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  AUGUST 9, 1906, was the fourth anniversary of the coronation of Edward VII, King of the United Kingdom and the British Dominions, and Emperor of
  India. Coincidentally it was also the nineteenth birthday of one of His Majestys loyal subjects, Second Lieutenant Leon Courtney of C Company, 3rd Battalion 1st Regiment, The Kings
  African Rifles, or the KAR, as it was more familiarly known. Leon was spending his birthday hunting Nandi rebels along the escarpment of the Great Rift Valley in the far interior of that jewel of
  the Empire, British East Africa.


  The Nandi were a belligerent people much given to insurrection against authority. They had been in sporadic rebellion for the last ten years, ever since their paramount witch doctor and diviner
  had prophesied that a great black snake would wind through their tribal lands belching fire and smoke and bringing death and disaster to the tribe. When the British colonial administration began
  laying the tracks for the railway, which was planned to reach from the port of Mombasa on the Indian Ocean to the shores of Lake Victoria almost six hundred miles inland, the Nandi saw the dread
  prophecy being fulfilled and the coals of smouldering insurrection flared up again. They burned brighter as the head of the railway reached Nairobi, then started westwards through the Rift Valley
  and the Nandi tribal lands down towards Lake Victoria.


  When Colonel Penrod Ballantyne, the officer commanding the KAR regiment, received the despatch from the governor of the colony informing him that the tribe had risen again and were attacking
  isolated government outposts along the proposed route of the railway he remarked, with exasperation, Well, I suppose we shall just have to give them another good drubbing. And he
  ordered his 3rd Battalion out of their barracks in Nairobi to do just that.


  Offered the choice, Leon Courtney would have been otherwise occupied on that day. He knew a young lady whose husband had been killed quite recently by a rampaging lion on their coffee
  shamba in the Ngong Hills a few miles outside the colonys fledgling capital, Nairobi. As a fearless horseman and prodigious striker of the ball, Leon had been invited to play at
  number one on her husbands polo team. Of course, as a junior subaltern, he could not afford to run a string of ponies, but some of the more affluent club members were pleased to sponsor him.
  As a member of her deceased husbands team Leon had certain privileges, or so he had convinced himself. After a decent interval had passed, when the widow would have recovered from the
  sharpest pangs of her bereavement, he rode out to the shamba to offer his condolences and respect. He was gratified to discover that she had made a remarkable recovery from her loss. Even in
  her widows weeds Leon found her more fetching than any other lady of his acquaintance.


  When Verity OHearne, for that was the ladys name, looked up at the strapping lad in his best uniform, slouch hat, with the regimental lion and elephant tusk side badge, and
  burnished riding boots, she saw in his comely features and candid gaze an innocence and eagerness that roused some feminine instinct in her that at first she supposed was maternal. On the wide,
  shady veranda of the homestead she served him tea and sandwiches spread with The Gentlemans Relish. To begin with, Leon was awkward and shy in her presence, but she was gracious and drew him
  out skilfully, speaking in a soft Irish brogue that enchanted him. The hour passed with startling rapidity. When he rose to take his leave she walked with him to the front steps and offered her
  hand in farewell. Please call again, Lieutenant Courtney, if you are ever in the vicinity. At times I find loneliness a heavy burden. Her voice was low and mellifluous and her little
  hand silky smooth.


  Leons duties, as the youngest officer in the battalion, were many and onerous so it was almost two weeks before he could avail himself of her invitation. Once the tea and sandwiches had
  been despatched she led him into the house to show him her husbands hunting rifles, which she wished to sell. My husband has left me short of funds so, sadly, I am forced to find a
  buyer for them. I hoped that you, as a military man, might give me some idea of their value.


  I would be delighted to assist you in any possible way, Mrs OHearne.


  You are so kind. I feel that you are my friend and that I can trust you completely.


  He could find no words to answer her. Instead he gazed abjectly into her large blue eyes for by this time he was deeply in her thrall.


  May I call you Leon? she asked, and before he could answer she burst into violent sobs. Oh, Leon! I am desolate and so lonely, she blurted, and fell into his
  arms.


  He held her to his chest. It seemed the only way to comfort her. She was as light as a doll and laid her pretty head on his shoulder, returning his embrace with enthusiasm. Later he tried to
  re-create exactly what had happened next, but it was all an ecstatic blur. He could not remember how they had reached her room. The bed was a big brass-framed affair, and as they lay together on
  the feather mattress the young widow gave him a glimpse of Paradise and altered for ever the fulcrum on which Leons existence turned.


  Now these many months later, in the shimmering heat of the Rift Valley, as he led his detachment of seven askari, locally recruited tribal troops, in extended order with bayonets fixed,
  through the lush banana plantation that surrounded the buildings of the district commissioners headquarters at Niombi, Leon was thinking not so much of his duties as of Verity
  OHearnes bosom.


  Out on his left flank Sergeant Manyoro clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. Leon jerked back from Veritys boudoir to the present and froze at the soft warning. His mind had
  been wandering and he had been derelict in his duty. Every nerve in his body came up taut as a fishing line struck by a heavy marlin deep in the blue waters of the Pemba Channel. He lifted his
  right hand in the command to halt and the line of askaris stopped on either side of him. He glanced from the corner of his eye at his sergeant.


  Manyoro was a morani of the Masai. A fine member of that tribe, he stood at well over six feet, yet he was as slim and graceful as a bullfighter, wearing his khaki uniform and tasselled
  fez with panache, every inch the African warrior. When he felt Leons eyes on him he lifted his chin.


  Leon followed the gesture and saw the vultures. There were only two, turning wing-tip to wing-tip high above the rooftops of the boma, the governments district-administration
  station at Niombi.


  Shit and corruption! Leon whispered softly. He had not been expecting trouble: the centre of the insurrection was reported seventy miles further west. This government outpost was
  outside the traditional boundaries of the Nandi tribal grounds. This was Masai territory. Leons orders were merely to reinforce the government boma with his few men against any
  possibility that the insurrection might boil over the tribal borders. Now it appeared that that had happened.


  The district commissioner at Niombi was Hugh Turvey. Leon had met him and his wife at the Settlers Club ball in Nairobi the previous Christmas Eve. He was only four or five years older
  than Leon but he was in sole charge of a territory the size of Scotland. Already he had earned a reputation as a solid man, not one to let his boma be surprised by a bunch of rebels. But the
  circling birds were a sinister omen, harbingers of death.


  Leon gave the hand signal to his askari to load, and the breech bolts snickered as the .303 rounds were cranked up into the chambers of the long-barrelled Lee-Enfields. Another hand
  signal and they went forward cautiously in skirmishing formation.


  Only two birds, Leon thought. They might be strays. There would have been more of them if . . . From directly ahead he heard the loud flapping of heavy wings and another vulture rose from beyond
  the screen of banana plants. Leon felt the chill of dread. If the brutes are settling that means theres meat lying out there, dead meat.


  Again he signalled the halt. He stabbed a finger at Manyoro, then went forward alone, Manyoro backing him. Even though his approach was stealthy and silent he alarmed more of the huge
  carrion-eaters. Singly and in groups they rose on flogging wings into the blue sky to join the spiralling cloud of their fellows.


  Leon stepped past the last banana plant and stopped again at the edge of the open parade-ground. Ahead, the mud-brick walls of the boma glared, with their coating of limewash. The front
  door of the main building stood wide open. The veranda and the baked-clay surface of the parade-ground were littered with broken furniture and official government documents. The boma had
  been ransacked.


  Hugh Turvey and his wife, Helen, lay spreadeagled in the open. They were naked and the corpse of their five-year-old daughter lay just beyond them. She had been stabbed once through her chest
  with a broad-bladed Nandi assegai. Her tiny body had drained of blood through the massive wound, so her skin shone white as salt in the bright sunlight. Both her parents had been crucified.
  Sharpened wooden stakes had been driven through their feet and hands into the clay surface.


  So the Nandi have learned something at last from the missionaries, Leon thought bitterly. He took a long, steady look around the border of the parade-ground, searching for any sign that the
  attackers might still be near by. When he was satisfied that they had gone, he went forward again, stepping carefully through the litter. As he drew closer to the bodies he saw that Hugh had been
  crudely emasculated and that Helens breasts had been cut off. The vultures had enlarged the wounds. The jaws of both corpses had been wedged wide apart with wooden pegs. Leon stopped when he
  reached them and stared down at them. Why are their mouths prised open? he asked, in Kiswahili, as his sergeant came up beside him.


  They drowned them, Manyoro answered quietly, in the same language. Leon saw then that the clay beneath their heads was stained where some spilled liquid had dried. Then he noticed
  that their nostrils had been plugged with balls of clay  they must have been forced to draw their last breaths through their mouths.


  Drowned? Leon shook his head in incomprehension. Then, suddenly, he became aware of the sharp ammonia stink of urine. No!


  Yes, said Manyoro. It is one of the things the Nandi do to their enemies. They piss in their open mouths until they drown. The Nandi are not men, they are baboons.
  His contempt and tribal enmity were undisguised.


  I would like to find those who did this, Leon muttered, disgust giving way to anger.


  I will find them. They have not gone far.


  Leon looked away from the sickening butchery to the heights of the escarpment that stood a thousand feet above them. He lifted his slouch hat and wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of
  the hand that held the Webley service revolver. With a visible effort he brought his emotions under control, then looked down again.


  First we must bury these people, he told Manyoro. We cannot leave them for the birds.


  Cautiously they searched the buildings and found them deserted, with signs that the government staff had fled at the first hint of trouble. Then Leon sent Manyoro and three askari to
  search the banana plantation thoroughly and to secure the outside perimeter of the boma.


  While they were busy, he went back to the Turveys living quarters, a small cottage behind the office block. It had also been ransacked but he found a pile of sheets in a cupboard that had
  been overlooked by the looters. He gathered up an armful and took them outside. He pulled out the stakes with which the Turveys had been pegged to the ground, then removed the wedges from their
  mouths. Some of their teeth were broken and their lips had been crushed. Leon wetted his neckerchief with water from his canteen and wiped their faces clean of dried blood and urine. He tried to
  move their arms to their sides but rigor mortis had stiffened them. He wrapped their bodies in the sheets.


  The earth in the banana plantation was soft and damp from recent rain. While he and some of the askari stood guard against another attack, four others went to work with their trenching
  tools to dig a single grave for the family.
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  On the heights of the escarpment, just below the skyline and screened by a small patch of scrub from any watcher below, three men leaned on their
  war spears, balancing easily on one leg in the stork-like attitude of rest. Before them, the floor of the Rift Valley was a vast plain, brown grassland interspersed with stands of thorn, scrub and
  acacia trees. Despite its desiccated appearance the grasses made sweet grazing and were highly prized by the Masai, who ran their long-horned, hump-backed cattle on them. Since the most recent
  Nandi rebellion, though, they had driven their herds to a safer area much further to the south. The Nandi were famous cattle thieves.


  This part of the valley had been left to the wild game, whose multitudes swarmed across the plain as far as the eye could see. At a distance the zebra were as grey as the dustclouds they raised
  when they galloped skittishly from any perceived danger, the kongoni, the gnu and the buffalo darker stains on the golden landscape. The long necks of the giraffe stood tall as telegraph poles
  above the flat tops of the acacia trees, while the antelope were insubstantial creamy specks that danced and shimmered in the heat. Here and there masses of what looked like black volcanic rock
  moved ponderously through the lesser animals, like ocean-going ships through shoals of sardines. These were the mighty pachyderms: rhinoceros and elephant.


  It was a scene both primeval and awe-inspiring in its extent and abundance, but to the three watchers on the heights it was commonplace. Their interest was focused on the tiny cluster of
  buildings directly below them. A spring, which oozed from the foot of the escarpment wall, sustained the patch of greenery that surrounded the buildings of the government boma.


  The oldest of the three men wore a kilt of leopard tails and a cap of the same black and gold speckled fur. This was the regalia of the paramount witch doctor of the Nandi tribe. His name was
  Arap Samoei and for ten years he had led the rebellion against the white invaders and their infernal machines, which threatened to desecrate the sacred tribal lands of his people. The faces and
  bodies of the men with him were painted for war: their eyes were circled with red ochre, a stripe was painted down their noses and their cheeks were slashed with the same colour. Their bare chests
  were dotted with burned lime in a pattern that simulated the plumage of the vulturine guinea fowl. Their kilts were made of gazelle skins and their headdresses of genet and monkey fur.


  The mzungu and his bastard Masai dogs are well into the trap, said Arap Samoei. I had hoped for more, but seven Masai and one mzungu will make a good
  killing.


  What are they doing? asked the Nandi captain at his side, shading his eyes from the glare as he peered down the precipitous slope.


  They are digging a hole to bury the white filth we left for them, said Samoei.


  Is it time to carry the spears down to them? asked the third warrior.


  It is time, answered the paramount witch doctor. But keep the mzungu for me. I want to cut off his balls with my own blade. From them I will make a powerful
  medicine. He touched the hilt of the panga on his leopardskin belt. It was a knife with a short, heavy blade, the favoured close-quarters weapon of the Nandi. I want to hear
  him squeal, squeal like a warthog in the jaws of a leopard as I cut away his manhood. The louder he screams the more powerful will be the medicine. He turned and strode back to the crest of
  the rugged rock wall, and looked down into the fold of dead ground behind it. His warriors squatted patiently in the short grass, rank upon rank of them. Samoei raised his clenched fist and the
  waiting impi sprang to its feet, making no sound that might carry to their quarry.


  The fruit is ripe! called Samoei.


  It is ready for the blade! his warriors agreed in unison.


  Let us go down to the harvest!
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  The grave was ready, waiting to receive its bounty. Leon nodded at Manyoro, who gave a quiet order to his men. Two jumped down into the pit and the
  others passed the wrapped bundles down to them. They laid the two larger awkwardly shaped forms side by side on the floor of the grave with the tiny one wedged between them, a pathetic little group
  united for ever in death.


  Leon removed his slouch hat and went down on one knee at the edge of the grave. Manyoro ordered the small detachment of men to fall in behind him with their rifles at the slope. Leon began to
  recite the Lords Prayer. The askari did not understand the words, but they knew their significance for they had heard them uttered over many other graves.


  For thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory, for ever and ever, amen! Leon ended and began to rise, but before he stood upright the oppressive silence of the hot African
  afternoon was shattered by a deafening hubbub of howls and screams. He dropped his hand to the butt of the Webley pistol holstered on his Sam Browne belt, and glanced around him swiftly.


  Out of the dense foliage of the bananas swarmed a mass of sweat-shining bodies. They came from all sides, cavorting and prancing, brandishing their weapons. The sunlight sparkled on the blades
  of spear and panga. They drummed on their rawhide shields with their knobkerries, leaping high in the air as they raced towards the tiny group of soldiers.


  On me! bellowed Leon. Form up on me! Load! Load! Load! The askari reacted with trained precision, immediately forming a tight circle around him, rifles at the
  ready, bayonets pointing outwards. Appraising their situation swiftly, Leon saw that his party was completely surrounded except on the side nearest the bomas main building. The Nandi
  formation must have split as it rounded it, leaving a narrow gap in their line.


  Commence firing! Leon shouted, and the crash of the seven rifles was almost drowned in the uproar of shouting and drumming shields. He saw only one of the Nandi go down, a
  chieftain wearing kilts and headdress of Colobus monkey pelts. His head was snapped back by the heavy lead bullet, and bloody tissue erupted in a cloud from the back of his skull. Leon knew who had
  fired the shot: Manyoro was an expert marksman, and Leon had seen him single out his victim, then aim deliberately.


  The charge faltered as the chief went down, but at a shriek of rage from a leopard-robed witch doctor in the rear, the attackers rallied and came on again. Leon realized that this witch doctor
  was probably the notorious leader of the insurrection, Arap Samoei himself. He fired two quick shots at him, but the distance was well over fifty paces and the short-barrelled Webley was a
  close-range weapon. Neither bullet had any effect.


  On me! Leon shouted again. Close order! Follow me! He led them at a run straight into the narrow gap in the Nandi line, making directly for the main building. The
  tiny band of khaki-clad figures was almost through before the Nandi surged forward again and headed them off. Both sides were instantly embroiled in a hand-to-hand mle.


  Take the bayonet to them! Leon roared, and fired the Webley into the grimacing face ahead of him. When the man dropped another appeared immediately behind him. Manyoro plunged his
  long silver bayonet full length into his chest and jumped over the body, plucking out the blade as he went. Leon followed closely and between them they killed three more with blade and bullet
  before they broke out of the ruck and reached the veranda steps. By now they were the only members of the detachment still on their feet. All the others had been speared.


  Leon took the veranda steps three at a time and charged through the open door into the main room. Manyoro slammed the door behind them. Each ran to a window and blazed away at the Nandi as they
  came after them. Their fire was so witheringly accurate that within seconds the steps were cluttered with bodies. The rest drew back in dismay, then turned tail and scattered into the
  plantation.


  Leon stood at the window reloading his pistol as he watched them go. How much ammunition do you have, Sergeant? he called to Manyoro, at the other window.


  The sleeve of Manyoros tunic had been slashed by a Nandi panga, but there was little bleeding and Manyoro ignored the wound. He had the breech bolt of his rifle open and was
  loading bullets into the magazine. These are my last two clips, Bwana, he answered, but there are many more lying out there. He gestured through the window at the
  bandoliers of the fallen askari lying on the parade-ground, surrounded by the half-naked Nandi they had taken down with them.


  We will go out and pick them up before the Nandi can regroup, Leon told him.


  Manyoro slammed the breech bolt of the rifle closed and propped the weapon against the windowsill.


  Leon slipped his pistol back into its holster and went to join him at the doorway. They stood side by side and gathered themselves for the effort. Manyoro was watching his face and Leon grinned
  at him. It was good to have the tall Masai at his side. They had been together ever since Leon had come out from England to join the regiment. That was little more than a year ago, but the rapport
  they had established was strong. Are you ready, Sergeant? he asked.


  I am, Bwana.


  Up the Rifles! Leon gave the regimental war-cry and threw open the door. They burst through it together. The steps were slippery with blood and cluttered with corpses so Leon
  hurdled the low retaining wall and landed on his feet running. He raced to the nearest dead askari and dropped to his knees. Quickly he unbuckled his webbing and slung the heavy bandoliers
  of ammunition over his shoulder. Then he jumped up and ran to the next man. Before he reached him a loud, angry hum rose from the edge of the banana plantation. Leon ignored it and dropped down
  beside the corpse. He did not look up again until he had another set of webbing slung over his shoulder. Then he leaped up as the Nandi swarmed back on to the parade-ground.


  Get back, and be quick about it! he yelled at Manyoro, who was also draped with ammunition bandoliers. Leon paused just long enough to snatch up a dead askaris rifle
  before he raced for the veranda wall. There he paused to glance back over his shoulder. Manyoro was a few yards behind him, while the leading Nandi warriors were fifty paces away and coming on
  swiftly.


  Cutting it a little fine, Leon grunted. Then he saw one of the pursuers unsling the heavy bow from his shoulder. Leon recognized it as the weapon they used to hunt elephant. He
  felt a prickle of alarm at the back of his neck. The Nandi were expert archers. Run, damn it, run! he shouted at Manyoro, as he saw the Nandi nock a long arrow, lift the bow and draw
  the fletching to his lips. Then he released the arrow, which shot upwards and fell in a silent arc. Look out! Leon screamed, but the warning was futile, the arrow too swift.
  Helplessly he watched it plummet towards Manyoros unprotected back.


  God! said Leon softly. Please, God! For a moment he thought the arrow would fall short, for it was dropping steeply, but then he realized it would find its mark. He
  took a step back towards Manyoro, then stopped to watch helplessly. The strike of the arrow was hidden from him by Manyoros body but he heard the meaty whunk of the iron head piercing
  flesh and Manyoro spun around. The head of the arrow was buried deeply in the back of his upper thigh. He tried to take another pace but the wounded leg anchored him. Leon pulled the bandoliers
  from around his own neck and hurled them and the rifle he was carrying over the retaining wall and through the open door. Then he started back. Manyoro was hopping towards him on his unwounded leg,
  the other dangling, the shaft of the arrow flapping. Another arrow came towards them and Leon flinched as it hummed a hands breadth past his ear, then clashed against the veranda wall.


  He reached Manyoro and wrapped his right arm around his sergeants torso beneath the armpit. He lifted him bodily and ran with him to the wall. Leon was surprised that although he was so
  tall the Masai was light. Leon was heavier by twenty pounds of solid muscle. At that moment every ounce of his powerful frame was charged with the strength of fear and desperation. He reached the
  wall and swung Manyoro over it, letting him tumble in a heap on the far side. Then he cleared the wall in a single bound. More arrows hummed and clattered around them but Leon ignored them, swept
  Manyoro into his arms, as though he was a child, and ran through the open door as the first of the pursuing Nandi reached the wall behind them.


  He dropped Manyoro on the floor and picked up the rifle he had retrieved from the dead askari. As he turned back to the open doorway he levered a fresh cartridge into the breech and shot
  dead a Nandi as he was clambering over the wall. Swiftly he worked the bolt and fired again. When the magazine was empty he put down the rifle and slammed the door. It was made from heavy mahogany
  planks and the frame was deeply embedded in the thick walls. It shook as, on the other side, the Nandi hurled themselves against it. Leon drew his pistol and fired two shots through the panels.
  There was a yelp of pain from the far side, then silence. Leon waited for them to come again. He could hear whispering, and the scuffle of feet. Suddenly a painted face appeared in one of the side
  windows. Leon aimed at it but a shot rang out from behind him before he could press the trigger. The head vanished.


  Leon turned and saw that Manyoro had dragged himself across the floor to the rifle he had left propped beside the other window. Using the sill to steady himself he had pulled himself on to his
  good leg. He fired again through the window and Leon heard the solid thud of a bullet striking flesh, and then the sound of another body falling on the veranda. Morani!
  Warrior! he panted, and Manyoro grinned at the compliment.


  Do not leave all the work to me, Bwana. Take the other window!


  Leon stuffed the pistol into his holster, snatched up the empty rifle and ran with it to the open window, cramming clips of cartridges into the magazine  two clips, ten rounds. The
  Lee-Enfield was a lovely weapon. It felt good in his hands.


  He reached the window and threw out a sheet of rapid fire. Between them they swept the parade-ground with a fusillade that sent the Nandi scampering for the cover of the plantation. Manyoro sank
  slowly down the wall and leaned against it, legs thrust out before him, the wounded one cocked over the other so that the arrow shaft did not touch the floor.


