiced Senator Banfield. “Was my son murdered or not?”

      Lighthouse adjusted his sling and sighed. “I’m sorry, Senator, but I’m still working toward a conclusion on that.”

      “Then what good are you?” Senator Banfield barked back. “We’ve got real Marines in the line of fire, and there you are tip-toeing around the countryside getting rocks thrown at you in some parking lot in the Serengeti.”

      “I suppose one could look at it like that,” Lighthouse responded. “But it wasn’t my choice of assignment, sir. I didn’t wake up one day with my beautiful family at my side wanting to go sifting through some dead senator’s son’s ill-gotten riches.”

      “That may be,” Senator Banfield relinquished. “But Blake accomplished great scientific work out here as well. Hundreds of scientists had the opportunity to work in Africa because of his entrepreneurial ingenuity.”

      “That does appear to be the case,” Lighthouse said, giving credit where credit was due.

      “Have you at least been able to trace anything back to a reliable suspect?” Senator Banfield questioned.

      “Anything you’d like to say about that dirty business between your son and your Harvard classmate, Dr. Mzanga?” Lighthouse questioned.

      “What are you implying, Detective!” bantered Senator Banfield overly defensively

      “Only that General Mzanga is the current Director General for sciences in this country. And that he’s run all the Kigoma U.N. war refugee camps since the 1990s. I overheard some people say that’s where all the gems start their complicated smuggling routes.”

      “Listen here, Detective, I had nothing to do with any of that. Mzanga and Blake met strictly through the University of Da es Salaam when Blake needed to be approved for residence papers. Those two meeting and getting into any kind of business together was completely independent of me,” Senator Banfield voiced angrily.

      “Maybe so. But it’s still with your name that Blake got the break he needed to provide cover for his printing activities,” Lighthouse revealed.

      “Excuse me?” Senator Banfield questioned.

      “Blake got his big start in Africa through counterfeit currency smuggling. Twice in 1999 and again in 2000 his passport has him on trips from Peru directly to Tanzania. He had his girlfriend do the same route out of Peru three times for him in 2001. That right, Rigsby?”

      “Confirmed. Jennifer Spaulding flew the same routes three times in 2001.”

      “Then they set up the color copiers in the offices in COSTECH and ran a load of loops. Linen paper scraps were even in the bottom of a basket when I arrived two days ago. I have a feeling forensics will match it to the fake bills I pulled out of the drawers in Arusha.”

      “Okay, that’s about enough, Detective. You’ve made your point here. But my boy is deceased, so maybe we just let dead dogs lie.”

      “Don’t worry, Senator. Blake gave over that business years ago, but the hotel managerial staff was more than happy to inherit the franchise. One of the co-conspirators actually built a sophisticated network of night managers who would switch out customers’ money with counterfeit ones based on passenger itineraries. It was a marvelous design,” Lighthouse revealed.

      “You’re saying the statute of limitations has expired?” queried Senator Banfield.

      Lighthouse shook his head, baffled by the business of law and politics. “All I’m saying is, upon those initial illicit gains, Blake built a very profitable tourism services business, which in turn donated its profits back to the foundation that operates the science explorations in the region.”

      Mahoney sneezed. “It’s an overall excellent model for non-profit sustainability, Senator. You should be proud of what your son achieved,” he stated, trying to butter up his customer.

      Senator Banfield nodded. “Maybe one day Blake will get some credit. But it still doesn’t tell me who killed him.”

      “If I had to guess, the gem smuggling and jewelry stores crossed a line of no return,” Lighthouse clarified.

      A knock came at the door.

      “Come in,” Senator Banfield called out.

      A six-foot-tall black man in civilian business attire walked through the doors, his ID badge hanging from a blue lanyard around his neck. He stood at attention in front of the conference table.

      “Can we help you?” Rigsby asked him.

      He saluted. “Lieutenant Byron Penske reporting for duty, ma’am. I’m the AV specialist replacement for Lieutenant Tibbs.”

      “Then just don’t stand there, report!” Senator Banfield yelled out.

      “Yes, sir,” Penske said, saluting Senator Banfield. “I’ve come to deliver a special work-order request made by Lieutenant Tibbs, sir.”

      “Put it all on the desk with the others, son,” Senator Banfield replied.

      “Is it important?” Lighthouse asked him.