  With one last glance across the parade-ground to confirm that none of the enemy was sneaking back, Leon left his window and went to his sergeant. He squatted in front of him and tentatively
  grasped the arrow shaft. Manyoro winced. Leon exerted a little more pressure, but the barbed iron head was immovable. Though Manyoro made no sound the sweat poured down his face and dripped on to
  the front of his tunic.


  I cant pull it out so Im going to break off the shaft and strap it, Leon said.


  Manyoro looked at him without expression for a long moment, then smiled, his teeth showing large, even and white. His earlobes had been pierced in childhood, the holes stretched to hold ivory
  discs, which gave his face a mischievous, puckish aspect.


  Up the Rifles! Manyoro said, and his lisping imitation of Leons favourite expression was so startling in the circumstances that Leon guffawed and, at the same instant,
  snapped off the reed shaft of the arrow close to where it protruded from the oozing wound. Manyoro closed his eyes, but uttered no sound.


  Leon found a field dressing in the webbing pouch he had taken from the askari, and bandaged the stump of the arrow shaft to stop it moving. Then he rocked back on his heels and studied
  his handiwork. He unhooked the water-bottle from his own webbing, unscrewed the stopper and took a long swallow, then handed it to Manyoro. The Masai hesitated delicately: an askari did not
  drink from an officers bottle. Frowning, Leon thrust it into his hands. Drink, damn you, he said. Thats an order!


  Manyoro tilted back his head and held the bottle high. He poured the water directly into his mouth without touching the neck with his lips. His Adams apple bobbed as he swallowed three
  times. Then he screwed on the stopper tightly and handed it back to Leon. Sweet as honey, he said.


  We will move out as soon as its dark, Leon said.


  Manyoro considered this statement for a moment. Which way will you go?


  We will go the way we came. Leon emphasized the plural pronoun. We must get back to the railway line.


  Manyoro chuckled.


  What makes you laugh, Morani? Leon demanded.


  It is almost two days march to the railway line, Manyoro reminded him. He shook his head in amusement and touched his bandaged leg significantly. When you go, Bwana,
  you will go alone.


  Are you thinking of deserting, Manyoro? You know thats a shooting offence He broke off as movement beyond the window caught his eye. He snatched up the rifle and
  fired three quick shots out across the parade-ground. A bullet must have thumped into living flesh because a cry of pain and anger followed. Baboons and sons of baboons, Leon growled.
  In Kiswahili the insult had a satisfying ring. He laid the rifle across his lap to reload it. Without looking up he said, I will carry you.


  Manyoro gave his puckish smile and asked politely, For two days, Bwana, with half the Nandi tribe chasing after us, you will carry me? Is that what I heard you say?


  Perhaps the wise and witty sergeant has a better plan, Leon challenged him.


  Two days! Manyoro marvelled. I should call you Horse.


  They were silent for a while, and then Leon said, Speak, O wise one. Give me counsel.


  Manyoro paused, then said, This is not the land of the Nandi. These are the grazing lands of my people. These treacherous curs trespass on the lands of the Masai.


  Leon nodded. His field map showed no such boundaries: his orders had not made such divisions clear. His superiors were probably ignorant of the nuances of tribal territorial demarcations, but
  Leon had been with Manyoro on long foot patrols through these lands before this most recent outbreak of rebellion. This I know, for you have explained it to me. Now tell me your better plan,
  Manyoro.


  If you go towards the railway


  Leon interrupted: You mean if we go that way.


  Manyoro inclined his head slightly in acquiescence. If we go towards the railway we will be moving back into Nandi ground. They will grow bold and harry us, like a pack of hyenas.
  However, if we move down the valley . . . Manyoro indicated south with his chin . . . we will be moving into Masai territory. Each step they take in pursuit will fill the bowels of
  the Nandi with fear. They will not follow us far.


  Leon thought about this, then shook his head dubiously. There is nothing to the south but wilderness and I must get you to a doctor before the leg festers and has to be cut
  off.


  Less than a days easy march to the south lies the manyatta of my mother, Manyoro told him.


  Leon blinked with surprise. Somehow he had never thought of Manyoro as having a parent. Then he collected himself. You dont hear me. You need a doctor, somebody who can get that
  arrow out of your leg before it kills you.


  My mother is the most famous doctor in all the land. Her fame as the paramount witch doctor is known from the ocean to the great lakes. She has saved a hundred of our morani who
  have been struck down by spear and arrow or savaged by lions. She has medicines that are not even dreamed of by your white doctors in Nairobi. Manyoro sank back against the wall. By now his
  skin bore a greyish sheen and the smell of his sweat was rancid. They stared at each other for a moment, then Leon nodded.


  Very well. We will go south down the Rift. We will leave in the dark before the rise of the moon.


  But Manyoro sat up again and sniffed the sultry air, like a hunting dog picking up a distant scent. No, Bwana. If we go, we must go at once. Can you not smell it?


  Smoke! Leon whispered. The swine are going to flush us out with fire. He glanced out of the window again. The parade-ground was empty, but he knew they would not come
  again from that direction: there were no windows in the rear wall of the building. That was the way they would come. He studied the leaves of the nearest banana plants. A light breeze was ruffling
  them. Wind from the east, he murmured. That suits us. He looked at Manyoro. We can carry little with us. Every extra ounce will make a difference. Leave the
  rifles and bandoliers. We will take a bayonet and one water-bottle each. Thats all. As he spoke, he reached for the pile of canvas webbing they had salvaged. He buckled three of the
  waist belts together to form a single loop, slipped it over his head and settled it on his right shoulder. It hung down just below his left hip. He held his water-bottle to his ear and shook it.
  Less than half. He decanted the contents of the salvaged bottles into his own, then topped up Manyoros. What we cant carry we will drink here. Between them
  they drained what was left in the others.


  Come on, Sergeant, get up. Leon put a hand under Manyoros armpit and hoisted him to his feet. The sergeant balanced on his good leg as he strapped his water-bottle and
  bayonet around his waist. At that moment something heavy thumped on the thatch above their heads.


  Torches! Leon snapped. Theyve crept up to the back of the building and are throwing firebrands on to the roof. There was another loud thump above them, and the
  smell of burning was stronger in the room.


  Time to go, Leon muttered, as a tendril of dark smoke drifted across the window, then rolled with the breeze diagonally across the open parade-ground towards the trees. They heard
  the distant chanting and excited shouting of the Nandi as, for a moment, the curtain of smoke cleared, then poured down so densely that they could see no more than an arms length in front of
  them. The crackle of flames had risen to a dull roar that drowned even the voices of the Nandi, and the smoke was hot and suffocating. Leon ripped the tail off his shirt and handed it to Manyoro.
  Cover your face! he ordered, and knotted his neckerchief over his own nose and mouth. Then he hoisted Manyoro over the window sill and jumped out after him.


  Manyoro leaned on his shoulder and hopped beside him as they crossed quickly to the retaining wall. Leon used it to orientate himself as they moved to the corner of the veranda. They dropped
  over it and paused to get their bearings in the dense smoke. Sparks from the roof swirled around them and stung the exposed skin of their arms and legs. They went forward again as quickly as
  Manyoro could move on one leg, Leon keeping the light breeze behind them. They were both choking in the smoke, their eyes burning and streaming tears. They fought the urge to cough, smothering the
  sound with the cloths that covered their mouths. Then, suddenly, they were among the first trees of the plantation.


  The smoke was still thick, and they groped their way forward, bayonets at the ready, expecting at any moment to run into the enemy. Leon was aware that Manyoro was flagging already. Since they
  had left the boma he had set a furious pace that Manyoro, on one leg, could not sustain. He was already leaning most of his weight on Leons shoulder.


  We darent stop before were well clear, Leon whispered.


  On one leg I will go as far and as fast as you will on two, Manyoro gasped.


  Will Manyoro, the great braggart, wager a hundred shillings on that? But before the sergeant could respond Leon gripped his arm in silent warning. They stopped, peering ahead into
  the smoke and listening. They heard the sound again: someone coughed hoarsely not far ahead. Leon lifted Manyoros hand from his shoulder and mouthed, Wait here.


  He went forward, crouching low with the bayonet in his right hand. He had never killed a man with a blade before, but in training the instructor had made them practise the motions. A human shape
  loomed directly in front of him. Leon leaped forward and used the hilt of the bayonet like a knuckle-duster, smashing it into the side of the mans head with such force that he fell to his
  knees. He threw an armlock around the Nandis neck, choking any sound before it reached his lips. But the Nandi had coated his entire body with palm oil. He was as slippery as a fish and
  struggled violently. He almost managed to twist out of Leons grasp but Leon reached around the wriggling body with the hand that held the bayonet and drove the point up under the
  Nandis ribs, shocked by how easily the steel slipped in.


  The Nandi redoubled his efforts and tried to scream, but Leon held the lock on his throat and the sounds he uttered were muffled. The dying mans violent struggles worked the blade around
  in his chest cavity as Leon twisted and sawed it. Suddenly the Nandi convulsed and dark red blood spouted from his mouth. It splattered over Leons arm and droplets blew back into his face.
  The Nandi heaved once, then went slack in his grip.


  Leon held him for a few seconds longer to make certain he was dead, then released the body, pushed it away and stumbled back to where he had left Manyoro. Come on, he croaked, and
  they went forward again, Manyoro clinging to him, staggering and lurching.


  Suddenly the ground gave way under them and they rolled down a steep mud bank into a shallow stream. There, the smoke was thinner. With a lift of relief Leon realized they had come in the right
  direction: they had reached the stream from the spring that ran to the south of the boma.


  He knelt in the water and scooped handfuls into his face, washing his burning eyes and scrubbing the Nandis blood off his hands. Then he drank greedily, Manyoro too. Leon gargled and spat
  out the last mouthful, his throat rough and raw from the smoke.


  He left Manyoro and scrambled to the top of the bank to peer into the smoke. He heard voices but they were faint with distance. He waited a few minutes to regain his strength and reassure
  himself that no Nandi were close on their tracks, then slid down the bank to where Manyoro crouched in the shallow water.


  Let me look at your leg. He sat beside the sergeant and took it across his lap. The field dressing was soaked and muddy. He unwrapped it and saw at once that the violent activity
  of the escape had done damage. Manyoros thigh was massively swollen, the flesh around the wound torn and bruised where the shaft of the arrow had worked back and forth. Blood oozed out from
  around it. What a pretty sight, he muttered, and felt gently behind the knee. Manyoro made no protest but his pupils dilated with pain as Leon touched something buried in his
  flesh.


  Then Leon whistled softly. What do we have here? In the lean muscle of Manyoros thigh, just above the knee, a foreign body lay under the skin. He explored it with a
  forefinger and Manyoro flinched.


  Its the point of the arrow, he exclaimed, in English, then switched back into Kiswahili. Its worked its way right through your leg from back to front.
  It was hard to imagine the agony Manyoro was enduring, and Leon felt inadequate in the presence of such suffering. He looked up at the sky. The dense smoke was dissipating on the evening breeze and
  through it he could make out the western tops of the escarpment, touched with the fiery rays of the setting sun.


  I think weve given them the slip for now, and it will soon be dark, he said, without looking into Manyoros face. You can rest until then. Youll need
  your strength for the night ahead. Leons eyes were still burning with the effects of the smoke. He closed them and squeezed the lids tightly shut. But not many minutes passed before
  he opened them again. He had heard voices coming from the direction of the boma.


  They are following our spoor! Manyoro murmured, and they shrank lower under the bank of the stream. In the banana plantation the Nandi called softly to each other, like trackers
  following blood, and Leon realized that his earlier optimism was groundless. The pursuers were following the prints of his boots: under their combined weight, they would have left a distinctive
  sign in the soft earth. There was nowhere for him and Manyoro to hide in the stream bed so Leon drew the bayonet from his belt and crawled up the bank until he lay just below the lip. If the
  searchers looked down into the stream and discovered them he would be close enough to spring out at them. Depending on how many there were he might be able to silence them before they raised a
  general alarm and brought the rest of the pack down on them. The voices drew closer until it seemed that they were on the very edge of the bank. Leon gathered himself, but at that moment there was
  a chorus of distant shouts from the direction of the boma. The men above exclaimed with excitement, and he heard them run back the way they had come.


  He slid down the bank to Manyoro. That was very nearly the last chukka of the game, he told him, as he rebandaged the leg.


  What made them turn back?


  I think they found the body of the man I killed. But it wont delay them long. Theyll be back.


  He heaved Manyoro upright, draped the other mans right arm over his shoulder and, half carrying and half dragging him, got him up to the top of the far bank of the stream.


  The halt in the stream bed had not improved Manyoros condition. Inactivity had stiffened the wound and the torn muscles around it. When Manyoro tried to put weight on it the limb buckled
  under him and he would have collapsed had Leon not caught him.


  From here you may indeed call me Horse. He turned his back to Manyoro, then stooped and pulled him on to his back. Manyoro grunted with pain as his leg swung freely and bent at the
  knee, then controlled himself and uttered no further sound. Leon adjusted the webbing belts to form a sling seat for him, then straightened with Manyoro perched high on his back, legs sticking out,
  like a monkey on a pole. Leon took hold of them, as though they were the handles of a wheelbarrow, to prevent any unnecessary movement, then struck out for the foot of the escarpment. As they
  emerged from the irrigated plantation into the bush the smokescreen, which had concealed them thus far, blew away in pale grey streamers. However, by now the sun was low, balancing like a fireball
  on top of the escarpment, and the darkness was thickening around them.


  Fifteen minutes, he whispered hoarsely. Thats all we need. By now he was into the bush along the foot of the escarpment wall. It was thick enough to afford
  them some cover, and there were folds and features in the terrain that were not obvious from afar. With the instincts and eyes of a hunter and a soldier, Leon picked them out and used them to
  screen their labouring progress. As darkness settled comfortingly over them and their immediate surroundings were swallowed in the gloom he felt a lift of optimism. It seemed they were clear of
  pursuit, but it was still too early to know for certain. He sank to the ground on his knees, then rolled gently on to his side to protect Manyoro from jolting. Neither spoke or moved for a while,
  then Leon sat up slowly and unbuckled the sling so that Manyoro could straighten his injured leg. He unscrewed the water-bottles stopper and handed it to Manyoro. When they had both drunk,
  he stretched out full length. Every muscle and sinew in his back and legs seemed to scream aloud, begging for rest. This is just the start, he cautioned himself grimly. By
  tomorrow morning we should really be enjoying ourselves.


  He closed his eyes, but opened them again as his calf muscle locked in an agonizing cramp. He sat up and massaged his leg vigorously.


  Manyoro touched his arm. I praise you, Bwana. You are a man of iron, but you are not stupid and it would be a great stupidity for both of us to die here. Leave the pistol with me and go
  on. I will stay here and kill any Nandi who tries to follow you.


  You whimpering bastard! Leon snarled. What kind of woman are you? We havent even started and youre ready to give up. Get on my back again before I spit on you
  where you lie. He knew his anger was excessive, but he was afraid and in pain.


  This time it took longer to get Manyoro settled in the loop of the sling. For the first hundred paces or so Leon thought his legs would let him down entirely. Silently he turned his insult to
  Manyoro on himself. Who is the whimpering bastard now, Courtney? With all the force of his mind and will he drove back the pain and felt the strength gradually trickle back into his legs. One
  step at a time. He exhorted his legs to keep moving. Just one more. Thats it. Now one more. And another.


  He knew that if he stopped to rest he would never start again, and went on until he saw the crescent moon appear above the high ground on the eastern side of the Rift Valley. He watched its
  splendid progress across the sky. It marked the passage of the hours for him as clearly as the tolling of a bell. On his back Manyoro was as quiescent as a dead man, but Leon knew he was alive for
  he could feel the fever heat of his body against his own sweat-drenched skin.


  As the moon started down towards the tall black wall of the western escarpment on his right, it threw weird shadows under the trees. Leons mind began to play tricks on him. Once a
  black-maned lion reared up out of the grass directly in his path. He fumbled the Webley from its holster and aimed at the beast, but before he could take a fair sight over the short barrel the lion
  had become a termite mound. He laughed uncertainly. Stupid beggar! Next youll be seeing elves and hobgoblins, he said aloud.


  He plodded on with the pistol in his right hand, phantoms appearing and dissolving before him. With the moon hanging halfway down the sky, the last grains of his strength slipped away, like
  water through cupped fingers. He reeled and almost went down. It took a mighty effort to brace his legs and recover his balance. He stood with legs wide apart, head hanging. He was finished and
  knew it.


  He felt Manyoro stir on his back, and then, incredibly, the Masai began to sing. At first Leon could not recognize the words, for Manyoros voice was a wispy breath, light as the dawn
  breeze in the savannah grass. Then his fatigue-dulled mind echoed the words of the Lion Song. Leons grasp of Maa, the language of the Masai, was rudimentary  Manyoro had taught him
  the little he knew. It was a difficult language, subtle and complicated, unlike any other. However, Manyoro had been patient and Leon had a gift for languages.


  The Lion Song was taught to the young Masai morani at his circumcision class. The initiates accompanied it with a stiff-legged dance, bounding high into the air, as effortlessly as a
  flock of birds taking flight, their red toga-like shuka cloaks spreading like wings around them.


  
    
      We are the young lions.


      When we roar the earth shivers.


      Our spears are our fangs.


      Our spears are our claws.


      Fear us, O ye beasts.


      Fear us, O ye strangers.


      Turn your eyes away from our faces, you women.


      You dare not look upon the beauty of our faces.


      We are the brothers of the lion pride.


      We are the young lions.


      We are the Masai.

    

  


  It was the song the Masai sang when they went out to plunder the cattle and women of lesser tribes. It was the song they sang when they went out to prove their valour by hunting the lion with
  nothing but the stabbing assegai in their hands. It was the song that gave them stomach for battle. It was the battle hymn of the Masai. Manyoro began the chorus again and this time Leon
  joined in, humming under his breath when he could not recall the words. Manyoro squeezed his shoulder and whispered in his ear, Sing! You are one of us. You have the heart of the lion and
  the strength of a great black mane. You have the stomach and heart of a Masai. Sing!


  They staggered on towards the south. Leons legs kept moving, for the songs chorus was mesmerizing. His mind veered wildly between reality and fantasy. On his back he felt Manyoro
  slump into coma. He stumbled on but now he was not alone. Beloved and well-remembered faces appeared out of the darkness. His father and four brothers were there, egging him onwards, but as he drew
  closer to them they receded and their voices faded. Each slow, heavy pace reverberated through his skull, and sometimes that was the only sound. At others he heard myriad voices shouting and
  ululating, the music of drums and violins. He tried to ignore the cacophony, for it was pushing him to the edge of sanity.


  He shouted to drive away the phantoms: Leave me alone. Let me pass! They sank away, and he went onwards until the rim of the rising sun broke clear of the escarpment. Abruptly his
  legs went from under him and he collapsed as though he had been shot in the head.


  The heat of the sun on the back of his shirt goaded him awake, but when he tried to lift his head he dissolved into vertigo, and could not remember where he was or how he had got there. His
  sense of smell and his hearing were tricking him now: he thought he could detect the odour of domestic cattle and their hoofs plodding over the hard ground, their mournful lowing. Then he heard
  voices  childrens  calling shrilly to each other. When one laughed, the sound was too real to have been fantasy. He rolled away from Manyoro and, with a huge effort, raised
  himself on one elbow. He gazed around with bleary eyes, squinting in the glare of bright sunlight and dust.


  He saw a large herd of multi-hued and humpbacked cattle with spreading horns. They were streaming past the spot where he and Manyoro lay. The children were real too: three naked boys, carrying
  only the sticks with which they were herding the cattle towards the waterhole. He saw that they were circumcised, so they were older than they appeared, probably between thirteen and fifteen. They
  were calling to each other in Maa, but he could not understand what they were saying. With another huge effort Leon forced his aching frame into a sitting position. The tallest boy saw that
  movement and stopped abruptly. He stared at Leon in consternation, clearly on the point of flight but controlling his fear as a Masai who was almost a morani was duty-bound to do.


  Who are you? He brandished his stick in a threatening gesture but his voice quavered and broke.


  Leon understood the simple words and the challenge. I am not an enemy, he called back hoarsely. I am a friend who needs your help.


  The other two boys heard the strange voice and stopped to stare at the apparition that seemed to rise from the ground ahead of them. The eldest and bravest child took a few paces towards Leon,
  then stopped to regard him gravely. He asked another question in Maa, but Leon did not understand. In reply he reached down and helped Manyoro to sit up beside him. Brother! he said.
  This man is your brother!


  The boy took a few quick paces towards them and peered at Manyoro. Then he turned to his companions and let fly a string of instructions accompanied by wide gestures that sent them racing across
  the savannah. The only word Leon had understood was Manyoro!


  The younger boys were heading towards a cluster of huts half a mile away. They were thatched in the traditional Masai fashion and surrounded by a fence of thorn bushes. It was a Masai
  manyatta, a village. The outer stockade of poles was the kraal in which the precious cattle herds were penned at night. The elder child approached Leon now and squatted in front of him. He
  pointed at Manyoro and said, in awe and amazement, Manyoro!


  Yes, Manyoro, Leon agreed, and his head spun giddily.


  The child exclaimed with delight and made another excited speech. Leon recognized the word for uncle, but could not follow the rest. He closed his eyes and lay back with his arm
  over them to blot out the blazing sunlight. Tired, he said. Very tired.


  He slipped away, and woke again to find himself surrounded by a small crowd of villagers. They were Masai, there was no mistaking that. The men were tall. In their pierced earlobes they wore
  large ornamental discs or carved horn snuffboxes. They were naked under their long red cloaks, their genitals proudly and ostentatiously exposed. The women were tall for their sex. Their skulls
  were shaven smooth as eggshells and they wore layers of intricately beaded necklaces that hung over their naked breasts. Their minuscule beaded aprons barely covered their pudenda.


  Leon struggled to sit up and they watched him with interest. The younger women giggled and nudged each other to see such a strange creature among them. It was probable that none had ever seen a
  white man before. To command their attention he raised his voice to a shout: Manyoro! He pointed at his companion. Mama? Manyoro mama? he demanded. They stared at him in
  astonishment.


  Then one of the youngest and prettiest girls understood what he was trying to tell them. Lusima! she cried, and pointed to the east, to the distant blue outline of the far wall of
  the escarpment. The others joined in shouting joyously, Lusima Mama!


  It was clearly Manyoros mothers name. Everybody was delighted with their grasp of the situation. Leon mimed lifting and carrying Manyoro, then pointed to the east. Take
  Manyoro to Lusima. This brought a pause in the self-congratulation and they stared at each other in bewilderment.


  Again the pretty girl divined his meaning. She stamped her foot and harangued the men. When they hesitated she attacked the ferocious and dreaded warriors with her bare hands, slapping and
  pummelling them, even pulling ones elaborate plaited coiffure, until they went to do her bidding with shamefaced guffaws. Two ran back to the village and returned with a long, stout pole. To
  this they attached a hammock made from their leather cloaks knotted at the corners. This was a mushila, a litter. Within a short time they were settling Manyoros unconscious body on
  it. Four picked it up, and the entire party set off towards the east at a trot, leaving Leon lying on the dusty plain. The singing of the men and the ululations of the women faded.


  Leon closed his eyes, trying to summon sufficient reserves of strength to get to his feet and follow them. When he opened them again he found he was not alone. The three naked herd-boys who had
  discovered him were standing in a row, regarding him solemnly. The eldest said something and made an imperious gesture. Obediently Leon rolled on to his knees, then lurched to his feet. The child
  came to his side, took his hand and tugged at it possessively. Lusima, he said.


  His friend came and took Leons other hand. He pulled at it and said, Lusima.


  Very well. There seems to be no other option, Leon conceded. Lusima it shall be. He tapped the eldest child on the chest with a finger. Name? What is your
  name? he asked, in Maa. It was one of the phrases Manyoro had taught him.


  Loikot! the boy answered proudly.


  Loikot, we shall go to Lusima Mama. Show me the way.


  With Leon limping between them, they dragged him towards the far blue hills, following Manyoros litter-bearers.


  [image: img]


  As they made their way across the valley Leon became aware of a single isolated mountain that rose abruptly from the wide floor of the plain. At
  first it seemed to be merely a buttress of the eastern escarpment and inconsequential in the immensity of the great valley, but as they came closer he saw that it stood alone and was not attached
  to the escarpment. It began to take on a grandeur that had been denied it by distance. It was higher and steeper than the Rift Valley wall behind it. The lower slopes were covered with groves of
  stately umbrella acacias, but at higher altitude these gave way to denser montane forest, which indicated that the summit was above the cloud, ringed by a sheer wall of grey rock, like the glacis
  of a man-made fortress.


  As they approached this massive natural bastion Leon saw that the top of the mountain was covered with a mighty forest. Clearly its growth had been nurtured by the moisture from the swirling
  clouds. Even at this distance he could see that the outstretched upper branches of the trees were bedecked with old mans beard, and flowering tree orchids. The dense foliage of the tallest
  trees was starred with blooms as vivid as bridal bouquets. Eagles and other raptors had built their nests in the cliff below the summit and sailed on wide wings across the blue void of the sky.


  It was the middle of the afternoon before Leon and his three companions reached the foot of the mountain. They had fallen far behind Manyoro and his party of litter-bearers, who were already
  halfway up the footpath that climbed the steep slope in a series of zigzags. Leon only managed the first two hundred feet of the climb before he subsided in the shade of an acacia beside the track.
  His feet could not carry him another step along the rocky path. He twisted one into his lap and fumbled with the boot laces. As he levered off his boot he groaned with pain. His woollen sock was
  stiff with dried black blood. Gingerly he peeled it off and stared in dismay at his foot. Thick slabs of skin had come away with the sock and his heel was flayed raw. Burst blisters hung in tatters
  from the sole and his toes might have been chewed by jackals. The three Masai boys squatted in a semi-circle, studying his wounds and discussing them with ghoulish relish.


  Then Loikot took command again and barked a series of peremptory commands that sent the other two scampering into the bush, where a small herd of the long-horned Masai cattle were browsing on
  the grey-green scrub that grew under the acacias. Within minutes they returned with cupped handfuls of wet dung. When Leon discovered that it was intended as a poultice for his open blisters he
  made it clear that he would not submit to any more of Loikots bullying. But the boys were persistent and kept importuning him while he tore the sleeves of his shirt into strips and wrapped
  his bleeding feet in them. Then he knotted the laces of his boots together and slung them around his neck. Loikot offered Leon his herding stick and Leon accepted it, then hobbled up the pathway.
  It grew steeper with every pace, and he began to falter again. Loikot turned on his comrades and issued another series of stern instructions, which sent them flying up the path on skinny legs.


  Loikot and Leon followed them upwards at a dwindling pace, blood from Leons bandaged feet daubing the stones of the path. Eventually he sagged once more on to a rock and stared up at the
  heights, which were clearly beyond his reach. Loikot sat beside him and began to tell him a long, complicated story. Leon understood a few words, but Loikot proved himself a skilled thespian: he
  leaped to his feet and mimed a warlike scene, which Leon guessed was an account of how he had defended his fathers herds from marauding lions. It included much bloodcurdling roaring, leaping
  and stabbing of the air with his staff. After the trials of the last few days, the performance was a welcome distraction. Leon almost forgot his crippled feet, and laughed at the engaging
  lads antics. It was almost dark when they heard voices on the path above them. Loikot shouted a challenge, which was answered by a party of half a dozen cloaked morani, coming down to
  them at a trot. They had brought with them the mushila on which they had carried Manyoro. At their bidding Leon climbed into it and as soon as he was settled four men lifted the pole between
  them and placed it on their shoulders. Then they took off at a run, back up the steep mountain path.


  As they came over the edge of the cliff face on to the table top of the mountain, Leon saw the glow of fires under the gigantic trees not far ahead. The mushila-bearers carried him
  swiftly towards them and into a zareba of poles and thorn branches to a large open cattle pen. In a circle on open ground more than twenty large thatched huts were assembled around a tall,
  wide-spreading wild fig tree. The workmanship that had gone into their construction was superior to that of any others Leon had seen on his patrols through Masailand. The cattle in the pen were
  large and in fine condition: their hides shone in the flames and their horns were huge.


  From the fires a number of men and women crowded forward to look at the stranger. The mens shukas were of fine quality, and the womens abundant jewellery and ornaments were
  beautifully made of the most expensive trade beads and ivory. There could be no doubt that this was an affluent community. Laughing and shouting questions at Leon, they gathered around his
  mushila and many younger women reached out to touch his face boldly and tug at his ragged uniform. Masai women seldom made any effort to disguise their predilection for the opposite sex.


  Suddenly a hush fell over the noisy throng. A regal feminine figure was moving towards them from the huts. The villagers drew aside to leave an aisle and she came down it towards the
  mushila. Two servant girls followed her with burning torches, which cast a golden light upon the womans tall and matronly figure as she glided towards Leon. The villagers bowed like a
  field of grass in the wind and made soft, purring sounds of respect and reverence as she passed between their ranks.


  Lusima! they whispered, and clapped softly, averting their eyes from her dazzling beauty. Leon struggled up from the mushila and stood to meet her. She stopped in front of
  him and stared into his face with a dark, hypnotic gaze.


  I see you, Lusima, he greeted her, but for a long moment she gave no sign of having heard him. She stood almost as tall as he did. Her skin was the colour of smoked honey, glossy
  and unlined in the torchlight. If she was indeed the mother of Manyoro she must have been much more than fifty, but she seemed at least twenty years younger. Her bare breasts were firm and rounded.
  Her tattooed belly bore no marks of age or childbearing. Her finely sculpted Nilotic features were striking and her dark eyes so penetrating that they seemed to reach effortlessly into the secret
  places of his mind.


  Ndio. She nodded. Yes. I am Lusima. I have been expecting your coming. I was overlooking you and Manyoro on your night march from Niombi. Leon was relieved
  that she spoke in Kiswahili, rather than Maa: communication between them would be easier. But her words made no sense. How could she know that they had come from Niombi? Unless, of course, Manyoro
  had regained consciousness and told her.


  Manyoro has not spoken since he came to me. He is still deep in the land of shadows, Lusima assured him.


  He started. She had responded to his unspoken question as though she had heard the words.


  I was with you, watching over you, she repeated, and despite himself he believed her. I saw you rescue my son from certain death, and bring him back to me. With this deed
  you have become as another son to me. She took his hand. Her grip was cool and hard as bone. Come. I must see to your feet.


  Where is Manyoro? Leon asked. You say that he is alive, but will he survive?


  He is smitten and the devils are in his blood. It will be a hard fight, and the outcome is uncertain.


  I must go to him, Leon insisted.


  I will take you. But now he is sleeping. He must gather his strength for the trial ahead. I cannot remove the arrow until I have the light of day in which to work. Then I will need a
  strong man to help me. But you must rest also, for you have tried even your great strength to its limit. We will have need of it later.


  She led him to one of the huts and he stooped through the low entrance into the dim, smoky interior. Lusima indicated to him a pile of monkey-skin karosses against the far wall. He went to it
  and eased himself down onto the soft fur of one. She knelt in front of him and peeled the rags from his feet. While she was doing this, her servant girls prepared a brew of herbs in a three-legged
  black iron pot that stood over the cooking fire in the centre of the hut. Leon knew that they had probably been captured from a subservient tribe and were slaves in all but name: the Masai took
  whatever they wanted, cattle and women, and no other tribe dared defy them.


  When the contents of the pot were ready the girls brought it to where Leon sat. Lusima tested the temperature and added cold but equally evil-smelling liquid from another gourd. Then she took
  his feet one at a time and immersed them in the mixture.


  It took all his self-control to prevent himself crying out, for the liquid felt as though it was just off the boil, and the juices of the herbs were pungent and caustic. The three women watched
  his reaction carefully and exchanged approving glances when he managed an impassive expression and a stoic silence. Lusima lifted out his feet one at a time, then wrapped them in strips of trade
  cloth. Now you must eat and sleep, she said, and nodded to one of the girls, who brought him a calabash and knelt respectfully to offer it to him with both hands. Leon caught a whiff
  of the contents. It was a Masai staple, which he dared not refuse: to do so would offend his hostess. He steeled himself and lifted the bowl to his lips.


  It is freshly made, Lusima assured him. I mixed it with my own hands. It will restore your strength and help to heal your wounded feet swiftly.


  He took a mouthful and his stomach heaved. It was warm but the fresh ox blood mixed with milk had taken on a slick jelly-like consistency that coated his throat. He kept swallowing until the
  gourd was empty. Then he lowered it and belched thunderously. The slave girls exclaimed with delight, and even Lusima smiled.


  The devils fly from your belly, she told him approvingly. Now you must sleep. She pushed him down on the kaross and spread another over him. A great weight bore down
  on his eyelids.
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  When he opened his eyes again, the morning sun was blazing through the doorway of the hut. Loikot was waiting for him at the door, squatting
  against the lintel, but he sprang to his feet as soon as Leon stirred. He came to him immediately and asked a question, pointing at his feet.


  Too early to tell, Leon answered. Although every muscle in his body ached his head was clear. He sat up and unwrapped the bandages. He was amazed to see that most of the swelling
  and inflammation had subsided.


  Dr Lusimas snake oil. He grinned. His mood was light, until he remembered Manyoro.


  Quickly he rebandaged his feet, and hobbled to the large clay water pot that stood outside the door. He stripped off the remnants of his shirt and washed the dust and dried sweat from his face
  and hair. When he straightened up he found that half of the village women, both young and old, were sitting in a circle around him, watching his every move with avid attention.


  Ladies! he addressed them. I am about to take a piss. You are not invited to observe the procedure. Leaning on Loikots shoulder he set off for the entrance to
  the cattle pen.


  When he returned Lusima was waiting for him. Come, she commanded. It is time to begin. She led him to the hut that stood beside his. The interior was dark after the
  brilliant sunlight and it took his eyes a minute to adjust. The air was rank with woodsmoke from the fire and a more subtle odour, the sweet, nauseating smell of corrupting flesh. Manyoro lay face
  down on a leather kaross beside the fire. Leon went to him quickly and his spirits quailed. Manyoro lay like a dead man and his skin had lost its lustre. It was as dull as the soot that caked the
  bottom of the cooking pot on the fire. The lean muscles of his back seemed to have wasted. His head was twisted to one side and his eyes had receded into their sockets. Behind half-open lids they
  were as opaque as quartz pebbles from the riverbed. His leg above the knee was massively swollen, and the stench of the yellow pus that exuded from around the broken-off arrow filled the hut.


  Lusima clapped her hands and four men crowded in. They picked up the corners of the litter on which Manyoro lay and carried him outside, across the open ground of the cattle pen to the single
  tall mukuyu tree in the centre. They laid him in the shade while Lusima shrugged off her cloak and stood bare-chested over him. She spoke softly to Leon: The arrowhead cannot come out
  the way it entered. I must draw it through. The wound is ripe. You can smell it. Even so, it will not give up the arrow easily. One of the slave girls handed her a small knife with a
  rhino-horn handle, and the other brought a clay fire pot, swinging it around her head on its rope handle to fan the coals alight. When they glowed she placed the pot in front of her mistress.
  Lusima held the blade in the flames, turning it slowly until the metal glowed. Then she quenched it in another pot of liquid that smelled like the brew with which she had treated Leons feet.
  It bubbled and steamed as the metal cooled.


  With the knife in her hand Lusima squatted beside her son. The four morani who had carried him from the hut knelt with her, two at Manyoros head and two at his feet. She looked up
  at Leon and spoke quietly: You will do thus and thus. She explained in detail what she expected of him. Even though you are the strongest among us, it will take all your
  strength. The grip of the barbs in his flesh is strong. She stared into his face. Do you understand, my son?


  I understand, Mama. She opened the leather bag that hung at her waist and took from it a hank of thin white twine. This is the rope you will use. She handed it to
  him. I made it from the intestine of a leopard. It is tenacious. There is no stronger thread. She reached into the bag again and found a thick strip of elephant hide. Gently she
  opened Manyoros mouth. She placed the hide between his jaws and bound it in place with a short length of the catgut so that Manyoro could not spit it out.


  It will prevent him cracking his teeth when the pain reaches its zenith, she explained.


  Leon nodded, but he knew that the main reason for the gag was to prevent her son crying out and disgracing her.


  Turn him on to his back, Lusima ordered the four morani, but do it gently. As they rolled Manyoro over she guided the stump of the arrow shaft so that it did
  not catch in the kaross. Then she placed a block of wood on each side of it to keep it clear of the ground and to give the leg a firm platform. Hold him, she ordered the
  morani.


  She moved into position over the wounded leg and laid both her hands on it. Carefully she palpated the front of Manyoros thigh, feeling for the point of the arrowhead under the skin of
  the hot, swollen flesh. Manyoro moved restlessly as her probing fingers descried the shape of the buried arrowhead. She brought the blade of the horn-handled knife down precisely on the spot and
  began to chant a spell in Maa. After a while Manyoro seemed to succumb to the monotonous refrain. His shrunken body relaxed and he snored softly around the leather gag.


  Suddenly, without interrupting her chant, Lusima pressed the point of the blade down. With barely a check it sank into the dark flesh. Manyoro stiffened and every muscle in his back stood proud.
  The blade grated on metal, and pus welled from the wound that the knife had opened. Lusima laid aside the knife and pressed down on either side of the cut. The sharp point of the arrowhead was
  forced out through the enlarged wound and the first row of barbs came into sight.


  Leon had been able to examine a number of captured Nandi weapons during the campaign so he was not surprised to see that the arrowhead was of unconventional design. It had been forged from an
  iron pot-leg the thickness of Lusimas little finger. It was meant for deep penetration into the massive body of the elephant so it had no single large barb, such as appeared on the arrowhead
  medieval English bowmen had used against heavily armoured French knights. Instead there were row upon row of tiny jags, no larger than minnow scales, that would glide through flesh with little
  resistance. However, because of their large numbers and their back-facing angle it would be impossible to withdraw the arrowhead along its original entry channel.


  Quickly! Lusima whispered to Leon. Tie it!


  He had the slip-knot in the catgut ready and looped it over the point of the arrow, just behind the first line of jags. I have it, he told her, as he drew the loop tight.


  Hold him now. Do not let him move and twist the thread or it will be cut by the edges of the barbs, Lusima warned the morani. Together they threw their combined weight
  across Manyoros supine body.


  Pull, Lusima urged Leon, with all your strength, my son. Draw this evil thing out of him.


  Leon took three turns of the catgut around his wrist and brought it up firmly. Lusima started chanting again as he applied all the strength of his right arm to the thin thread. He was careful
  not to jerk or twist it around the razor-sharp jags. Slowly he increased the pressure on the loop. He felt it stretch slightly, but the arrowhead remained lodged. He took an additional turn of the
  thread around his other wrist and moved until both shoulders were lined foursquare with the angle at which the arrow had entered. He pulled again with both arms, ignoring the sharp pain of the
  thread cutting into his flesh. The muscles of his shoulders under the tattered shirt bunched and bulged. The cords stood out in his throat and his face darkened with effort.


  Pull, Lusima whispered, and may Mkuba Mkuba, the greatest of the great gods, give strength to your arms.


  By now Manyoro was struggling so desperately that the four men could not hold him still. He was making a keening sound into the gag, and his eyes were wide, seeming to start out of the sunken
  sockets, bloodshot and wild. The trapped arrowhead raised his torn and swollen flesh into a peak, but still the barbs held firm.


  Pull! Lusima urged Leon. Your strength surpasses that of the lion. It is the strength of Mbogo, the great buffalo bull.


  And the arrowhead moved. With a soft, ripping sound a second row of tiny jags appeared behind the first, then a third. At last two inches of dark-stained metal were protruding from the wound.
  Leon rested for a moment while he gathered himself for the final effort. Then he gritted his teeth until his jaw bulged and pulled again. Another inch of iron came reluctantly into sight. Then
  there was a rush of half-congealed black blood and purple pus. The stench made even Lusima gasp, but the fluids seemed to lubricate the arrow shaft, which slithered out of the wound now, like some
  evil foetus in the dreadful moment of its birth.


  Leon fell back, panting, and stared in horror at the damage he had wrought. The wound gaped like a dark mouth, while blood and detritus streamed from the torn flesh. In his agony Manyoro had
  chewed through the elephant-hide gag and bitten into his lips. Fresh blood trickled down his chin. He was still struggling wildly, and the morani used all their strength and weight to hold
  him down.


  Keep the leg still, Mbogo, Lusima called to Leon. One of her girls handed her a long thin horn of the klipspringer antelope, which had been carved into a crude funnel. She
  probed the sharp end deeply into the wound and Manyoro redoubled his struggles. The girl held a gourd to Lusimas lips and she filled her mouth with the liquid it contained. A few drops ran
  down her chin, and Leon caught its astringent odour. Lusima placed her lips around the flared end of the horn, like a trumpeter, and blew the substance down it and through the sharp end into the
  depths of the wound. Another mouthful followed the first. The liquid bubbled from the open wound, flushing out putrid blood and other matter.


  Turn him over, she ordered the morani. Although Manyoro fought them they rolled him on to his stomach and Leon straddled his back, using all his weight to pin him down.
  Lusima worked the point of the horn into the entry wound at the back of the leg, then blew more of the infusion deep into the suppurating flesh.


  Enough, she said at last. I have washed out the poisons. She set aside the horn, placed pads of dried herbs over the wounds and bound them in place with long strips
  of trade cloth. Gradually Manyoros struggles abated until at last he slumped back into a deathlike coma.


  It is done. There is nothing more I can do, she said. Now it is a battle between the gods of his ancestors and the dark devils. Within three days we will know the outcome.
  Take him to his hut. She looked up at Leon. You and I, Mbogo, must take turns to sit at his side and give him strength for the fight.
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  Over the days that followed Manyoro hovered over the void. At times he lay in such a deep coma that Leon had to place his ear against his chest to
  listen for his breathing. At other times he gasped and writhed and shouted on his sleeping mat, sweating and grinding his teeth in fever. Lusima and Leon sat on each side of him, restraining him
  when he seemed in danger of injuring himself with his wild convulsions. The nights were long and neither slept. They talked quietly through the hours with the low fire between them.


  I sense you were not born on some far-away island over the sea, as most of your compatriots were but in this very Africa, Lusima said. Leon was no longer surprised by her uncanny
  perception. He did not reply at once, and she went on, You were born far to the north on the banks of a great river.


  Yes, he said. You are right. The place is Cairo, and the river is the Nile.


  You belong to this land and you will never leave it.


  I had never thought to do so, he answered. She reached across and took his hand, closed her eyes and was quiet for a while. I see your mother, she said. She is
  a woman of great understanding. The two of you are close in spirit. She did not want you to leave her.


  Leons eyes filled with the dark shadows of regret.


  I see your father also. It was because of him that you left.


  He treated me like a child. He tried to force me to do things I did not want to do. I refused. We argued and made my mother unhappy.


  What did he want you to do? she asked, with the air of one who already knew the answer.


  My father grubs after money. There is nothing else in his life, neither his wife nor his children. He is a hard man, and we do not like each other. I suppose I respect him, but I do not
  admire him. He wanted me to work with him, doing the things he does. It was a bleak prospect.


  So you ran away?


  I did not run. I walked.


  What was it you sought? she asked.


  He looked thoughtful. Truly, I do not know, Lusima Mama.


  You have not found it? she asked.


  He shook his head uncertainly. Then he thought of Verity OHearne. Perhaps, he said. Perhaps I have found someone.


  No. Not the woman you are thinking of. She is just one woman among many others.


  The question was out before he could check himself: How do you know about her? Then he answered himself: Of course. You were there. And you know many things.


  She chuckled, and they were silent for a long while. It was a warm, comforting silence. He felt a strange bond with her, a closeness as though she were truly his mother.


  I do not like what I am doing with my life now, he said at last. He had not thought about it until this moment, but as he said it, he knew it was the truth.


  Because you are a soldier you are not able to do what your heart tells you, she agreed. You must do as the old men order.


  You understand, he said. I dislike hunting down and killing people I do not even know.


  Do you want me to point the way for you, Mbogo?


  I have come to trust you. I need your guidance.


  She was silent again for so long that he was about to speak. Then he saw that her eyes were wide open but rolled back in her head so that in the firelight only the whites were exposed. She was
  rocking rhythmically on her haunches and after a while she began to speak, but her voice had changed to a low, grating monotone. There are two men. Neither is your father, but both will be
  more than your father, she said. There is another road. You must follow the road of the great grey men who are not men. She drew a long, wheezing, asthmatic breath.
  Learn the secret ways of the wild creatures, and other men will honour you for that knowledge and understanding. You will walk with mighty men of power, and they will count you their equal.
  There will be many women, but only one woman who will be many women. She will come to you from the clouds. Like them she will show you many faces. She broke off and made a strangling noise
  at the back of her throat. With supernatural chill he realized that she was in the struggles of divination. At last she shook herself violently and blinked. Her eyes rolled forward so that he could
  look into their dark centres as she focused on his face. Hearken to what I told you, my son, she said softly. The time for you to choose will soon be upon you.