      Lt. Penske shrugged. “Not sure, sir. From what I saw, looks like a bunch of bird and animal photos. But there’s also a CD-ROM with a few dozen audio-visual files on it that I didn’t open up yet. I’m not really sure what I’m supposed to be looking for, sir.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. That’ll be all,” Senator Banfield stated, waving him off.

      Lighthouse grabbed the folder and dumped out the contents. A dozen photographs and a CD-ROM slid out. He spread the photographs out into a square so he could look at them all at the same time.

      “Is that a lion trying to lick the camera?” Rigsby pointed out.

      “Indeed,” Mahoney agreed.

      “Hey, and look,” Rigsby said pointing to another photo. “This must be the second shot in the sequence. The lion is running down the rock toward the truck.”

      Lighthouse, ignoring them both, focused on what appeared to be the third photograph in the sequence. The background was framed overlooking the grassy plains from the rock perch. The truck was in the left-hand corner way down the hill, but this time with the driver’s door open. There was no image of the lion, but instead there was a close-up of a beautifully beaded and jeweled handle of a Maasai spear pointing down the hill toward the wreckage.

      “Okay Senator, I know who murdered your son. But you’re not going to like it. Not one bit.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Apprehending Edward Oue would be nearly impossible. It would cost too many unnecessary lives. David and Kimberly knew this all along but were too afraid to come forward.

      David and Kimberly explained that Oue had grown up in and around the Serengeti before it was a famous park. The man knew the Serengeti better than everyone, all the way back to his childhood days herding around Moru Kopjes.

      Moreover, Oue was the youngest morani ever to kill a lion during a solo encounter. He was eight years old and fought out of survival alone, tearing the tongue straight out of the lion’s mouth then smashing its great head with rocks so it would bleed out. From that day forward, he kept his spear with him at all times, using it to tame animals, lion cubs being his specialty. By the time Oue was twelve years old, he was leading morani group hunting parties, the claws on his belt evidence of some of his finest kills. For ten years, he was the age-set warrior leader and now had absolute Maasai rule.

      Many waves of warriors would protect Oue if called upon, and the unnecessary loss of life it would take to bring him in was not worth the effort; besides, Blake had been in the wrong all along.

      Oue had spelled it out to David and Kimberly in a few concise sentences: Maasai law is the lasting law in the Serengeti. And Blake stepped over the line with gem smuggling, and he clearly hadn’t intended to stop.

      Oue told them the Maasai had seen it all before and that they had no intention of repeating the costly mistakes of the recent past. They would never condone the war trade of blood gems in their territories. It brought weapons and instability to the region and had no place in their already fragile culture; thus, Blake’s cowboy capitalism was ended by a master lion tamer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Senator Banfield felt he’d come to Africa and finally kicked some Al-Shabaab ass. Now his grander plans vis-a-vis the USAID package delivered over the next six years could move ahead unencumbered. He’d finally shown the Chinese, and the terrorists, that Americans could dump more goods into Africa than anyone else and finally make it stick. The world was waking up to the potential of the Dark Continent, and Senator Banfield was making damn sure America had its colonial hands in lighting it up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Joshua stood at the entrance to the Sunrise Lodge. He’d cultivated Blake for years in anticipation of one day turning him in to the Maasai courts. The deception had been long, but with eight million in cash stowed away in the caves, it had been well worth it. A new life was on the horizon.
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      Lighthouse rocked back in forth in the hand-woven hammock. He was happy to be back at the Nungwi Blue Oasis and Dive Center on Zanzibar with Mahoney, this time relaxing on a true vacation. A mile in the distance, the great Mnemba Reef lay in wait. After sharing his experiences with Ashley, she encouraged him to take a few days of much-needed rest for himself.

      For some reason, Lighthouse made a mental note to have Ashley email Charles Gray at the law firm overseeing the family trust to give an unrestricted $1 million gift to Streeter Crawford at the University of Florida, Gainesville.

      Lighthouse slowed his movement on the hammock and sighed merrily. He gazed over to the beautifully-tanned Norwegian SCUBA instructor readying her kit for the coming dive. Ingrid was said to have an impeccable eye for picking out the perfectly camouflaged snails and mollusks on the colorful seafloor.

      “It’s paradise, jah?” Ingrid called over to him, her blond locks fanning in the tropical breeze.

      Lighthouse snickered. His current surroundings overwhelmed his otherwise tactile senses: the turquoise waves settling onto the beach; the clouds mirroring across the never-ending sea; the intoxicating dense breezes, their scents sultry as succubus in song.