  I did not understand what you were telling me.


  In time it will become clear to you, she assured him. When you need me I will always be here. I am not your mother, but I have become more than your mother.


  You speak in riddles, Mama, he said, and she smiled a fond but enigmatic smile.
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  In the morning Manyoro regained consciousness but he was very weak and confused. He tried to sit up but did not have the strength to do so. He
  gazed at them blearily. What has happened? What place is this? Then he recognized his mother. Mama, is it truly you? I thought it was a dream. I have been dreaming.


  You are safe in my manyatta on Lonsonyo Mountain, she told him. We removed the Nandi arrow from your leg.


  The arrow? Yes, I remember . . . The Nandi?


  The slave girls brought him a bowl of ox blood and milk, which he drank greedily, spilling some down his chest. He lay back gasping. Then, for the first time, he noticed Leon squatting in the
  gloom of the hut. Bwana! This time he managed to sit up. You are with me still?


  I am here. Leon went to him quietly.


  How long? How many days since we left Niombi?


  Seven.


  Headquarters in Nairobi will think you are dead or that you have deserted. He gripped Leons shirt and shook it agitatedly. You must report to Headquarters, Bwana. You
  must not neglect your duty for me.


  We will go back to Nairobi when you are ready to march.


  No, Bwana, no. You must go at once. You know that the major is not your friend. He will make trouble for you. You must go at once, and I will follow you when I am able.


  Manyoro is right, Lusima intervened. You can do no more here. You must go to your chief in Nairobi. Leon had lost track of time, but now he realized with a guilty
  shock that it must be more than three weeks since he had had contact with his battalion headquarters. Loikot will guide you to the railway line. He knows that part of the country well. Go
  with him, Lusima urged him.


  I will, he agreed, and stood up. There were no preparations he needed to make for the journey. He had no weapons or baggage, and hardly any clothing other than his ragged
  khaki.


  Lusima provided him with a Masai shuka. It is the best protection I can give you. It will shield you from sun and cold. The Nandi fear the red shuka  even the lions
  flee from it.


  Lions also? Leon suppressed a smile.


  You will see. She returned his smile.


  He and Loikot left within an hour of making the decision. During the rains of the previous season the boy had herded his fathers cattle as far north as the railway and knew the land
  well.


  Leons feet had healed just sufficiently for him to lace on his boots. Limping gingerly he followed Loikot down the mountain towards the great plain below. At the foot he paused to relace
  his boots. When he straightened again he looked up and saw the tiny but unmistakable silhouette of Lusima standing on the lip of the cliff. He lifted one arm in farewell, but she did not
  acknowledge the gesture. Instead she turned and disappeared from his sight.
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  As his feet healed and hardened he was able to increase his speed and hurry after Loikot. The boy covered the ground with the long, flowing stride
  characteristic of his people. As he went he kept up a running commentary on everything that caught his attention. He missed nothing with the bright young eyes that could pick out the ethereal grey
  shape of a kudu bull standing deep in a thicket of thorn scrub three hundred yards distant.


  The plain over which they were travelling abounded with living creatures. Loikot ignored the herds of smaller antelope that skittered around them, but remarked on anything of more significance.
  By this time, with his sharp ear for language, Leon had picked up enough Maa to follow the boys chatter with little difficulty.


  They had carried no food with them when they left Lonsonyo Mountain and Leon had been puzzled as to how they would subsist, but he need not have worried: Loikot provided a strange variety of
  sustenance, which included small birds and their eggs, locusts and other insects, wild fruit and roots, a spurfowl, which he knocked out of the air with his staff as it flushed on noisy wings from
  under his feet, and a large monitor lizard that he pursued across the veld for half a mile before he beat it to death. The lizards flesh tasted like chicken, and there was enough to feed
  them for three days, although by then the carcass had been colonized by swarms of iridescent blue flies and their fat white offspring.


  Leon and Loikot slept each night beside a small fire, covered with their shukas against the chill, and started again while the morning star was still high and bright in the dawn sky. On
  the third morning the sun was still below the horizon and the light poor when Loikot stopped dead and pointed in the direction of a flat-topped acacia tree only fifty yards away. Ho, you
  killer of cattle, I greet you, he cried.


  Who is it? Leon demanded.


  Do you not see him? Open your eyes, Mbogo. Loikot pointed with his staff. Only then did Leon make out two small black tufts in the brown grass between them and the tree. One
  flicked and the whole picture sprang into focus. Leon was staring at an enormous male lion, crouching flat in the grass and watching them with implacable yellow eyes. The tell-tale tufts were the
  black tips of its round ears.


  Sweet God! Leon took a step back.


  Loikot laughed. He knows I am Masai. He will run if I challenge him. He brandished his staff. Hey, Old One, the day of my testing will soon come. I will meet you then, and
  we shall see which is the best of us. He was referring to his ritual trial of courage. Before he could be counted a man and have the right to plant his spear at the door of any woman who
  caught his fancy, the young morani must confront his lion face to face and kill him with his broad-bladed assegai.


  Fear me, you thief of cattle. Fear me, for I am your death! Loikot raised his staff, held it like a stabbing spear and advanced on the lion with a lithe, dancing step. Leon was
  amazed when the lion leaped to its feet, curled its lip in a threatening growl, then slunk away into the grass.


  Did you see me, Mbogo? Loikot crowed. Did you see how Simba fears me? Did you see him run from me? He knows I am a morani. He knows I am a Masai.


  You crazy tyke! Leon relaxed his clenched fists. Youll get us both eaten. He laughed with relief. He remembered Lusimas words, and it occurred to him
  that, over the hundreds of years that the Masai had relentlessly hunted generation after generation of lions, their persecution had ingrained a deep memory in the beasts. They had come to recognize
  a tall red-cloaked figure as a mortal threat.


  Loikot leaped in the air, pirouetted with triumph and led him on northwards. As they went, Loikot continued his instruction. Without slackening his pace he pointed out the spoor of large game as
  he came upon it, and described the animal that had made it. Leon was fascinated by the depth of his knowledge of the wild and its creatures. Of course, it was not difficult to understand how the
  child had become so adept: almost since he had taken his first step he had tended his tribes herds. Manyoro had told him that even the youngest herd-boys could follow a lost beast for days
  over the most difficult terrain. But he was fascinated when Loikot came to a stop and, with the tip of his staff, traced the faint outline of an enormous round pad mark. The ground was baked hard
  by the sun, and covered with chips of shale and flint. Leon would never have picked out the track of a bull elephant without the boys help, but Loikot could read every detail and nuance of
  it.


  I know this one. I have seen him often. His teeth are this long . . . He made a mark in the dust, then paced out three of his longest strides and made a second mark. He is a
  great grey chief of his tribe.


  Lusima had used the same description: Follow the great grey men who are not men. At the time it had puzzled Leon, but now he realized she been speaking about elephant. He pondered
  her advice as they went on into the north. He had always been fascinated by the wild chase. From his fathers library he had read all the books written by the great hunters. He had followed
  the adventures of Baker, Selous, Gordon-Cumming, Cornwallis Harris and the rest. The lure of wild sports was one of the most powerful reasons why he had enlisted in the KAR rather than enter his
  fathers business. His father termed any activity not aimed specifically at the accumulation of money as slacking. But Leon had heard that the army brass encouraged their young
  officers to indulge in such manly pursuits as big-game hunting. Captain Cornwallis Harris had been given a full years leave of absence from his regiment in India to travel to South Africa
  and hunt in the unexplored wilderness. Leon longed to be able to emulate his heroes but so far he had been disappointed.


  Since he had joined the KAR he had applied on more than one occasion for a few days leave to indulge in his first big-game hunt. Major Snell, his commanding officer, had dismissed his
  requests out of hand. If you think you have signed up for a glorified hunting safari then you are very much mistaken, Courtney, he said. Get back to your duties. I want to hear
  no more of this nonsense. So far his hunting had been restricted to a few small antelope, Grants and Thomsons gazelle  known to all as Tommies  which he had shot
  to feed his askari while they were on patrol. But his heart stirred when he watched the magnificent animals that flourished all around him. He longed for a chance to go after them.


  He wondered if by counselling him to follow the great grey men, Lusima was suggesting he should take to the life of an ivory hunter. It was an intriguing prospect. He went on more
  cheerfully behind Loikot. Life seemed good and full of promise. He had comported himself honourably during his first military action. Manyoro was alive. A new career was opening ahead of him. Best
  of all, Verity OHearne was waiting for him in Nairobi. Yes, life was good, very good indeed.


  Five days after they had left Lonsonyo Mountain, Loikot turned east and led him up the escarpment of the Great Rift Valley into the rolling forested hills of the uplands. They topped one and
  looked down into the shallow valley beyond. In the distance something glinted in the late-evening sunlight. Leon shaded his eyes. Yes, Mbogo, Loikot told him. There is
  your iron snake.


  He saw the smoke of the locomotive spurting in regular puffs above the tops of the trees and heard the mournful blast of a steam whistle.


  I will leave you now. Even you cannot lose your way from here, Loikot told him loftily. I must go back to care for the cattle.


  Leon watched him go regretfully. He had enjoyed the boys lively company. Then he put it out of his mind and went down the hill.


  The locomotive driver leaned out of the side window of his cab and spotted the tall figure beside the tracks far ahead. He saw at once from his ochre-red shuka that he
  was Masai. It was only as the engine puffed closer that the man swept open his cloak and the driver saw he was a white man in the ragged remnants of a khaki uniform. He reached for the brake lever
  and the wheels squealed on the steel rails as they drew to a halt in a cloud of steam.
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  Major Frederick Snell, officer commanding the 3rd Battalion, 1st Regiment, The Kings African Rifles, did not look up from the document he
  was perusing when Lieutenant Leon Courtney was marched under armed escort into his office in Battalion Headquarters.


  Snell was old for his command. He had fought without particular distinction in the Sudan against the Mahdi, and again in South Africa against the wily Boers. He was close to retirement age, and
  dreading its arrival. On his army pension he would be able to afford only a mean lodging in a town such as Brighton or Bournemouth, which, for the remainder of their days, would have to be home for
  both him and his wife of forty years. Maggie Snell had spent a lifetime in army quarters in tropical climes, which had yellowed her complexion, soured her disposition and sharpened her tongue.


  Snell was a small man. His once bright ginger hair had faded and fallen out until he was left with only a scraggly white fringe around a freckled pate. His mouth was wide but his lips were thin.
  His eyes were round, pale blue and protuberant, which justified his nickname: Freddie the Frog.


  He replaced his pipe between his lips and sucked at it, making it gurgle noisily. He was frowning as he finished reading the handwritten sheaf of paper. He still did not look up, but removed the
  pipe from his mouth and flicked it against the wall of his office, leaving a splatter of yellow nicotine drops across the whitewash. He put it back in his mouth and returned to the first page of
  the document. He read it again with deliberation, then laid it neatly in front of him and at last raised his head.


  Prisoner! Attention! barked Sergeant Major Mfefe, who commanded the guard detail. Leon stamped his battered boots on the cement floor and stood erect.


  Snell eyed him with distaste. Leon had been arrested three days earlier when he had presented himself at the main gates of Battalion Headquarters. Since then he had been held on Major
  Snells orders in detention barracks. He had not been able to shave or change his uniform. The stubble on his jaw was dark and dense. What remained of his tunic was filthy and tattered. The
  sleeves had been ripped off. His bare arms and legs were criss-crossed with thorn scratches. But despite his present circumstances he still made Snell feel inadequate. Even in his rags Leon
  Courtney was tall and powerfully built, and he radiated an air of nave self-confidence. Snells wife, who seldom expressed approval of anyone or anything, had once remarked wistfully on
  how fetchingly handsome young Courtney was. Hes set a few hearts fluttering hereabouts, I can tell you, she had said to her husband.


  Now Snell thought bitterly, No more fluttering hearts for a while. I shall see to that. Then at last he spoke aloud: Well, Courtney, this time you have outdone yourself. He tapped
  the wad of papers in front of him. I have been reading your report with nothing less than wonder.


  Sir! Leon acknowledged.


  It defies belief. Snell shook his head. Even for you the events you describe form a low watermark. He sighed, but behind the disapproving expression he was elated. At
  last this bumptious young shaver had gone too far. He wanted to savour the moment. He had waited almost a year for it. I wonder what your uncle will make of this extraordinary account when
  he reads it.


  Leons uncle was Colonel Penrod Ballantyne, the regimental commander. He was many years younger than Snell but he already outranked him by a wide margin. Snell knew that before he himself
  was forced into retirement Ballantyne would probably be promoted to general and given command of a full division in some pleasant part of the Empire. After that a knighthood would follow as a
  matter of course.


  General Sir Penrod Bloody Ballantyne! Snell thought. He hated the man, and hated his bloody nephew, standing before him now. All his life he had been passed over while men like Ballantyne had
  soared effortlessly over his head. Well, I cant do much about the old dog, he thought grimly, but this pup is a different matter entirely.


  He scratched his head with the stem of his pipe. Tell me, Courtney, do you understand why I have had you detained since you arrived back in barracks?


  Sir! Leon stared at the wall above his head.


  In case that should mean, No, sir, I would like to run through the events you describe in this report, and point out those that have given me concern. Do you have any
  objections?


  Sir! No, sir.


  Thank you, Lieutenant. On the sixteenth of July you were ordered to take under your command a detachment of seven men and to proceed immediately to the District Commissioners
  headquarters at Niombi and take up guard duties to protect the station against possible forays by Nandi rebels. That is correct, is it not?


  Sir! Yes, sir!


  As ordered, you left these barracks on the sixteenth but you and your detachment did not reach Niombi until twelve days later, although you travelled by rail as far as Mashi siding. This
  left you a march of less than a hundred and twenty miles to Niombi. So it seems that you covered the distance at the rate of less than ten miles a day. Snell looked up from the report.
  That could hardly be described as a forced march. Do you agree?


  Sir, I have explained the reason in my report. Leon was still standing to attention and staring at the nicotine-speckled wall above Snells head.


  Ah, yes! You came across the tracks of a large war-party of Nandi rebels and decided in your infinite wisdom to disregard your orders to proceed to Niombi but rather to follow up and
  engage the rebels. I hope I have read your explanation correctly.


  Yes, sir.


  Please explain to me, Lieutenant, how you knew that these tracks were those of a war-party and not simply those of hunters from a tribe other than the Nandi or refugees fleeing from the
  area of the uprising.


  Sir, I was advised by my sergeant that they were those of Nandi rebels.


  You accepted his evaluation?


  Yes, sir. Sergeant Manyoro is an expert tracker.


  So you spent six days following up these mythical insurgents?


  Sir, they were moving directly towards the mission station at Nakuru. It seemed they might be intent on attacking and destroying the settlement. I thought it my duty to prevent them doing
  so.


  Your duty was to obey orders. Be that as it may, the fact is that you never managed to catch up.


  Sir, the Nandi became aware that we were in pursuit, broke up into smaller parties and scattered into the bush. I turned back and proceeded to Niombi.


  As you had been ordered?


  Yes, sir.


  Of course, Sergeant Manyoro is not in a position to corroborate your version of events. I have merely your word. Snell went on.


  Sir!


  So, to continue, Snell glanced down at the report, you broke off the pursuit and at long last made for Niombi.


  Sir!


  When you reached the boma you discovered that while you had been wandering around the countryside the district commissioner and his family had been massacred. Immediately after
  this discovery you then realized you had led your detachment negligently into a Nandi ambush. You turned tail and ran, leaving your men to fend for themselves.


  That is not what happened, sir! Leon was unable to disguise his outrage.


  And that outburst was insubordination, Lieutenant. Snell relished the word, rolling it around his mouth as though he was tasting a fine claret.


  I apologize, sir. It was not intended as such.


  I assure you, Courtney, that it was taken thus. However, you disagree with my evaluation of the events at Niombi. Have you witnesses to support your version?


  Sergeant Manyoro, sir.


  Of course, I had forgotten how when you left Niombi you placed the sergeant on your back and, outrunning a rebel army, carried him southwards into Masailand. Snell sneered
  luxuriously. It should be remarked at this point that you took him in the opposite direction from Nairobi, then left him with his mother. His mother forsooth! Snell chuckled.
  How touching! He lit his pipe and puffed at it. The relief party that reached the Niombi boma many days after the massacre found that all the corpses of your men had
  been so mutilated by the rebels that it was impossible to identify them with any certainty, especially as those who had not been decapitated had been largely devoured by vultures and hyena. I think
  you left your sergeant among those corpses, rather than with his mother as you avow. I believe that after you deserted the battlefield you skulked in the wilderness until you were able to recover
  your nerve sufficiently to return to Nairobi with this cock-and-bull story.


  No, sir. Leon was trembling with anger, and his fists were bunched at his sides so that the knuckles showed bone white.


  Since joining the battalion you have displayed a fine contempt for military discipline and authority. You have shown a much greater interest in such frivolous activity as polo and
  big-game hunting than in the duties of a junior subaltern. It is clear that you consider those duties beneath your dignity. Not only that, you have disregarded the decent demands of social
  convention. You have taken to yourself the role of a lascivious Lothario, outraging the decent folk of the colony.


  Major, sir, I dont see how you can substantiate those accusations.


  Substantiate? Very well, I will substantiate. You are probably unaware that during your prolonged absence in Masailand the governor of the colony has seen fit to repatriate a young widow
  to England to protect her from your depredations. The entire community of Nairobi is outraged by your behaviour. You are, sir, a confounded rogue, with respect for nothing and no one.


  Repatriated! Leon turned ashen under the filth and his tan. They have sent Verity home?


  Ah, so you acknowledge the poor womans identity. Yes, Mrs OHearne has gone back to England. She left a week ago. Snell paused to let it sink in. He gloated at the
  knowledge that he himself had brought the sordid affair to the governors attention. He had always found Verity OHearne devilishly attractive. After the death of her husband, he had
  often fantasized about comforting and protecting her in her bereavement. From a distance he had gazed at her longingly when she sat on the front lawn of the Settlers Club taking tea with his
  wife and other members of the Womens Institute. She was so young, lovely and gay, and Maggie Snell, sitting beside her, so old, ugly and crabby. When he had heard whispers of her involvement
  with one of his subalterns he was devastated. Then he became extremely angry. Verity OHearnes virtue and reputation were in danger and it was his duty to protect her. He had gone to
  the governor.


  Well, Courtney, I do not intend to substantiate my allegations any further. All will be decided at your court-martial. Your dossier has been handed to Captain Roberts of Second Battalion.
  He has agreed to act as prosecuting officer. Eddy Roberts was one of Snells favourites. The charges against you will be desertion, cowardice, dereliction of duty and failing to
  obey the orders of a superior officer. Second Lieutenant Sampson of the same battalion has agreed to defend you. I know that the two of you are friendly, so I do not expect you to object to my
  choice. There has been some difficulty in finding three officers to make up the court. Naturally I am unable to sit on the panel, as I will be required to give evidence during the proceedings, and
  most officers are in the field against the last of the rebels. Fortunately a P&O liner docked in Mombasa over the weekend carrying a group on leave from India en route for Southampton. I
  have arranged that a colonel and two captains will travel up from Mombasa by train to Nairobi to make up a full panel of judges. They are due to arrive at eighteen hundred hours this evening. They
  will have to return to Mombasa by Friday to continue their voyage, so the proceedings must commence tomorrow morning. I will send Lieutenant Sampson to your quarters immediately to consult with you
  and to prepare your defence. Youre in a sorry state, Courtney. I can smell you from where I sit. Go and get yourself cleaned up and be ready to appear before the court for arraignment first
  thing tomorrow morning. Until then you are confined to your quarters.


  I request an interview with Colonel Ballantyne, sir. I need an extension of time to prepare my defence.


  Unfortunately, Colonel Ballantyne is not in Nairobi at the moment. He is in the Nandi tribal lands with First Battalion making reprisals for the Niombi massacre and stamping out the last
  of the rebel resistance. It is unlikely that he will return to Nairobi for several weeks. When he does, I am certain he will take cognizance of your request. Snell smiled coldly. That
  is all. Prisoner, dismiss!


  Guard detail, attention! barked Sergeant Major Mfefe. About turn! Quick march! Left, right, left . . . Leon found himself out in the brilliant sunshine of the
  parade-ground, being marched at double time towards the officers billets. Everything was moving so swiftly that he had difficulty in ordering his thoughts.


  Leons quarters were a rondavel, a single-roomed building with a circular mud-daub wall and a thatched roof. It stood in the centre of a row of identical huts. Each was occupied by an
  unmarried officer. At his door, Sergeant Major Mfefe saluted Leon smartly and said softly but awkwardly, in Kiswahili, I am sorry this has happened, Lieutenant. I know you are no
  coward. Mfefe had never, in twenty-five years of service, been required to arrest and place under guard one of his own officers. He felt ashamed and humiliated.


  Even though most of Leons company turned out to cheer his performance in any cricket or polo match, and when they saluted him it was always with a sparkling African grin, he was only
  superficially aware of his popularity among the other ranks so he was moved by the sergeant majors words.


  Mfefe went on hurriedly to cover his embarrassment: After you left on patrol a lady came to the main gates and left a box for you, Bwana. She told me to make sure you received it.
  I put it in your room next to the bed.


  Thank you, Sergeant Major. Leon was equally embarrassed. He turned away and went into the sparsely furnished hut. It contained an iron bedstead with a mosquito net suspended over
  it from a rafter, a single shelf and a wardrobe made from an old packing case. It was scrupulously clean and tidy. The walls had been recently lime-washed and the floor gleamed with a coating of
  beeswax. His scant possessions were arranged with geometrical precision on the shelf above his bed. During his absence Ishmael, his manservant, had been as meticulous as ever. The only item out of
  place was the long leather case that was propped against the wall.


  Leon crossed to the bed and sat down. He felt close to despair. So many disasters had struck him at once. Almost without conscious volition he reached out for the leather case Mfefe had
  left for him, and laid it across his lap. It was made of travel-scarred but expensive leather, covered with steamship labels, and fitted with three solid brass locks, whose keys were attached by a
  thong to the handle. He unlocked it, lifted the lid and stared in astonishment at the contents. Nestled in the fitted green baize compartments were the components of a heavy rifle with, in their
  own tailored slots, the ramrod, oil can and other accessories. On the underside of the lid a large label bore the name of the gunmaker printed in ornate script:


  
    HOLLAND & HOLLAND


    Manufacturers of


    Guns, Rifles, Pistols


    and every description of breech loading firearms.


    98 New Bond Street. London W.

  


  With a sense of reverence Leon reassembled the rifle, fitting the barrels into the action and clamping them in position with the forestock. He stroked the oil-finished wood of the butt, the
  polished walnut silky smooth under his fingertips. He lifted the rifle and aimed it at a small gecko that hung upside-down on the far wall. The butt fitted perfectly into his shoulder and the
  barrels aligned themselves under his eye. He held the bead of the foresight in the wide V of the rear express sight rock-steady on the lizards head.


  Bang, bang, youre dead, he told it, and laughed for the first time since he had returned to barracks. He lowered the weapon and read the engraving on the barrels. H&H
  Royal .470 Nitro Express. Then the pure gold oval inlay let into the walnut of the butt caught his eye. It was engraved with the initials of the original owner: POH.


  Patrick OHearne, he murmured. The magnificent weapon had belonged to Veritys dead husband. An envelope was pinned to the green baize of the lid beside the
  makers label. He set down the rifle carefully on the pillow at the head of his bed and reached for it. He split the seal with his thumbnail and pulled out two folded sheets of paper. The
  first was a receipt dated 29 August 1906:


  
    
      To whom it may concern: I have this day sold the H&H .470 rifle with serial number 1863 to Lieutenant Leon Courtney and have received from him the sum of twenty-five
      guineas in full and final payment. Signed: Verity Abigail OHearne.

    

  


  With this document Verity had transferred the rifle legally into his name so that nobody could contest his ownership. He folded the receipt and returned it to the envelope. Then he opened the
  other sheet of paper. It was undated and the handwriting was scrawled and uneven, unlike that on the receipt. Her pen had twice left splashes of ink on the page. It was obvious that she had been in
  a state of upheaval when she had written it.


  
    
      Dearest, dearest Leon,


      By the time you read this I will be on my way back to Ireland. I did not want to go, but I have been given little choice. Deep in my heart I know that the person who is sending me away is
      right and it is for the best. Next year I will be thirty years old, and you are just nineteen and a very junior subaltern. I am sure that one day you will be a famous general covered with
      medals and glory, but by then I will be an old maid. I have to go. This gift I leave you is an earnest of my affection for you. Go and forget me. Find happiness somewhere else. I will always
      hold you in my memory as I once held you in my arms.

    

  


  It was signed V. His vision blurred and his breathing was uneven as he reread the letter.


  Before he reached the last line there was a polite knock on the door of his rondavel. Who is it? he called.


  It is me, Effendi.


  Just a minute, Ishmael.


  Quickly he wiped his eyes on the back of his forearm, placed the letter under his pillow and packed the rifle back into its case. He pushed it under the bed and called, Come in, Beloved
  of the Prophet.


  Ishmael, who was a devout coastal Swahili, came in with a zinc bathtub balanced on his head. Welcome back, Effendi. You bring the sun into my heart. He set the tub in the centre of
  the floor, then set about filling it with steaming buckets of water from the fireplace behind the hut. While the water cooled to a bearable temperature, Ishmael whipped a sheet around Leons
  neck and then, with comb and scissors, took up position behind him and began to snip at Leons sweat- and dust-caked hair. He worked with practised skill, and when he had finished he stood
  back and nodded, satisfied, then fetched the shaving mug and brush. He worked up a creamy lather over Leons stubble, then stropped the long blade of the straight razor and handed it to his
  master. He held the small hand mirror while Leon scraped his jaw clean, then wiped away the last traces of soap.


  How does that look? Leon asked.


  Your beauty would blind the houris of Paradise, Effendi, Ishmael said solemnly, and tested the bathwater with one finger. It is ready.


  Leon stripped off his stinking rags and threw them against the far wall, then went to the steaming bath and lowered himself into it, with a sigh of pleasure. The bath was hardly large enough to
  accommodate him, and he sat with his knees under his chin. Ishmael gathered up his soiled clothing, holding it ostentatiously at arms length, and carried it away. He left the door open
  behind him. Without knocking, Bobby Sampson ambled in.


  A thing of beauty is a joy for ever, he said, with a diffident grin. Bobby was only a year older than Leon. He was a large, gawky but affable youth, and as the two most junior
  officers in the regiment, he and Leon had formed a friendship that had at its core the instinct for survival. They had sealed their friendship with the joint purchase of a dilapidated and
  road-beaten Vauxhall truck from a Hindu coffee-grower for the sum of three pounds ten shillings, almost their total combined savings. By working until all hours of the night they had restored it to
  an approximation of its former glory.


  Bobby went to the bed and dropped on to it, placed his hands behind his head, crossed his ankles and contemplated the gecko, which had climbed into the rafters and now hung upside down, above
  him. Well, old man, you seem to have got yourself into a bit of a pickle, what? Im sure you know by now that Freddie the Frog is accusing you of all sorts of mischief and wrongdoing.
  Quite by chance, I happen to have with me a copy of the charge sheet. He reached into the large side pocket of his uniform jacket and brought out a crumpled ball of papers. He smoothed them
  out on his chest, then waved them at Leon. Some pretty colourful stuff here. Im impressed with your naughtiness. Trouble is, Ive been ordered to defend you, what?
  What?


  For Gods sake, Bobby, stop saying what. You know it drives me mad.


  Bobby put on an expression of contrition. Sorry, old boy. Truth is I havent the faintest idea what Im supposed to be doing.


  Bobby, you are an idiot.


  Cant help it, my old beauty. Mother must have dropped me on my head, dont you know? Anyway, back to the main item on the agenda. Have you any idea what Im supposed to
  be doing?


  Youre supposed to bedazzle the judges with your wit and erudition. Leon was beginning to feel more cheerful. He enjoyed the way Bobby hid his astute mind behind a bumbling
  faade.


  Bit depleted in the wit and erudition department, at the moment, Bobby admitted. What else is there?


  Leon rose from the bath splashing soapy water over the floor. Bobby balled up the towel Ishmael had left on the end of the bed and threw it at his head.


  For a start, lets read through the charges together, Leon suggested, as he towelled himself.


  Bobby brightened. Brilliant idea. Always suspected you of being a genius.


  Leon pulled on a pair of khaki trousers. Bit short of seating in here, he said. Move your fat arse.


  Bobby sat up, serious now. He made room for his friend on the bed, and Leon settled beside him. Together they pored over the charge sheet.


  When the light in the hut faded, Ishmael brought in a bullseye lamp and hung it on its hook. They worked on by its feeble yellow light, until at last Bobby rubbed his eyes and yawned, then
  pulled out his half-hunter and wound it vigorously. Its well past midnight and you and I have to be in court at nine oclock. Well have to call it a day. By the way,
  would you like to know what I think of your chances of acquittal?


  Not really, Leon answered.


  If you offered me odds of a thousand to one I wouldnt risk twopence hapenny, Bobby told him. If only we could find this sergeant of yours the story might have
  a different ending.


  Fat chance of that happening before nine oclock tomorrow. Manyoros on top of a mountain in Masailand, hundreds of miles away.
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  The officers mess had been converted into a courtroom to house the proceedings. The three judges were seated at the high table on the dais.
  There were two tables below them, one for the defence and the other for the prosecution. It was hot in the small room. On the outside veranda a punkah-wallah heaved regularly on the rope that
  disappeared into a hole in the ceiling above him, and from there over a series of pulleys to the fan hanging above the judges table. Its blades whirred monotonously, stirring the languid air
  into an illusion of cool.


  Sitting beside Bobby Sampson at the defence table, Leon studied the faces of his judges. Cowardice, desertion, dereliction of duty and failing to obey the orders of a superior officer: all of
  the crimes with which he was charged carried the maximum penalty of execution by firing squad. The skin of his forearms prickled. These men held over him the power of life and death.


  Look them in the eye and speak up, Bobby whispered, holding up his notepad to conceal his lips. Thats what my old daddy always told me.


  Not all of his judges looked human and compassionate. The senior man was the Indian Army colonel who had come by rail from Mombasa. It seemed that the journey had not agreed with him. His
  expression was sour and dyspeptic. He wore the flamboyant uniform of the 11th (The Prince of Wales Own) Bengal Lancers. There were two rows of decoration ribbons on his chest, his riding
  boots gleamed and the tail of his multi-coloured silk turban was thrown back over one shoulder. His face was flushed by the sun and whisky, his eyes were as fierce as a leopards, and the
  tips of his moustache were waxed into sharp points.


  He looks a right man-eater, Bobby whispered. He had been following Leons gaze. Believe me, hes the one we have to convince, and its not going to be
  easy.


  Gentlemen, are we ready to begin? boomed the senior judge, and turned his cold, slightly bloodshot eyes on Eddy Roberts at the prosecution table.


  Yes, Colonel. Roberts stood up respectfully to reply. He was Froggy Snells favourite, which was why he had been selected.


  The president looked at the defence table. What about you? he demanded, and Bobby leaped to his feet with such alacrity that he sent his carefully arranged pile of papers cascading
  on to the floor. Oh, dearie me! he stuttered and dropped to his knees to gather them up. I beg your pardon, sir.


  Are you ready? Colonel Wallaces voice was as loud as a foghorn in the confines of the small room.


  I am, sir. I am indeed. Bobby peered up at him from the floor, clutching his papers to his chest. He was blushing rosily.


  We havent got all week. Lets get on with it, young fellow.


  The adjutant, serving as clerk and court recorder, read the list of charges, then Eddy Roberts came to his feet to open the case for the prosecution. His manner was relaxed, and he spoke clearly
  and convincingly. The judges followed his address with attention.


  Damn me, but Eddys rather good, what? Bobby fretted.


  After his preamble Eddy called Major Snell, his first witness, to the box. He led him through the charge sheet and had him confirm the details set out in the document. Then he questioned him on
  the accuseds service record and the performance of his duties up to the time when he was sent to guard the boma at Niombi. Snell was too sly to let his evidence seem one-sided and
  prejudiced against Leon. However, he managed to make his qualified and lukewarm assessments seem like damning condemnation.


  I would reply to that question by saying that Lieutenant Courtney is a skilled polo player. He also evinces a passion for big-game hunting. These activities take up much of his time when
  he might be better employed elsewhere.


  What about his other behaviour? Have you been made aware of any social scandal surrounding his name?


  Bobby jumped to his feet. Objection, Mr President! he cried. That calls for conjecture and hearsay. My clients conduct when off duty has no bearing on the charges
  before the court.


  What do you say to that? Colonel Wallace turned his searching glare on Eddy Roberts.


  I believe that the accuseds integrity and moral character have a direct bearing on this case, sir.


  The objection is denied and the witness may reply to the question.


  The question was . . . Eddy pretended to consult his notes . . . are you aware of any scandal surrounding the name of the accused?


  It was what Snell had been waiting for. As a matter of fact there has recently been an unfortunate incident. The accused became involved with a young gentlewoman, a widow. So blatantly
  scandalous was his behaviour that it brought the honour of the regiment into question, and enraged the local community. The governor of the colony, Sir Charles Eliot, had little option but to
  arrange for the lady in question to be repatriated.


  The heads of the three judges turned to Leon, their expressions forbidding. It was only a few years since the death of the old queen, and despite the racy reputation of her son, the reigning
  sovereign, the older generations were still influenced by Victorias strict mores.


  Bobby scribbled on his notepad, then turned it so that Leon could read what he had written. I am not going to cross-examine on that issue, agreed?


  Leon nodded unhappily.


  After a long pause to let the importance of that testimony register with the judges, Eddy Roberts picked up a thick book from the desk in front of him. Major Snell, do you recognize this
  book?


  Of course I do. Its the battalion order book.


  Eddy opened it at a marked page and read aloud the extract that covered Leons orders to take his detachment to Niombi boma. When he had finished he asked, Major Snell, were
  those your orders to the accused?


  Yes.


  Eddy quoted once again from the open page of the order book:  You are ordered to proceed with utmost despatch . . . He looked up at Snell. With
  utmost despatch, he repeated. Those were your precise instructions?


  They were.


  In the event the accused took eight days to make the journey. Would you consider that he acted with utmost despatch?


  No, I would not.


  The accused has given as his reason for his tardiness the fact that en route to Niombi he came across the tracks of a rebel war-party and felt it his duty to follow them up. Would
  you agree with him that it was his duty?


  Certainly not! His duty was to proceed to Niombi and take up a guard position over the inhabitants, as he had been ordered to do.


  Do you think that the accused would have been able to recognize with any certainty that the tracks he was following had been made by Nandi rebels?


  I do not. I am strongly inclined to doubt the assertion that the tracks were left by humans. Given Lieutenant Courtneys predilection for shikar  hunting  it
  was more likely that the tracks of some animal, such as a bull elephant, excited his attention.


  Objection, your honour! wailed Bobby. That is merely conjecture on the part of the witness.


  Before the senior judge could make a ruling Eddy cut in smoothly: I withdraw the question, sir. He was satisfied that he had placed the thought in the minds of the three judges. He
  led Snell on through Leons report. The accused states that, with most of his men killed and his sergeant badly wounded, he fought a valiant defence against heavy odds and was only
  driven out of the Niombi boma when the rebels set fire to the building. He tapped the page of the document. When that happened he placed the wounded man on his back and, using
  the smoke from the building as a screen, carried him away. Is this credible?


  Snell smiled knowingly. Sergeant Manyoro was a big man. He stood well over six feet.


  I have a copy of his medical report. The man stood six feet three and a half inches with his feet bare. A very big man. You would agree?


  Indeed. Snell nodded. And the accused claims that he carried him something like thirty miles without being overtaken by the rebels. He shook his head. I doubt
  that even such a powerful man as Lieutenant Courtney is capable of such a feat.


  Then what do you think has happened to the sergeant?


  I believe that the accused deserted him at Niombi with the rest of his detachment, and made his escape alone.


  Objection. Bobby jumped to his feet. Conjecture!


  Objection sustained. The court recorder will strike the question and the witnesss reply from the record, said the turbaned colonel, but he glanced disapprovingly at
  Leon.


  Eddy Roberts consulted his notes. We have heard evidence that the relief column was unable to find the sergeants body. How would you account for that?


  I must correct you there, Captain Roberts. The evidence is that they were unable to identify the sergeants body among the dead. That is a different matter. They found corpses in
  the burned-out building, but they were charred beyond recognition. The other bodies were either decapitated by the rebels or so badly mauled by vultures and hyena that they also were
  unrecognizable. Sergeant Manyoro could have been any one of those.


  Bobby cupped his face in his hands and said wearily, Objection. Supposition.


  Sustained. Please stick to factual evidence, Major. Snell and his favourite exchanged a smug glance.


  Eddy went on in a businesslike tone: If Sergeant Manyoro had escaped from Niombi with the assistance of the accused, can you suggest where he is now?


  No, I cannot.


  At his family manyatta, perhaps? Visiting his mother, as the accused has stated in his report?


  In my view that is highly unlikely, Snell said. I doubt that we shall ever see the sergeant again.


  The judges adjourned for a lunch of cold roasted guinea fowl and champagne on the wide veranda of the officers mess, and when they resumed Eddy Roberts continued his examination of Snell
  until the middle of the afternoon when he turned to the senior judge. No further questions, your honour. I have finished with this witness. He was well satisfied and did not attempt
  to conceal it.


  Do you wish to cross-examine, Lieutenant? The senior judge asked, as he consulted his pocket watch. I would like to conclude by tomorrow evening at the latest. We have a
  ship to catch in Mombasa on Friday evening. He gave the impression that the verdict was already decided.


  Bobby did his best to shake Snells self-confident mien, but he had so little to work with that the man was able to turn aside his questions in an indulgent and condescending tone, as
  though he was speaking to a child. Once or twice he cast a conspiratorial glance at the three judges.


  At last the colonel hauled out his gold watch again and announced, Gentlemen, that will do for the day. We will reconvene at nine in the morning. He stood up and led his fellow
  judges to the bar at the back of the mess.


  I am afraid I didnt do very well, Bobby confessed, as he and Leon went out on to the veranda. It will all be up to you when you give your evidence
  tomorrow.
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  Ishmael brought their dinner and two bottles of beer from his lean-to kitchen at the back of Leons rondavel. There was no chair in the hut,
  so the two men sprawled on the mud floor as they ate with little appetite and went despondently over their strategy for the morrow.


  I wonder if the Nairobi ladies will think you so dashing and handsome when youre standing against a brick wall wearing a blindfold, Bobby said.


  Get out of here, you dismal johnny, Leon ordered. I want to get some sleep. But sleep would not come, and he turned, tossed and sweated until the early hours of the
  morning. At last he sat up and lit the bullseye lantern. Then, wearing only his underpants, he started for the door and the communal latrine at the end of the row of huts. As he stepped out on to
  his veranda he almost stumbled over a small group of men squatting at the door. Leon started back in alarm and held the lantern high. Who the hell are you? he demanded loudly. Then he
  saw that there were five of them, all dressed in the ochre-red Masai shukas.


  One rose to his feet. I see you, Mbogo, he said, and his ivory earrings flashed in the lamplight almost as brilliantly as his teeth.


  Manyoro! What the hell are you doing here? Leon almost shouted, with rising delight and relief.


  Lusima Mama sent me. She said you needed me.


  What the devil took you so long? Leon wanted to hug him.


  I came as swiftly as I could, with the help of these, my brothers. He indicated the men behind him. We reached Naro Moru siding in two days march from Lonsonyo
  Mountain. The driver of the train allowed us to sit on the roof and he brought us here at great speed.


  Mama was right. I have great need of your help, my brother.


  Lusima Mama is always right, said Manyoro, flatly. What is this great trouble you are in? Are we going to war again?


  Yes, Leon answered. Big war! All five Masai grinned with happy anticipation.


  Ishmael had been alerted by their voices and he came staggering with sleep from the shack behind the rondavel to find the cause. Are these Masai infidels causing trouble, Effendi? Shall I
  send them away? He had not recognized Sergeant Manyoro in his tribal dress.


  No, Ishmael. Run as fast as you can to Lieutenant Bobby and tell him to come at once. Something wonderful has happened. Our prayers have been answered.


  Allah is great! His beneficence passes all understanding, Ishmael intoned, then set off for Bobbys hut at a dignified jog.
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  Call Sergeant Manyoro to the witness stand! said Bobby Sampson confidently and loudly.


  A stunned silence fell over the officers mess. The judges looked up from their notes with immediate interest as Manyoro limped through the door on a crudely carved crutch. He wore his
  number-one dress uniform, with puttees neatly wound around his calves, but his feet were bare. The regimental badge on the front of his red fez and his belt buckle had been lovingly polished with
  Brasso until they gleamed like stars. Sergeant Major Mfefe marched behind him, trying unsuccessfully to stop himself grinning. The pair came to a halt in front of the high table, and saluted
  the judges with a flourish.


  Sergeant Major Mfefe will act as interpreter for those of us with limited Kiswahili, Bobby explained. When the witness had been sworn in Bobby looked at the interpreter.
  Sergeant Major, please ask the witness to state his name and rank.


  I am Sergeant Manyoro of C Company, 3rd Battalion, 1st Regiment, The Kings African Rifles, Manyoro announced proudly.


  Major Snells face crumpled with dismay. Until that moment he had not recognized Manyoro. Leon had heard him announce more than once at the mess bar when he was on his third or fourth
  whisky, These bloody wogs all look the same to me. Such pejorative remarks were typical of Snells overbearing disdainful attitude. No other officer would have used such a term
  to describe the men he commanded.


  Have a good look at this bloody wog, Froggy, Leon thought happily. You wont forget his face in a hurry.


  Your honour, Bobby addressed the senior judge, may the witness be allowed to give his evidence while seated? He has taken a Nandi arrow through his right leg. As you can
  see, it has not yet healed properly.


  All eyes in the room went down to Manyoros thigh, which had been swathed in fresh bandages that morning by the regimental surgeon. A patch of fresh blood had oozed through the white
  gauze.


  Of course, said the senior judge. Someone fetch him a chair.


  Everyone was leaning forward with anticipation. Major Snell and Eddy Roberts were exchanging agitated whispers. Eddy kept shaking his head.


  Sergeant, is this man your company officer? Bobby indicated Leon at his side.


  Bwana Lieutenant, he is my officer.


  Did you and your troop march with him to Niombi boma?


  We did, Bwana Lieutenant.


  Sergeant Manyoro, you need not keep calling me Bwana Lieutenant, Bobby protested, in fluent Kiswahili.


  Ndio, Bwana Lieutenant, Manyoro agreed.


  Bobby switched back into English for the benefit of the judges. On the march did you come across any suspicious tracks?


  Yes. We found where a war-party of twenty-six Nandi warriors had come down the Rift Valley wall from the direction of Gelai Lumbwa.


  Twenty-six? Are you sure?


  Of course I am sure, Bwana Lieutenant. Manyoro looked affronted at the fatuity of the question.


  How did you know for certain that it was a war-party?


  They had no women or children with them.


  How did you know they were Nandi and not Masai?


  Their feet are smaller than ours, and they walk in a different way.


  How different?


  Short strides  they are midgets. They do not step first on to their heel and push off with their toe as a true warrior does. They slap their feet down like pregnant
  baboons.


  So you could be certain that this was a Nandi war-party?


  Only a fool or a small child could have doubted it.


  Where were they headed?


  Towards the mission station at Nakuru.


  Was it your opinion that they were on their way to attack the mission?


  I did not think that they were going to drink beer with the priests, Manyoro replied loftily, and when the sergeant major had translated, the senior judge stifled a guffaw. The
  other judges smiled and nodded.


  Eddy was looking glum now.


  You told all this to your lieutenant? You discussed it with him?


  Of course.


  He gave you orders to pursue this war-party?


  Manyoro nodded. We followed them for two days until we came so close that they realized we were after them.


  How did they reach that conclusion?


  The bush was open and even the Nandi have eyes in their heads, Manyoro explained patiently.


  Then your officer ordered you to break off the pursuit and go to Niombi. Do you know why he decided not to engage the enemy?


  Twenty-six Nandi went off in twenty-six directions. My lieutenant is not a fool. He knew we might catch one if we ran hard and were lucky. He also knew that we had frightened them off and
  they would not continue to Nakuru. My bwana had saved the mission from attack and he would not waste more time.