      This was truly heaven on earth.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear Reader:

          

        

      

    

    
      Are you as good a detective as Lighthouse? Let your boundless aspiration for new adventure spill out.

      

      Have you ever dreamed of splicing across the mighty Lake Superior under full sails, or chanting with the vajrayana monks in the Himalayan Kingdom of Bhutan?

      

      Follow the crumbs Lighthouse leaves behind throughout each book in the series and you’ll find the secrets for exclusive online content and extraordinary travel giveaways.

      

      Shall we dig for mummies in the Atacama or throw rice to the Sumo Wrestlers of Japan?

      

      Lighthouse needs all the help he can get, so here’s hoping I’ll see some of you in the field quite soon.

      

      Yours cordially,

      Cade

      

      
        
        preview The Aymarán…

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Aymarán

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Detective Lighthouse Mystery

      

      

      

      
        
        By Cade McCrane

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Her left eye twitched and she groaned softly. Many hours ago, her captor had administered another injection into her veins, but now the effects were wearing off quickly and she was slowly coming back to life.

      She touched her tongue to the inside of her cheek and tasted dried blood. She tasted something plastic as well. A sudden, searing pain reared its ugly head around the circumference of her mouth. A flash memory materialized of her captor slamming a gag ball into her mouth and tying it tightly around the back of her neck.

      She squeaked inarticulately. The gag was so tight that the nylon straps were slowly scissoring into the flesh of her cheeks; worse, her nasal canal was swollen and obstructed, and she struggled to take in a solid breath. She realized there was a plastic tube running up her right nostril where before there’d been none—she would’ve remembered something as drastic as that. She instinctively tried to raise her hand to her face to pull it out but the effort was in vain, her torso laying in a fetal position on a dirt floor with her arms shackled to her ankles.

      She choked on the plastic ball in her mouth. The instrument was a way for her captor to get violent control of her mouth, but what was the aim of the tube shoved up her nose? she briefly wondered.

      Her eyelids flickered open and very weak light streamed in. Her view fell upon a short cave wall where six prehistoric hieroglyphs depicting animals were painted in charcoal upon its semi-polished surface. She remembered the images from the last time she’d awoken from sedation. It was five plunges in a row where she’d stayed put now. Her whole ordeal suddenly rushed back to the forefront of her mind: she was a shackled captive in a desert cave in remote Northern Chile.

      She blinked. Her eyes stung and were bone dry. She tried to cry but her tear ducts had stopped working.

      She focused on the stick-figure hieroglyphs. She’d already worked out the two smaller ungulates at the top were representations of vicuna of the Altiplano, and the four larger ones likely llama from during the Incan conquests.

      She jerked around on the floor and struggled to move her body a few inches counterclockwise. This was her third attempt to reposition her body for a better vantage point of her situation, and in each previous attempt a needle would stab into her neck and back into a deep delirious coma she would settle.

      She listened carefully, but didn’t hear the man’s footsteps like before. She closed her eyes and focused. With great effort she inched upon the floor. She popped her eyes open to a slightly newer point of view. She guessed she’d gained a half foot. In doing so the tube up her nose filled with dirt, further clogging her airways.

      She attempted to scream but the gag-ball muffled her cries to a barely audible murmur. Too, her throat was so parched—the Atacama region being the driest desert on earth—she was unable to swallow to bring resonance to her voice. She’d lost count of the last time she’d had any water or sustenance: was it three days or four now? she pondered.

      She wiggled a tad further but pinched her shoulder onto a sharp rock. Pain erupted into her upper torso. She flinched and gyrated her body off the rock. In her thrust, her head landed onto a pair of old dusty Adidas laying sideways on the ground. She tried moving a little more but the chain went taut and she bounced in place. She flopped again but the chain held firm, her head landing back atop the shoes. She felt defeated, like it might be the end of the line. She was so well secured even Houdini would wonder where to begin.

      She strained her eyes upwards. Shackled thin bare legs rose out of the tennis shoes, a dress covering the rest at the knee.

      Her spirits lifted slightly. There was a fellow captive.

      She banged her head against the soles, but only dust rose into the air from the soiled leather, stinging her already fragile eyes. She had to wake up the other girl. Maybe the two of them could plot an escape? she hoped.

      She heard footsteps in the distance. She struggled on the ground, and in the process scratched her face on the eyelets of the tennis shoes. She felt the needle prick her skin. It was certainly a sign of more bad things to come—the monster obviously had more devious plans coming her way.
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