  But you had lost almost four days?


  Ndio, Bwana Lieutenant.


  When you reached Niombi what did you find?


  Another Nandi war-party had raided the boma. They had killed the district commissioner, his wife and child. They had speared the baby and drowned the man and woman by pissing in
  their mouths.


  The judges leaned forward attentively as Bobby led Manyoro through a description of the Nandi ambush and the desperate fighting that had followed. Without visible emotion Manyoro told of how the
  rest of the troop had been cut down, and how he and Leon had fought their way into the boma and beaten back the attackers.


  During the fight did your lieutenant behave like a man?


  He fought like a warrior.


  Did you see him kill any of the enemy?


  I saw him kill eight Nandi, but there may have been more. I myself was occupied.


  Then you received your wound. Tell us about that.


  Our ammunition was almost finished. We went out to recover more from our dead askari, who were lying in the parade-ground.


  Lieutenant Courtney went with you?


  He led the way.


  What happened then?


  One of the Nandi dogs shot an arrow at me. It struck me here. Manyoro drew up the leg of his khaki shorts and showed his bandaged leg.


  Were you able to run with that wound?


  No.


  How did you escape?


  When he saw that I had been struck, Bwana Courtney turned back to fetch me. He carried me into the boma.


  You are a big man. He carried you?


  I am a big man because I am Masai. But Bwana Courtney is strong. His Masai name is Buffalo.


  What happened next?


  Manyoro described in detail how they had held out until the Nandi set fire to the building, how they had been forced to abandon it and use the cover of the smoke from the burning roof to escape
  into the banana plantation.


  What did you do then?


  When we reached the open ground beyond the plantation I asked my bwana to leave me with his pistol and go on alone.


  Did you plan to kill yourself because you were crippled and you did not want the Nandi to catch and drown you as they had done to the district commissioner and his wife?


  I would have killed myself rather than die the Nandi way, but not before I had taken a few of the jackals with me, Manyoro agreed.


  Your officer refused to leave you?


  He wanted to carry me on his back to the railway line. I told him it was four days march through Nandi tribal lands and that we already knew the ground was swarming with their
  war-parties. I told him my mothers manyatta was only thirty miles distant and deep in Masailand where Nandi curs would never dare to follow. I told him that if he was determined to
  take me with him we should go that way.


  He did as you suggested?


  He did.


  Thirty miles? He carried you on his back for thirty miles?


  Perhaps a little further. He is a strong man.


  When the two of you reached your mothers village, why did he not leave you there and return to Nairobi immediately?


  His feet were ruined by the march from Niombi. He could not walk further on them. My mother is a famous healer of great power. She treated his feet with her medicine. Bwana Courtney left
  the manyatta as soon as he was able to walk.


  Bobby paused and looked at the three judges. Then he asked, Sergeant Manyoro, what are your feelings for Lieutenant Courtney?


  Manyoro answered, with quiet dignity, My bwana and I are brothers of the warrior blood.


  Thank you, Sergeant. I have no further questions for you.


  For a long moment there was a hush of awe in the courtroom. Then Colonel Wallace roused himself. Lieutenant Roberts, do you wish to cross-examine this man?


  Eddy conferred hurriedly with Major Snell, then stood up reluctantly. No, sir, I have no questions for him.


  Are there any more witnesses? Will you call your client to the stand, Lieutenant Sampson? Colonel Wallace asked. He pulled out his watch and consulted it pointedly.


  With the courts indulgence, I shall call Lieutenant Courtney. However, I have almost finished and will not detain the court much longer.


  I am relieved to hear that. You may proceed.


  When Leon took the stand Bobby handed him a sheaf of papers and asked, Lieutenant Courtney, is this your official report of the Niombi expedition, which you gave to your commanding
  officer?


  Leon thumbed through it quickly. Yes, this is my report.


  Is there anything in it you wish to retract? Anything you wish to add to it?


  No, there is not.


  You affirm under oath that this report is true and correct in every detail?


  I do.


  Bobby took the document from him and placed it before the judges. I wish this report to be entered into evidence.


  It has already been entered, said Colonel Wallace, testily. We have all read it. Ask your questions, Lieutenant, and lets have done with it.


  I have no further questions, your honour. The defence rests.


  Good. The colonel was pleasurably surprised. He had not expected Bobby to be so quick. He scowled at Eddy Roberts. Are you going to cross-examine?


  No, sir. I have no questions for the accused.


  Excellent. Wallace smiled for the first time. The witness may stand down, and the prosecution can get on with its summation.


  Eddy stood up, trying to portray the confidence he obviously lacked. May it please the court to direct its attention to both the written report of the accused, which he has affirmed under
  oath is correct in every detail, and to Sergeant Manyoros corroborating evidence. They both confirm that the accused deliberately ignored his written orders to proceed with utmost despatch
  to Niombi station, and instead set off in pursuit of the Nandi war-party that he believed might be heading in the direction of Nakuru mission. I submit that the accused has admitted he was guilty
  of the charge of deliberately refusing to follow the orders of a superior officer in the face of the enemy. Absolutely no doubt about that.


  Eddy paused to gather himself. He took a deep breath as though he was about to dive into a pool of icy water. As for Sergeant Manyoros slavish endorsement of the accuseds
  actions thereafter, may I direct attention to his childlike and emotional statement that he and the accused are brothers of the warrior blood. Colonel Wallace frowned and his
  fellow judges stirred uneasily on their seats. It was not the reaction Eddy had hoped for, and he hurried on: I submit that the witness had been briefed by the defence and that he is
  completely in the thrall of the accused. I suggest to you that he would have parroted any words put into his mouth.


  Captain Roberts, are you suggesting that the witness shot himself in the leg with an arrow to cover up his platoon commanders cowardice? Colonel Wallace asked.


  Eddy sat down as the court room exploded with laughter.


  Silence in court! Please, gentlemen, please! the adjutant remonstrated.


  Is that your summation, Captain? Have you finished? Wallace enquired.


  I have, your honour.


  Lieutenant Sampson, do you care to refute the defences summation?


  Bobby came to his feet. Your honour, we reject not only the entire substance of the summation but we take umbrage at the prosecutions slur on Sergeant Manyoros honesty. We
  have full confidence that the court will accept the evidence of a truthful, valiant and loyal soldier, whose devotion to duty and respect for his officers is the very stuff that the British Army is
  made of. He looked at each of the three judges in turn. Gentlemen, the defence rests.


  The court will rise to consider its verdict. We will convene again at noon to give judgement. Wallace stood up and said to the other two judges, in a clearly audible sotto
  voce, Well, chaps, it seems we might yet catch that ship.


  As they filed out of the courtroom Leon whispered to Bobby,  The very stuff that the British Army is made of . That was masterly.


  It was rather, wasnt it?


  Buy you a beer?


  Dont mind if you do.
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  An hour later Colonel Wallace sat at the high table and shuffled his papers. Then he cleared his throat juicily and began: Before I proceed
  with delivering the judgement, I wish to state that this court was impressed by the bearing and evidence of Sergeant Manyoro. We found him entirely credible, a truthful, loyal and valiant
  soldier. Bobby beamed as he heard his own description repeated faithfully by Wallace. This statement should be appended to Sergeant Manyoros service record.


  Wallace swivelled in his seat and glared at Leon. The judgement of this court is as follows. On the charges of cowardice, desertion and dereliction of duty we find the accused not
  guilty. There were murmurs of relief from the defence. Bobby thumped Leons knee under cover of the table. Wallace went on sternly, Although the court understood and sympathized
  with the accuseds instinct to engage the enemy at every opportunity, in the tradition of the British Army, we find that when he took up the pursuit of the rebel war-party in defiance of his
  orders to proceed with utmost despatch to Niombi station he transgressed the Articles of War, which require strict obedience to the orders of a superior officer. We therefore have no alternative
  but to find him guilty of disobeying the written orders of his superior officer.


  Bobby and Leon stared at him with dismay and Snell folded his arms across his chest. He leaned back in his chair with a smirk on his wide mouth.


  I come now to the sentence. The accused will stand. Leon came to his feet and snapped to rigid attention, staring at the wall behind Wallaces head. The verdict of
  guilty will be recorded in the service record of the accused. He will be detained until this court rises and immediately thereafter will be returned to duty with the full responsibility and
  privileges of his rank. God save the King!


  These proceedings are at an end. Wallace stood, bowed to the men below him and led his fellow judges to the bar. Theres time for a peg before the train leaves.
  Ill have a whisky. What about you chaps?


  As Leon and Bobby headed for the door of the courtroom, which had now reverted to its former role as the officers mess, they drew level with the table at which Snell was still seated. He
  stood up and replaced his cap on his head, forcing them to come to attention and salute. His pale blue eyes bulged from their sockets and his lips were set in an expression that gave him the
  appearance not so much of a frog but of a venomous toad. After a deliberate pause he returned their salutes. I will have fresh orders for you tomorrow morning, Courtney. Be at my office at
  eight hundred hours sharp. In the meantime you may carry on, he snapped.


  I doubt very much that youve made Froggy your friend for life, Bobby muttered, as they went out on to the sunlit parade-ground. Hell make your life extremely
  interesting from now onwards. My guess is that his new orders will take you on foot patrol to Lake Natron or some other remote and God-forsaken place. We wont be seeing much of you for a
  month or so, but at least youll be seeing more of the country.


  His askari thronged around Leon to congratulate him. Jambo, Bwana. Welcome back.


  At least you have some friends left, Bobby consoled him. May I use the jalopy while youre sojourning in the outer wilderness?
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  Many months later two horsemen rode stirrup to stirrup along the bank of the Athi river. The grooms followed at a distance, leading the spare
  horses. The riders wore wide-brimmed slouch hats and carried their lances at rest. Before them, the wide green expanse of the Athi plains stretched to the horizon. It was dotted with herds of
  zebra, ostriches, impala and wildebeest. A pair of giraffe stared down at them with great dark eyes as they rode past at a distance of only a hundred paces.


  Sir, I cant stand it much longer, Leon told his favourite uncle. Ill have to put in for a transfer to another regiment.


  I doubt any would have you, my boy. You have a large black mark on your service record, said Colonel Penrod Ballantyne, commanding officer of the 1st Regiment, The Kings
  African Rifles. What about India? I might put in a word for you with a few friends who were in South Africa with me. Penrod was testing him.


  Thank you, sir, but I would never dream of leaving Africa, Leon replied. When you were weaned on Nile water you can never break the shackles.


  Penrod nodded. It was the reply he had expected. He took a silver case from his top pocket and tapped out a Players Gold Leaf. He put it between his lips and offered one to Leon.


  Thank you, sir, but I dont indulge. Leon read the engraving on the inside of the lid before his uncle closed it. To Twopence, happy 50th birthday from your adoring
  wife, Saffron. Aunt Saffron had a quirky sense of humour. Her nickname for Penrod had originally been Penny but after all their years of marriage she had decided his value had doubled.


  Well, sir, if no one else will have me I suppose Ill just have to put in my papers and resign my commission  Ive already wasted nearly three years wandering in small
  circles in the wilderness, getting nowhere, at the behest of Major Snell. I cant take any more.


  Penrod considered this, but before he could decide on a suitable reply a movement further down the riverbank caught his eye. A warthog boar trotted out of a dense clump of riverine scrub. His
  curved white tusks almost met above his comically hideous face, which was decorated with the black wart-like protuberances that gave him his name. He carried his tufted tail straight as a ruler,
  pointing up at the sky. Here we go! Penrod shouted. Tally ho and away! He kicked his heels into his mares flanks and she was off.


  Leon raced after him, leaning along the neck of his polo pony as he couched his long pig spear. By God, this ones a huge brute. Look at those tusks! Up and at him,
  Uncle!


  Penrods mare ran lightly, closing swiftly on the quarry, but Leons bay gelding pushed up half a length behind her streaming tail. The warthog heard their hoofs thundering, stopped
  and looked back. He stared at the charging horses with astonishment, then whipped around and darted away across the plain kicking up puffs of dust with each beat of his sharp little hoofs, but he
  could not outrun the mare.


  Penrod leaned out of the saddle and lined up the point of his spear, aiming at the patch of bald grey skin between the animals humped shoulder-blades.


  Stick him, Twopence! In his excitement Leon called the name reserved for exclusive use by his aunt. Penrod showed no sign of having heard. He carried home his charge, the point of
  his spear arrowing in towards the boars withers. But at the last instant the warthog changed direction and doubled back under the mares front legs. Even she, bred and trained to
  follow a bouncing polo ball adroitly, could not counter the manoeuvre and overran the quarry. The spear head glanced off the boars tough hide without drawing blood, and Penrod pulled the
  mares head around steeply. She pranced and mouthed the bit, her eyes wild with the excitement of the chase.


  Come away, my darling! Full tilt and hell for leather! Penrod exhorted her, and touched her ribs with blunted rowels. She came around again for the next run, but Leon cut across
  her line and his pony fastened on the warthogs hindquarters as though he was attached to it by a leash. Horse and rider stayed with the pig as it twisted, turned and doubled desperately.
  They went around in a circle, Penrod laughing and shouting advice after them.


  Stay with him, sir. Watch out for the tusks  he nearly had you there! The boar broke back on Leons blind side and almost reached the cover of the dense scrub from
  which he had appeared, but Leon, rising high in his stirrups, switched his spear neatly to his left hand and drove the point between the warthogs shoulders. The animal took it cleanly
  through the heart. Leon let the shaft drop back as the gelding passed over the dying beast and the spearhead came free without jarring his wrist. The bright steel and two feet of the shaft behind
  it shone with the boars heart blood. It squealed once and its front legs folded under it. It dropped, slid on its snout, then flopped on to its side, gave three kicks with its back legs and
  was dead.


  Oh, well done indeed, sir! A perfect kill! Penrod reined in beside his nephew. They were both laughing breathlessly. What was that you called me a minute ago?


  I do beg your pardon, Uncle. In the heat of the moment it just slipped out.


  Well, slip it back in, you impudent puppy. No wonder Froggy Snell has it in for you. Deep down, I understand and sympathize with him.


  Its been thirsty work. How about a cup of tea, sir? Leon changed the subject smoothly.


  As soon as Ishmael had seen they had killed, he had parked the tuck wagon in the shade and was already lighting the fire.


  That is the very least you can do to make amends. Twopence! What is the younger generation coming to? Penrod grumbled.


  By the time they dismounted the kettle was brewing. Three teaspoons of sugar, Ishmael, and a couple of your ginger snaps, Penrod ordered, as he sat in one of the canvas camp chairs
  in the shade.


  Your honourable and esteemed lady wife would not like it, Effendi.


  My honourable and esteemed lady wife is in Cairo. She will not be partaking, Penrod reminded him, and reached for the biscuits as Ishmael placed the plate in front of him. He
  chewed with pleasure, washed down the crumbs with a swig of tea and smoothed his moustache. So, what do you intend after youve resigned your commission, if you wont go out to
  India?


  Its Africa for me. Leon sipped from his own mug, then said thoughtfully, I thought I might try my hand at elephant hunting.


  Elephant hunting? Penrod was incredulous. As a profession? As Selous and Bell once did?


  Well, its always fascinated me, ever since I read the books about their adventures.


  Romantic nonsense! Youre thirty years too late. Those old boys had the whole of Africa to themselves. They went where they liked and did as they wanted. This is the modern age.
  Things have changed. Now there are roads and railways all over the place. No country in Africa is still issuing unrestricted elephant licences that allow the holder to slaughter thousands of the
  great beasts. All that is over, and a damn good thing too. Anyway, it was a hard, bitter life, dangerous and lonely too, year after year of wandering alone in the wilderness without anyone to talk
  to in your own language. Put the notion out of your head.


  Leon was crestfallen. He stared into his mug while Penrod fished out and lit another cigarette. Well, I dont know what Im going to do, he admitted at last.


  Chin up, my boy. Penrods tone was kindly now. You want to be a hunter? Well, a few men are making a fine living doing just that. They hire themselves out to guide
  visitors from overseas on safari. There are rich men from Europe and America, royalty, aristocrats and millionaires, who are willing to pay a fortune for the chance to bag an elephant or two. These
  days, African big-game hunting is all the rage in high society.


  White hunters? Like Tarlton and Cunninghame? Leons face was bright. What a wonderful life that must be. His expression crumpled again. But how would I
  get started? I have no money, and I wont ask my father for help. Hed laugh at me anyway. And I dont know anybody. Why would dukes and princes and business tycoons want to come
  all the way from Europe to hunt with me?


  I could take you to see a man I know. He might be willing to help you.


  When can we go?


  Tomorrow. His base camp is only a short ride out of Nairobi.


  Major Snell has given me orders to take a patrol up to Lake Turkana. I have to scout out a location to build a fort up there.


  Turkana! Penrod snorted with laughter. Why would we need a fort up there?


  Its his idea of fun. When I submit the reports he asks for, he sends them back to me with mocking comments scrawled in the margins.


  Ill have a word with him, ask him to release you briefly for a special assignment.


  Thank you, sir. Thank you very much.
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  They rode out through the barracks gates and down the main street of Nairobi. Although it was early morning the wide, unsurfaced road was crowded
  and bustling like that of a gold-rush boom town. Sir Charles, the governor of the colony, encouraged settlers to come out from the old country by offering land grants of thousands of acres at a
  nominal fee and they flocked in. The road was almost blocked by their wagons, which were piled high with their scanty possessions and forlorn families as they journeyed on to take up their parcels
  of land in the wilderness. Hindu, Goanese and Jewish traders and storekeepers followed them. Their mud-brick shops lined the sides of the road, hand-printed boards on the fronts offering everything
  from champagne and dynamite to picks, shovels and shotgun cartridges.


  Penrod and Leon picked their way through the ox wagons and mule teams until Penrod reined in before the Norfolk Hotel to greet a small man, in a solar topee, who was perched like an elf in the
  back of a buggy drawn by a pair of Burchells zebra. Good morning, my lord. Penrod saluted him.


  The little man adjusted his steel-rimmed spectacles on the end of his nose. Ah, Colonel. Good to see you. Where are you headed?


  Were riding out to visit Percy Phillips.


  Dear old Percy. He nodded. Great friend of mine. I hunted with him the first year I came out from home. We spent six months together, trekking up as far as the Northern
  Frontier district and on into the Sudan. He guided me to two enormous elephant. Lovely man. Taught me everything I know about hunting big game.


  Which is a very great deal. Your feats with that .577 rifle of yours are almost as legendary as his.


  Kind of you to say so, even though I detect a touch of hyperbole in that compliment. He turned his bright, inquisitive eyes on Leon. And who is this young fellow?


  May I present my nephew, Lieutenant Leon Courtney? Leon, this is Lord Delamere.


  Im honoured to make your acquaintance, my lord.


  I know who you are. His lordships eyes twinkled with amusement.


  Apparently he did not pretend the same high moral ethics as the rest of the local society. Leon guessed that his next remark would be some reference to Verity OHearne, so he added
  hastily, I am much taken with your carriage horses, my lord.


  Caught and trained them with my own fair hands. Delamere gave him a last piercing glance, then he turned away. Can understand why young Verity was so taken with him, he thought,
  and why all the old hens in the coop were cackling with jealous outrage. That young blade is the answer to a maidens prayer.


  He touched the brim of his helmet with his buggy whip. I wish you a very good day, Colonel. Give my compliments to Percy. He whipped up the zebra and drove on.


  Lord Delamere was once a great shikari, but now hes become an ardent conservator of wild game, Penrod said. He has an estate of more than a hundred thousand
  acres at Soysambu on the west side of the Rift Valley which hes turning into a game sanctuary, mortgaging his family estates in England to the very hilt to do so. The finest hunters are all
  like that. When they tire of killing they become the most devoted protectors of their former quarry. They left the town and rode out along the Ngong Hills until they looked down on a
  sprawling encampment in the forest. Tents, grass huts and rondavels were spread out under the trees in no particular order.


  This is Percys base, Tandala Camp. Tandala was the Swahili name for the greater kudu. He brings his clients up from the coast by railway, and
  from here he can strike out into the blue on foot, on horseback or by ox wagon. They rode on down the hill, but before they reached the main camp they came to the skinning sheds where the
  hunting trophies were prepared and preserved. There, the upper branches of the trees were filled with roosting vultures and the carnivorous marabou storks. The stench of drying skins and heads was
  rank and powerful.


  They reined in the horses to watch two ancient Ndorobo working on the fresh skull of a bull elephant with their hand axes, chipping away the bone to expose the roots of the tusks. As they
  watched, one man drew a tusk free of its bony canal. The pair staggered away with it, their skinny legs buckling under the weight. They struggled unsuccessfully to lift the immense ivory shaft into
  a canvas sling suspended from the hook of a beam scale. Leon slipped out of the saddle and took their burden from them. Effortlessly he reached up and placed it in the sling. Under the weight of
  the tusk the needle revolved halfway around the scales dial.


  Thanks for your help, young fellow.


  Leon turned. A tall man was standing behind his shoulder. He had the features of a Roman patrician. His short neat beard was silver grey and his bright blue eyes were steady. There could be no
  question as to who this was. Leon knew that Percy Phillipss Swahili name was Bwana Samawati, the man with eyes the colour of the sky.


  Hello, Percy. Penrod confirmed his identity as he rode up and dismounted.


  Penrod, you look fit. They shook hands.


  So do you, Percy. Hardly a day older than when we last met.


  You must be wanting a favour. Is this your nephew? Percy did not wait for the reply. What do you think of that tusk, young man?


  Magnificent, sir. Ive never seen anything like it.


  One hundred and twenty-two pounds. Percy Phillips read the weight from the scale and smiled. The best piece of ivory Ive taken in the last many years. Not too many of
  those around any more. He nodded with satisfaction. Much too good for the miserable dago who shot it. Cheek of the man! He complained hed been given short measure for his
  miserly five hundred pounds. Didnt want to pay up at the end of the safari. I had to talk to him very sternly indeed. He blew softly on the scarred knuckles of his right fist, then
  turned back to Penrod. I had my cook bake a batch of ginger snaps for you. I remember your penchant for them. He took Penrods arm and, limping slightly, led him towards the
  large mess tent in the centre of the encampment.


  How did you hurt your leg, sir? Leon asked, as he fell in with them.


  Percy laughed. Big old bull buffalo jumped on it, but that was thirty years ago when I was still a greenhorn. Taught me a lesson Ive never forgotten.


  Percy and Penrod settled in the folding chairs under the flap of the mess tent to exchange news of mutual acquaintances and bring each other up to date with goings-on in the colony. Meanwhile,
  Leon looked around the camp with interest. Despite its apparently haphazard layout it was obviously convenient and comfortable. The ground was swept clean. The huts were all in good repair. On the
  periphery of the main camp, on the slope of the hill above it, a small whitewashed and thatched bungalow was obviously Percys home. There was only one exception to the camps order,
  which caught Leons attention.


  A Vauxhall truck, of the same vintage as the vehicle he and Bobby owned, was parked behind a hut. It was in a terrible condition: one of the front wheels was missing, the windscreen was cracked
  and opaque with filth, the bonnet was propped open with a log and the engine had been removed to a crude workbench in the shade of a nearby tree. Somebody had started to strip it down, but seemed
  to have lost interest and abandoned it. Engine parts were scattered around or piled on the drivers seat. A flock of chickens had taken over the chassis as their roost and splashes of their
  white droppings almost obscured the original paintwork.


  Your uncle tells me you want to be a hunter. Is that right?


  Leon turned back to Percy Phillips when he realized he had been addressed. Yes, sir. Percy stroked his silver beard and studied him thoughtfully. Leon did not look away, which
  Percy liked. Polite and respectful, but sure of himself, he thought. Have you ever shot an elephant?


  No, sir.


  Lion?


  No, sir.


  Rhino? Buffalo? Leopard?


  Afraid not, sir.


  What have you taken, then?


  Just a few Tommies and Grants for the pot, sir, but I can learn. Thats why Ive come to you.


  At least youre honest. If youve never taken dangerous game, what can you do? Give me a good reason why I should offer you a job.


  Well, sir, I can ride.


  Are you talking about horses or human females?


  Leon flushed vividly. He opened his mouth to reply, but closed it again.


  Yes, young man, word gets around. Now, listen to me. Many of my clients bring their families with them on safari. Wives and daughters. How do I know you wont try to rabbit them at
  the first opportunity?


  Whatever you heard is not true, sir, Leon protested. Im not like that, at all.


  Youll keep your fly buttoned around here, Percy grunted. Other than ride, what else can you do?


  I could mend that. Leon pointed to the wreckage.


  Percy showed immediate interest.


  I have one of the same make and model, Leon went on. It was in similar condition to yours when I got it. I put it back together and now it runs like a Swiss
  watch.


  Does it, by God? Damn motors are a complete mystery to me. All right, so you can ride and repair trucks. Thats a start. What else? Can you shoot?


  Yes, sir.


  Leon won the Governors Cup at the regimental rifle competition at the beginning of the year, Penrod confirmed. He can shoot, Ill vouch for that.


  Paper targets are not live animals. They dont bite you or jump on you if you miss, Percy pointed out. If you want to be a hunter youll need a rifle. I am not
  talking about a little service Enfield  a pea-shooter isnt much use in an argument with an angry buffalo. Have you got a real rifle?


  Yes, sir.


  What is it?


  A Holland & Holland Royal .470 Nitro Express.


  Percys blue eyes widened. Very well, he conceded. That is a real rifle. They dont come better than that. But youll also need a tracker. Can you
  find a good one?


  Yes, sir. He was thinking of Manyoro, but then he remembered Loikot. Actually, I have two.


  Percy gazed at a brilliant gold and green sunbird flitting about in the branches above the tent. Then he seemed to make up his mind. Youre lucky. It just so happens that I am going
  to need help. Im to lead a big safari early next year. The client is an extremely important person.


  This client of yours, I wonder, could he be Theodore Roosevelt, the President of the United States of America? Penrod asked innocently.


  Percy was startled. In the name of all thats holy, Penrod, how on earth did you discover that? he demanded. Nobodys supposed to know.


  The US State Department sent a cable to the Commander in Chief of the British Army, Lord Kitchener, in London. They wanted to know more about you before the President hired you. I was on
  Kitcheners staff in South Africa during the war so he telegraphed me, Penrod admitted.


  Percy burst out laughing. Youre a sly creature, Ballantyne. Here I was believing that Teddy Roosevelts visit was a state secret. So you put in a good word for me. It seems
  Im even deeper in your debt. He turned back to Leon. Heres what Ill do with you. Im going to make you prove yourself. First, I want you to put that heap of
  rubbish together and get it running. He nodded at the dismembered truck. I want you to make good your boast. Do you understand?


  Yes, sir.


  When youve done that, youll take your famous .470 and your two even more famous trackers, go out there into the blue and bag an elephant. I could never employ a hunter
  whos never hunted. When youve done that, I want you to bring back the tusks to prove it.


  Yes, sir. Leon grinned.


  Have you enough money to buy a game licence? Itll cost you ten pounds.


  No, sir.


  Ill lend it to you, Percy offered, but the ivory will be mine.


  Sir, lend me the money and you can have the pick of one tusk. Ill keep the other.


  Percy chuckled. The lad could fight his own corner. He was no pushover. He was beginning to enjoy him. Fair enough, boy.


  If you take me on what will you pay me, sir?


  Pay you? Im doing your uncle a favour. You should pay me.


  How about five shillings a day? Leon suggested.


  How about one shilling? Percy countered.


  Two?


  You drive a hard bargain. Percy shook his head sadly but stuck out his hand.


  Leon shook it vigorously. You wont regret it, sir, I promise you.
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  Youve changed my life. Ill never be able to repay you for what youve done for me today. Leon was elated as they
  rode back along the Ngong Hills towards Nairobi.


  You neednt worry too much about that. You dont think for one minute that Im doing this because Im your doting uncle?


  I misjudged you, sir.


  This is how you will repay me. First, Im not going to accept your resignation from the regiment. Instead I shall transfer you to the reserves, then second you to military
  intelligence to work under my direct orders.


  Leons face showed his dismay. A moment ago he had felt himself a free man. Now it seemed he was back in the smothering embrace of the army.


  Sir? he responded cautiously.


  There are dangerous times ahead. Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany has more than doubled the strength of his standing army in the last ten years. Hes no statesman or diplomat, but he is a
  military man, by training and instinct. He has spent his whole life training for war. All his advisers are army men. He has a boundless ambition towards imperial expansion. He has huge colonies in
  Africa, but they are not enough for him. I tell you, we shall have trouble with him. Think, German East Africa is right on our southern border. Dar es Salaam is their port. They could have a
  warship there in very short order. They already have a full regiment of askari led by German regular officers stationed at Arusha. Von Lettow Vorbeck, the commanding officer, is a tough,
  cunning old soldier. In ten days march he could be in Nairobi. I have pointed this out to the War Office in London, but they have concerns elsewhere, and dont wish to spend money
  reinforcing an unimportant backwater of the Empire.


  This comes as a shock to me, sir. I have never looked at the situation in that way. The Germans down there have always been very friendly towards us. They have a great deal in common with
  our own settlers in Nairobi. They share the same problems.


  Yes, there are some good fellows among them  and I like von Lettow Vorbeck. But his orders come from Berlin and the Kaiser.


  The Kaiser is the grandson of Queen Victoria. Our present king is his uncle. The Kaiser is an honorary admiral in the Royal Navy. I cannot believe we would ever want to go to war with
  him, Leon protested.


  Trust the instinct of an old warhorse. Penrod smiled knowingly. Anyway, whatever happens I shall not be taken off guard. Im going to keep a sharp eye on our lovable
  southern neighbours.


  How do I fit in?


  At this stage our borders with German East Africa are wide open. There is no restriction of movement in either direction. The Masai and other tribes graze their herds north and south
  without the least concern for any boundaries laid out by our surveyors. I want you to set up a network of informers, tribesmen who move regularly in and out of German East Africa. You will play a
  clandestine role. Not even Percy Phillips must know what youre up to. Your cover story is convincing. As a hunter youll have the perfect excuse to move freely through the country on
  both sides of the border. You will report directly to me. I want you to be my eyes along the border.


  If there are questions I could let it be known that the informers are my game scouts, that Im using them to keep an eye on the movements of the game herds, especially the elephant
  bulls, so that I know their exact position at any time and can take our clients straight to them, Leon suggested. Now the game sounded as though it might be exciting and great fun.


  Penrod nodded in agreement. That should satisfy Percy and anybody else who asks. Just dont mention my involvement or it will be all around the club the next time he has a few
  drinks. Percy is hardly the soul of discretion.
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  A few weeks later Leon was spending almost every waking hour lying under Percys truck, his arms coated to the elbows with black grease. He
  had seriously underestimated the enormity of the task, and the amount of damage Percy had wrought with his previous efforts at repair. There were few spare parts available in Nairobi and Leon was
  forced to consider cannibalizing the vehicle he and Bobby owned. Bobby stoutly resisted the idea, but in the end he agreed to sell his share of the vehicle to Leon for the sum of fifteen guineas,
  to be paid in instalments of a guinea a month. Leon immediately removed a front wheel, the carburettor and other parts, and carried them out to Tandala Camp.


  He had been working on the engine for ten days when he woke one morning to find Sergeant Manyoro squatting outside his tent. He was not dressed in his khaki uniform and fez but in an ochre-red
  shuka, and carried a lion spear. I have come, he announced.


  I see you have. Leon had difficulty in hiding his delight. But why arent you in barracks? Theyll shoot you for desertion.


  I have paper. Manyoro brought out a crumpled envelope from under his shuka. Leon opened it and read the document quickly. Manyoro had at last been honourably discharged from
  the KAR on medical grounds. Although the leg wound had healed some time ago he had been left with a limp that rendered him unfit for military duty.


  Why have you come to me? Leon asked. Why did you not return to your manyatta?


  I am your man, he said simply.


  I cannot pay you.


  I did not ask you to, Manyoro replied. What do you want me to do?


  First, we are going to mend this enchini. For a moment they contemplated the sorry spectacle. Manyoro had assisted with the restoration of the first vehicle so he knew what
  lay in store. Then we are going to kill an elephant, Leon added.


  The killing will be easier than the mending, was Manyoros opinion.


  Almost three weeks later Leon sat behind the steering-wheel while, with an air of resignation, Manyoro took up his position in front of the truck and stood to attention. He had lost all faith in
  the eventual success of the manoeuvres he had performed repeatedly over the last three days. On the first day Percy Phillips and the entire camp staff, including the cook and the ancient skinners,
  had formed an attentive audience. Gradually they had lost interest and drifted away, one by one, until only the skinners were left, squatting on their haunches and following every move with rapt
  attention.


  Retard the spark! Leon began the incantations to the gods of the internal combustion engine.


  The two old skinners chanted after him, Letaad de paak. They were word perfect.


  Leon moved the spark control lever on the left-hand side of the steering-wheel to the upright position. Throttle open.


  This one always tested the skinners powers of enunciation to the limit. Frot le pen, was as close as they could get.


  Handbrake on! Leon pulled it on.


  Mixture rich! He rotated the control knob until the indicator pointed straight ahead.


  Choke. He jumped out, ran to the front of the vehicle and pulled on the choke ring, then returned to the drivers seat.


  Manyoro, prime the carb! Manyoro stooped and swung the crank handle twice. Thats enough! Leon warned him. Choke off! He jumped out again, raced
  forward, pushed in the choke ring, then ran back to his seat.


  Two more turns! Again Manyoro stooped and cranked the handle.


  Carb primed! Power on! Leon turned the selector on the dashboard to battery and looked to the heavens. Manyoro, hit her again! Manyoro spat on his right
  palm, gripped the crank handle and swung it.


  There was an explosion like a cannon shot and a spurt of blue smoke flew from the exhaust pipe. The crank handle kicked back viciously and knocked Manyoro off his feet. The two skinners were
  taken aback. They had not been expecting anything nearly as spectacular. They howled with fright and scuttled for the bushes beyond the camp. There was a shouted oath from Percys thatched
  bungalow on the first slope of the hill at the perimeter of the camp and he stumbled out on to the stoep in his pyjama bottoms, beard in disarray, eyes unfocused with sleep. He stared in momentary
  confusion at Leon, who was beaming with triumph behind the steering-wheel. The engine rumbled, shook and backfired, then settled down into a loud, clattering beat.


  Percy laughed. Let me get my trousers on, then you can drive me to the club. Im going to buy you as much beer as you can drink. Then you can go out and find that elephant. I
  dont want you back in this camp until you have him.
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  Leon stood below the familiar massif of Lonsonyo Mountain. He pushed his slouch hat to the back of his head and moved the heavy rifle from one
  shoulder to the other. He gazed up at the crest of the mountain. It took his sharp young eye to pick out the single lonely figure on the skyline. Shes waiting for us, he
  exclaimed in surprise. How did she know we were coming?


  Lusima Mama knows everything, Manyoro reminded him, and started up the steep path towards the summit. He carried the water-bottles, the canvas haversack, Leons light .303
  Lee-Enfield rifle and four bandoliers of ammunition. Leon followed him, and Ishmael brought up the rear, the skirts of his long white kanza flapping around his legs. An enormous bundle was
  balanced on his head. Before they had left Tandala Camp Leon had weighed it. It had come in at sixty-two pounds and contained Ishmaels kitchen supplies, everything from pots and pans to
  pepper, salt and his own secret mixture of spices. With Leon providing a daily supply of tender young Tommy buck chops and steaks and Ishmaels culinary skills they had eaten like princes
  since they had left the railway line at Naro Moru siding.


  When they reached the mountaintop Lusima was waiting for them in the shade of a giant flowering seringa tree. She rose to her feet, tall and statuesque as a queen, and greeted them. I see
  you, my sons, and my eyes are gladdened.


  Mama, we come for your blessing on our weapons and your guidance in our hunting, Manyoro told her, as he knelt before her.


  The next morning the entire village gathered in a circle around the wild fig tree, the council tree, in the cattle pen to witness the blessing of the weapons. Leon and Manyoro squatted with
  them. Ishmael had refused to join in such a pagan ritual, and he clattered his pots ostentatiously over the cooking fire behind the nearest hut. Leons two rifles were laid side by side on a
  tanned lionskin. Beside them stood calabash gourds filled with fresh cows blood and milk, and baked-clay bowls of salt, snuff and glittering glass trade beads. At last Lusima emerged from
  the low door of her hut. The congregation clapped and began to sing her praises.


  She is the great black cow who feeds us with the milk of her udders. She is the watcher who sees all things. She is the wise one who knows all things. She is the mother of the
  tribe. Lusima wore her full ceremonial regalia. On her forehead hung an ivory pendant carved with mystical animal figures. Her shuka was thickly embroidered with a shimmering curtain
  of beads and cowrie shells. Heavy coils of bead necklace hung down to her chest. Her skin was oiled and polished with red ochre, shining in the sunlight, and she carried a fly switch made from the
  tail of a giraffe. Her steps were stately as she circled the display of rifles and sacrificial offerings.


  Let not the quarry escape the warrior who wields these weapons, she intoned, as she sprinkled a pinch of snuff over them. Let blood flow copiously from the wounds they
  inflict. She dipped the switch into the gourds and splashed blood and milk on to the rifles. Then she went to Leon and flicked the mixture over his head and shoulders. Give him
  strength and determination to follow the quarry. Make his hunters eyes bright to see the quarry from great distance. Let no creature resist his power. Let the mightiest elephant fall to the
  voice of his bunduki, his rifle.


  The watchers clapped in rhythm and she continued her exhortations: Let him be the king among hunters. Grant him the power of the hunter.


  She began to dance in a tight circle, pirouetting faster and faster, until sweat and red ochre ran in a rivulet between her naked breasts. When she threw herself flat on the lionskin in front of
  Leon her eyes rolled back and white froth bubbled from the corners of her mouth. Her entire body began to tremble and twitch and her legs kicked spasmodically. She ground her teeth and her breath
  rasped painfully in her throat.


  The spirit has entered her body, Manyoro whispered. She is ready to speak with its voice. Put the question to her.


  Lusima, favourite of the Great Spirit, your sons seek a chief among the elephants. Where shall we find him? Show us the way to the great bull.


  Lusimas head rolled from side to side and her breathing became more laboured until at last she spoke through gritted teeth, in a hoarse unnatural voice: Follow the wind and listen
  for the voice of the sweet singer. He will point the way. She gave a deep gasp and sat up. Her eyes cleared and refocused and she looked at Leon as though she was seeing him for the first
  time.


  Is that all? he asked.


  There is no more, she replied.


  I dont understand, Leon persisted. Who is the sweet singer?


  That is all the message I have for you, she said. If the gods favour your hunt, then in time the meaning will become clear to you.
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  Since Leons arrival on the mountain Loikot had followed him around at a discreet distance. Now as he sat beside the campfire with a dozen of
  the village elders, Loikot was in the shadows behind him, listening attentively to the conversation, his head turning from face to face of the men who were speaking.


  I wish to know the movements of men and animals throughout Masailand and down the full length of the Rift Valley, even in the land beyond the great mountains of Kilimanjaro and Meru. I
  want this information gathered and sent to me as swiftly as possible.


  The village elders listened to his request, then discussed it animatedly among themselves, everyone coming up with a different opinion. Leons grasp of the Maa language was not yet strong
  enough to follow the rapid fire of argument and counter-assertion. In a whisper Manyoro translated for him: There are many men in Masailand. Do you want to know about every single one of
  them? the old men asked.


  I dont need to know about your people, the Masai. I want to know only about the strangers, the white men and especially the Bula Matari. They were the Germans. The name
  meant breakers of rock, for the earliest German settlers had been geologists who chipped away at the surface mineral formations with their hammers. I want to know about the
  movements of the Bula Matari and their askari soldiers. I want to know where they build walls or dig ditches in which they place their bunduki mkuba, their great guns.


  The discussion went on late into the night with little decided. Finally the self-appointed spokesman of the group, a toothless ancient, closed the council with the fateful words, We will
  think on all these things. They rose and filed away to their huts.


  When they were gone a small voice piped out of the darkness at Leons back, They will talk and then they will talk some more. All you will hear from them is the sound of their
  voices. It would be better to listen to the wind in the treetops.


  That is great disrespect to your elders, Loikot, Manyoro scolded him.


  I am a morani, and I choose carefully those to whom I give my respect.


  Leon understood that and laughed. Come out of the darkness, my fine warrior friend, and let us see your brave face. Loikot came into the firelight and took his seat between Leon
  and Manyoro.


  Loikot, when we travelled together to the railway line you showed me the tracks of a big elephant.


  I remember, Loikot answered.


  Have you seen that elephant since then?


  When the moon was full I saw him as he browsed among the trees close to where I was camped with my brothers.


  Where was that?


  We were herding the cattle near the smoking mountain of the gods, three full days journey from here.


  It has rained heavily since then, Manyoro said. The tracks will have been washed away. Besides, many days have passed since the moon was full. By now that bull might be as
  far south as Lake Manyara.


  Where should we begin the hunt if not at the place where Loikot last saw him? Leon wondered.


  We should do as Lusima counsels. We should follow the wind, said Manyoro.


  The next morning, as they descended the pathway down the mountain, the breeze came from the west. It blew soft and warm down the Rift Valley wall and across the Masai savannah. High clouds
  sailed above, like a flotilla of great galleons with sails of shimmering white. When the party reached the valley floor they turned and went with the wind, moving swiftly through the open forest at
  a steady jog-trot. Manyoro and Loikot were in the van, picking over the myriad game tracks that dotted the earth, pausing to point out to Leon those that warranted special attention, then moving on
  again. Slowly Ishmael fell back under his enormous burden until he was far behind.


  With the wind at their backs their scent was carried ahead and the grazing game herds threw up their heads as they caught the taint of man and stared at them. Then they opened their ranks and
  let the men pass at a safe distance.


  Three times during the morning they cut the spoor of elephant. The wounds the beast had left on the trees where they had torn down large branches were white and weeping sap. Clouds of
  butterflies hung over massive mounds of fresh dung. The two trackers wasted little time on this sign. Two very young bulls, Manyoro said. Of no account.


  They went on until Loikot picked out another sign. One very old cow, he opined. So old that the pads of her feet are worn smooth.


  An hour later Manyoro pointed to fresh spoor. Here passed five breeding cows. Three have their unweaned calves at heel.


  Just before the sun reached its meridian Loikot, who was in the lead, stopped suddenly and pointed out a mountainous grey shape in a patch of sweet thorn forest far ahead. There was movement and
  Leon recognized the lazy flap of huge ears. His heartbeat quickened as they turned aside and worked their way out to get below the wind before they moved closer. They could tell by its bulk that it
  was a very large bull. He was feeding on a low bush and his back was turned to them so that they were unable to see his tusks. The wind held fair, and they came up softly behind him, closing in
  until Leon could count the wiry hairs in his worn tail and see the colonies of red ticks that hung like bunches of ripe grapes around his puckered anus. Manyoro signalled Leon to be ready. He
  slipped the big double rifle off his shoulder and held it with his thumb on the safety catch as they waited for the bull to move and allow them a sight of his tusks.


  This was the closest Leon had ever been to an elephant, and he was awed by its sheer size. It seemed to blot out half the sky, as though he was standing beneath a cliff of grey rock. Suddenly
  the bull swung around and flared his ears wide. He stared directly at Leon from a distance of a dozen paces. Dense lashes surrounded small rheumy eyes and tears had left dark runnels down his
  cheeks. He was so close that Leon could see the light reflected in the irises as though they were two large beads of polished amber. Slowly he lifted the rifle to his shoulder, but Manyoro squeezed
  his shoulder, urging him to hold his fire.


  One of the bulls tusks was broken off at the lip while the other was chipped and worn down to a blunt stump. Leon realized that Percy Phillips would cover him with scorn if he brought
  them back to Tandala Camp. Yet the bull seemed poised to charge and he might be forced to fire. Night after night over the past weeks, Percy had sat with him in the lamplight and lectured him on
  the skills required to kill one of these gigantic animals with a single bullet. They had pored together over his autobiography, which he had titled Monsoon Clouds Over Africa. He had devoted
  an entire chapter to shot placement, and illustrated it with his own lifelike sketches of African game animals.


  The elephant is a particularly difficult animal to tackle. Remember that the brain is a tiny target. You have to know exactly where it is from any angle. If he turns or lifts his head
  your aiming point changes. If he is facing you, broadside or angled away from you, the picture changes again. You must look beyond the grey curtain of his hide and see the vital organs hidden deep
  inside his massive head and body.


  Now Leon realized, with dismay, that it was not an illustration in a book that confronted him: it was a creature that could squash him to jelly and crush every bone in his body with a single
  blow of its trunk, and it would take only two long strides to reach him. If the bull came at him he would be forced to try to kill it. Percys voice echoed in his head: If he is head
  on to you, take the line between his eyes and move down until you pick the top crease in his trunk. If he lifts his head or if he is very close you must go even lower. The mistake that gets the
  novice killed is that he shoots too high, and his bullet goes over the top of the brain.


  Leon stared hard at the base of the trunk. The lateral creases in the thick grey skin between the amber eyes were deeply etched. But he could not visualize what lay beyond. Was the bull too
  close? Must he shoot at the second or third crease rather than the first? He was uncertain.


  Suddenly the bull shook his head so violently that his ears clapped thunderously against his shoulders, and raised a cloud of dust from the dry mud that coated his body. Leon swung the rifle to
  his shoulder, but the beast wheeled away and disappeared at a shambling run among the sweet thorn trees.


  Leons legs felt weak and his hands holding the rifle were trembling. Understanding of his own inadequacy had been thrust rudely upon him. He knew now why Percy had sent him out to be
  blooded. This was not a skill that could be learned from a book or even from hours of instruction. This was trial by the gun and failure was death. Manyoro came back to him and offered him one of
  the water-bottles. Only then did he realize that his mouth and throat were parched, and his tongue felt swollen with thirst. He had gulped down three mouthfuls before he noticed that the two Masai
  were studying his face. He lowered the water-bottle and smiled unconvincingly.


  Even the bravest of men is afraid the first time, Manyoro said. But you did not run.
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  They halted in the blazing noon and found shade under the spreading branches of a giraffe thorn tree while they waited for Ishmael to catch up and
  prepare the midday meal. He was still half a mile away across the plain and his form wavered in the heat mirage. Loikot squatted in front of Leon and frowned, which signalled that he had something
  of importance to impart and that this was a conversation between men.


  Mbogo, this is verily the truth that I will tell you, he began.


  I am listening to you, Loikot. Speak and I will hear you, Leon assured him, and assumed an earnest expression to encourage him.


  It is of no value to talk to those old men as you did two nights ago. Their minds are cooked to cassava porridge by the drinking of beer. They have forgotten how to track a beast. They
  hear nothing but the chatter of their wives. They see nothing beyond the walls of their manyatta. They can do nothing but count their cattle and fill their bellies.


  Such is the way of old men. Leon was acutely aware that, in Loikots eyes, he himself was probably on the brink of dotage.


  If you want to know what is happening in all the world you must ask us.


  Tell me, Loikot, who do you mean by us?


  We are the guardians of the cattle, the chungaji. While the old men sit in the sun to drink beer and talk of mighty deeds from long ago, we the chungaji move through the
  land with the cattle. We see everything. We hear everything.


  But tell me, Loikot, how do you know what the other chungaji, who are many days march distant, see and hear?


  They are my brothers of the knife. Many of us are of the same circumcision year. We shared the initiation ceremonies.


  Is it possible that you are able to learn what the chungaji with their cattle on the plains beyond Kilimanjaro saw yesterday? They are ten days march away.


  It is possible, Loikot confirmed. We speak to each other.


  Leon doubted this.


  At sunset this evening I will speak to my brothers and you will hear it, Loikot offered, but before Leon could question him further they heard terrified screaming from out on the
  plain. Leon and Manyoro seized their rifles and jumped up. They stared out at Ishmaels distant figure. He was in full flight towards them, holding his bundle on his head with both hands.
  Close behind him came a gigantic cock ostrich. With its long pink legs it was gaining on him swiftly. Even from this distance Leon could see that it displayed its full breeding plumage. Its body
  was the deepest onyx black and the puffs of feathers on its tail and wing-tips were brilliant white. Now every feather was fluffed up in rage. Its legs and beak were flushed scarlet with sexual
  frenzy. It was determined to kill to protect its breeding territory from the white-robed invader.


  Leon led the two Masai to the rescue. They shouted and waved their arms wildly to distract the bird, but it ignored them and bore down remorselessly on Ishmael. When it got within striking
  distance it stretched out its long neck and pecked the kitchen bundle so viciously that he was knocked off his feet. He went down, sprawling in a cloud of dust. His bundle burst open and his
  cooking pots and crockery clattered and bounced around him. The ostrich leaped on top of him, kicking and clawing with both feet. It lowered its head to peck his arms and legs, and Ishmael squealed
  as the blood flowed from the wounds it inflicted.


  Nimble as a hare, Loikot outran the two older men, shouting a challenge at the ostrich as he closed in. The bird jumped off Ishmaels prostrate form and advanced menacingly towards Loikot.
  Its stubby wings were spread and it began its threat dance, stepping high, lifting and lowering its head menacingly, cawing an angry challenge.


  Loikot pulled up and spread the tails of his cloak as though they were wings. Then he began a perfect imitation of the ostrichs dance, using the same high steps and ritual head-bobbing.
  He was trying to provoke it to attack. Bird and boy circled each other.


  The ostrich was being confronted on its own breeding ground and his outrage and affront at last overpowered even its instinct of survival. It rushed to the attack, head thrust out to the full
  reach of its long neck. It struck at Loikots face, but Loikot knew exactly how to deal with it, and Leon realized he must have done this many times before. Fearlessly the boy jumped to meet
  the huge bird and locked both hands around its neck just behind the head. Then he lifted both feet off the ground and swung his full weight on the ostrichs neck, bearing its head down to the
  ground. The ostrich was pinned helplessly off-balance. It could not lift its head. It flopped around in a circle in an attempt to remain on its feet. Leon ran up and raised his rifle. He circled
  the mle to give himself a clear shot.


  No! Effendi, no! Do not shoot, screamed Ishmael. Leave this son of the great shaitan to me. On his hands and knees he was fumbling through the scattered debris
  of his kitchen utensils. At last he came to his feet clutching a gleaming carving knife in his right hand and raced to the struggling pair with his weapon held en garde.


  Twist its head over! he shouted at Loikot. Now the birds throat was exposed and, with the skill of a master butcher, Ishmael drew the edge of the razor-sharp blade across
  it, slitting it neatly from side to side and cutting down to the ostrichs vertebrae with a single stroke.


  Let him go! Ishmael ordered, and Loikot released the bird. They jumped well clear of its flailing feet with their sharp talons. The ostrich bounded away but a long plume of blood
  shot high in the air from the open arteries in its throat. It lost direction and staggered in a circle, its long, scaly pink legs losing their driving force and its neck drooping like the stalk of
  a fading flower. It collapsed and lay struggling weakly to regain its feet, but regular jets of bright arterial blood continued to spurt on to the sun-baked earth.


  Allah is great! Ishmael exulted, and pounced upon its still living carcass. There is no other God but God! Neatly he slit open the birds belly and cut out the
  liver. This creature is slain by my knife and I have sanctified its death in the name of God. I have drawn out its blood. I declare this meat halal. He held the liver aloft.
  Behold the finest meat in all of creation. The liver of the ostrich taken from the living bird.


  They ate kebabs of ostrich liver and belly fat grilled over the coals of the camel-thorn acacia. Then, bellies filled, they slept for an hour in the shade. When they awoke the breeze, which had
  died away at noon, rose again and blew steadily across the wide steppe. They shouldered rifles and packs and went with the wind until the sun was no more than a hands spread above the
  horizon.


  We must go to that hilltop, Loikot told Leon, pointing to a pimple of volcanic rock that stood out directly in their path, highlighted in the ruddy glow of the setting sun. The boy
  scrambled ahead to the summit and stared down the valley. Shaded blue with distance three enormous bastions of rock thrust up towards the southern sky. Loolmassin, the mountain of the
  gods. Loikot pointed out the most westerly peak as Leon came up beside him. Then he turned to the east and the two larger peaks. Meru and Kilimanjaro, the home of the clouds. Those
  mountains are in the land that the Bula Matari call their own but which has belonged to my people since the beginning time. The peaks were more than a hundred miles on the far side of the
  border, deep inside German East Africa.


  Awed into silence, Leon watched the sunlight sparkle on the snowfields of Kilimanjaros rounded summit, then turned back to the long trail of smoke drifting from the volcanic crater of
  Loolmassin. He wondered if there was a more magnificent spectacle in all the world.


  Now I will speak to my brothers of the chungaji. Hear me! Loikot announced. He filled his lungs, cupped his hands around his mouth and let out a high-pitched sing-song wail,
  startling Leon. The volume and pitch were so penetrating that, instinctively, he covered his ears. Three times Loikot called, then sat down beside Leon and wrapped his shuka around his
  shoulders. There is a manyatta beyond the river. He pointed out the darker line of trees that marked the riverbed.


  Leon calculated that it was several miles away. Will they hear you at such a distance?


  You will see, Loikot told him. The wind has dropped and the air is still and cool. When I call with my special voice it will carry that far and even further. They
  waited. Below them, a small herd of kudu moved through the thorn scrub. Three graceful grey cows led the bull, with his fringed dewlap and spreading corkscrew horns. Their shapes were ethereal as
  drifts of smoke as they vanished silently into the scrub.


  Do you still think they heard you? Leon asked.


  The boy did not deign to answer immediately, but chewed for a while on the root of the tinga bush that the Masai used to whiten their teeth. Then he spat out the wad of pith and gave Leon a
  flash of his sparkling smile. They have heard me, he said, but they are climbing to a high place from which to reply. They lapsed into silence again.


  At the foot of the hillock Ishmael had lit a small fire and was brewing tea in a small smoke-blackened kettle. Leon watched him thirstily.


  Listen! said Loikot, and threw back his cloak as he sprang to his feet.


  Leon heard it then, coming from the direction of the river. It sounded like a faint echo of Loikots original call. Loikot cocked his head to follow it, then cupped his hands and sent his
  high, sing-song cry ringing back across the plain. He listened again to the reply, and the exchange went on until it was almost dark.


  It is finished. We have spoken, he declared at last, and led the way down the hill to where Ishmael had set up camp for the night. He handed a large enamel mug of tea to Leon as he
  settled down beside the fire. While they ate their dinner of ostrich steaks and stiff cakes of yellow maize-meal porridge, Loikot relayed to Leon the gossip he had learned from his long
  conversation with the chungaji beyond the river.


  Two nights ago a lion killed one of their cattle, a fine black bull with good horns. This morning the morani followed the lion with their spears and surrounded it. When it charged,
  it chose Singidi as its victim and went for him. He killed it with a single thrust so has won great honour. Now he can place his spear outside the door of any woman in Masailand. Loikot
  thought about this for a moment. One day I will do that, and then the girls will no longer laugh at me and call me baby, he said wistfully.


  Bless your randy little dreams, Leon said in English, then switched to Maa. What else did you hear? Loikot began a recitation that went on for several minutes, a
  catalogue of births, marriages, lost cattle and other such matters. Did you ask if any white men are travelling at the moment in Masailand? Any Bula Matari soldiers with
  askari?


  The German commissioner from Arusha is on tour with six askari. They are marching down the valley towards Monduli. There are no other soldiers in the valley.


  Any other white men?


  Two German hunters with their women and wagons are camped in the Meto Hills. They have killed many buffalo and dried their meat.


  The Meto Hills were at least eighty miles away, and Leon was amazed at how much information the boy had gathered from across such a wide area. He had read the old hunters accounts of the
  Masai grapevine, but he had not set much store by them. This network must cover the entire Masai country. He smiled into his mug: Uncle Penrod now had his eyes along the border. What about
  elephant? Did you ask your brethren if they had seen any big bulls in this area?


  There are many elephant, but mostly cows and calves. At this season the bulls are up in the mountains or over the escarpment in the craters of Ngorongoro and Empakaai. But that is common
  knowledge.


  Are there are no bulls at all in the valley?


  The chungaji saw one near Namanga, a very large bull, but that was many days ago and no one has seen him since. They think he might have gone into the Nyiri desert where there is
  no grazing for the cattle so none of my people are there.


  We must follow the wind, said Manyoro.


  Or you must learn to sing sweetly for us, Leon suggested.
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  Before dawn Leon woke and went to be alone behind the bole of a large tree, well away from where the others slept. He dropped his trousers,
  squatted and broke wind. His was the only wind that was blowing this morning, he thought. The wilderness around him was hushed and still. The leaves in the branches above him hung limp and
  motionless against the pale promise of dawn. As he returned to the camp he saw that Ishmael already had the kettle on the fire and the two Masai were stirring. He sat close enough to the flames to
  feel their warmth. There was a chill in the dawn. There is no wind, he told Manyoro.


  Perhaps it will rise with the sun.


  Should we go on without it?


  Which way? We do not know, Manyoro pointed out. We have come this far with my mothers wind. We must wait for it to come again to lead us on.


  Leon felt impatient and disgruntled. He had pandered long enough to Lusimas claptrap. He had a dull ache behind his eyes. During the night the cold had kept him awake and when he had
  slept he had been haunted by nightmares of Hugh Turvey and his crucified wife. Ishmael handed him a mug of coffee but even that did not have its usual therapeutic effect. In the thicket beyond the
  campfire a robin began its melodious greeting to the dawn and from afar a lion roared, answered by another even further off. Then silence descended again.


  Leon finished a second mug of coffee and at last felt its curative powers take effect. He was about to say something to Manyoro when he was distracted by a loud, rattling call, which sounded
  like a box of small pebbles being shaken vigorously. They all looked up with interest. Everyone knew which bird had made the sound. A honeyguide was inviting them to follow it to a wild beehive.
  When the men raided it they would be expected to share the spoils with the bird. They would take the honey, leaving the beeswax and the larvae for the honeyguide. It was a symbiotic arrangement
  that, down the ages, had been faithfully adhered to by man and bird. It was said that if anybody failed to pay the bird its due, the next time it would lead him to a venomous snake or a man-eating
  lion. Only a greedy fool would attempt to cheat it.


  Leon stood up and the drab brown and yellow bird flashed from the top branches of the tree and began to display. Its wings hummed and resonated as it dived and pulled up, then dived again.


  Honey! said Manyoro greedily. No African could resist that invitation.


  Honey, sweet honey! Loikot shouted.


  The last vestige of Leons headache vanished miraculously, and he grabbed his rifle. Hurry! Lets go! The honeyguide saw them following and darted away, whirring and
  rattling excitedly.


  For the next hour Leon trotted steadily after the bird. He had said nothing of it to the others, but he could not shake off the haunting idea that the bird was Lusima Mamas sweet singer.
  However, his doubts were stronger than his faith and he steeled himself for disappointment. Manyoro was singing encouragement to the bird, and Loikot, skipping along at Leons side, joined in
  with the chorus:


  
    
      Lead us to the hive of the little stingers,


      And we will feast you on golden wax.


      Can you not taste the sweet fat grubs?


      Fly, little friend! Fly swiftly and we will follow.

    

  


  The little bird flitted on through the forest, darting from tree to tree, chirruping and dancing in the top branches until they caught up, then flashing away again. A little before noon they
  reached a dry riverbed. The forest along either bank was thicker and the trees taller, fed by subterranean waters. Before they reached the actual watercourse the honeyguide flew to the top of one
  of the tallest trees and waited for them there. As they came up, Manyoro cried out in delight and pointed at the tree-trunk. There it is!


  Like swift golden dust motes in the sunlight, Leon saw the flight of the bees homing in on the hive. Three-quarters of the way up, the trunk forked into two heavy branches and the crotch between
  them was split by a narrow, vertical cleft. A thin trickle of tree sap ran from the opening and congealed in translucent globules of gum on the bark around it. Into this opening the homecoming bees
  flitted, while those leaving the hive crawled out on to the lips of the opening and buzzed away. The image brought Verity OHearne to Leons mind with sharp, lubricious nostalgia. It
  was the first time he had thought of her in several days.


  The others laid aside their burdens to prepare for the harvest of the hive. Manyoro cut a square of bark from the trunk of another tree in the grove and rolled it into a tube, which he tied into
  shape with a strip of bark string. Then he fashioned a loop of bark into a handle. Ishmael had started a small fire and was feeding it with dry twigs. Loikot girded the tail of his shuka
  around his waist, leaving his legs and lower body bare, then went to the base of the tree and tested the texture of the bark and the girth of the trunk with his arms while he gazed up at the hive
  steeling himself mentally for the climb.


  Ishmael fed chips of green wood into the fire and blew on them until they glowed and emitted dense clouds of pungent white smoke. With the wide blade of his panga, Manyoro scooped the
  coals into the bark tube and took it to Loikot, who used the loop handle to sling the tube over his shoulder, then tucked the panga into the folds of his shuka. He spat on his palms
  and grinned at Leon. Watch me, Mbogo. No other can climb as I can.


  It doesnt surprise me to learn that you are brother to the baboons, Leon told him, and Loikot laughed before he sprang at the tree-trunk. Gripping alternately with his palms
  and the soles of his bare feet he shot up the trunk with amazing agility and reached the trees high crotch without a pause. He climbed into the fork and stood upright, with a swarm of angry
  bees buzzing around his head. He took the bark tube from his shoulder and blew into one end, like a trumpeter. A jet of smoke poured from the opposite end. As it enveloped them the bees
  dispersed.


  Loikot paused to pick a few stings from his arms and legs. Then he hefted the panga and, balancing easily, ignoring the dizzying drop below him, he stooped and swung the heavy blade at
  the cleft between his feet. With a dozen ringing blows he made white wood chips fly. Then he peered into the enlarged opening. I can smell the sweetness, he shouted to the upturned
  faces below. He reached into the hive and brought out a large thick comb. He held it up for them to see. Thanks to the skills of Loikot, you will eat your fill today, my friends. They
  laughed.


  Well done, little baboon! Leon shouted.


  Loikot brought out five more combs, each hexagonal cell filled to the brim with dark brown honey, and sealed with a lid of wax. He packed them gently into the folds of his shuka.


  Do not take it all, Manyoro cautioned him. Leave half for our little winged friends or they will die. Loikot had been taught that when he was still a child and did
  not reply. Now he was a morani, and wise in the lore of the wild. He dropped the smoke tube and the panga to the base of the tree and slithered down the trunk, jumping the last six
  feet to land lightly on his feet.


  They sat in a circle and divided the combs. In the branches above, the honeyguide hopped and chirruped to remind them of his presence and the debt they owed him. Carefully Manyoro broke off the
  edges of the combs where the cells were filled with white bee larvae and laid the pieces on a large green leaf. He looked up at the hovering bird. Come, little brother, you have earned your
  reward. He carried the larvae-filled pieces of honeycomb a short distance away, and placed them carefully in an opening in the scrub. As soon as he turned away, the bird flew down boldly to
  partake of the feast.


  Now that custom and tradition had been observed, the men were free to taste the spoils. Sitting around the pile of golden combs they broke off pieces, and stuffed them into their mouths,
  murmuring with pleasure as they chewed the honey out of the cells, then spat out the wax and licked their sticky fingers.


  Leon had never tasted honey like this dark, smoky variety garnered from the nectar of acacia flowers. It coated his tongue and the back of his throat with such intense sweetness that he gasped
  at the shock, and his eyes swam with tears. He closed them tightly. The rich wild perfume filled his head and almost overpowered him. His tongue tingled. When he breathed he felt the taste drawn
  down deep into his throat. He swallowed and exhaled as sharply as though he had gulped down a dram of highland whisky.


  Half a comb was enough for him. He felt satiated with sweetness. He rocked back on his heels and watched the others for a while. At last he stood up and left them to their gluttony. They took no
  notice of his departure. He picked up his rifle and sauntered idly into the bush, heading for where he thought the riverbed might be. The vegetation became thicker as he went deeper into it until
  he pushed his way through the last screen of branches and found himself on the bank. It had been cut back by flood water into a sheer wall that dropped six feet to a bed of fine white sand a
  hundred paces wide, trampled by the paws and hoofs of the animals that had used it as a highway.


  On the far bank a massive wild fig trees roots had been exposed by the cutback. They twisted and writhed like mating serpents, and the branches that stretched out over the riverbed were
  laden with bunches of the small yellow figs. A flock of green pigeons had been gorging on the fruit and was startled into flight by Leons sudden appearance. Their wingbeats clattered in the
  silence as they arrowed away along the watercourse.


  Beneath the spreading wild fig branches the white sand had been heaped into large mounds. Scattered around them were several pyramids of elephant dung, which commanded Leons attention. He
  held the rifle at arms length in front of him and jumped from the top of the bank. The soft sand broke his landing and he sank into it to his ankles, but soon recovered his balance and set
  off across the riverbed. When he reached the mounds he realized that the elephant had been digging for water. With their forefeet they had kicked away the dry sand until they had reached a firmer
  damp layer. Then they had used their trunks to burrow until they had come to the subterranean water table. The prints of their pads where they had stood over the seep holes were clearly visible.
  They had sucked up the water with their trunks into spongy cavities in their massive skulls, and when these were full, they had lifted their heads, thrust their trunk tips into the back of their
  throats and squirted the water into their bellies.


  There were eight open seep holes. He went to each in turn to examine the tracks left by thirsty animals. Having been instructed by three grand-masters of the trade  Percy Phillips,
  Manyoro and Loikot  he had learned enough bushcraft to read them accurately. The shape and size of the footprints that the elephant had left around the first four seeps proved them to have
  been cows.


  When he came to the fifth there was only one set of tracks. They were so large that his first glimpse of them made him pause in mid-stride. He drew a quick breath, sharp with excitement, then
  hurried forward and dropped to his knees beside the prints of the front feet, which were deeply embedded on the lip of the hole where the beast must have stood for hours to suck up water.


  Leon stared at them in disbelief. They were enormous. The animal that had made them must have been a massive old bull: the soles of his feet had worn smooth with age. One side of the print he
  was studying slipped away in a trickle of soft sand  which meant that the bull had left the riverbed only recently: the disturbed earth had not had time to settle. Perhaps the animal had
  been frightened off by the sound of Loikot chopping open the entrance to the beehive.


  Leon laid the twin barrels of his rifle across the pad print to gauge its size, and whistled softly. His barrels were two feet long, and the diameter of the footprint was only two inches less.
  Applying the formula that Percy Phillips had propounded to him, he calculated that this bull must stand more than twelve feet high at the shoulder, a giant among a race of giants.


  Leon jumped up and ran back across the riverbed. He scrambled up the bank and pushed his way through the undergrowth to where his three companions were huddled over the last scraps of honeycomb.
  Lusima Mama and her sweet singer have shown us the way, he told them. I have found the spoor of a great bull elephant in the riverbed. The trackers snatched up their kit
  and ran after him, but Ishmael scooped the remains of the honeycomb into one of his pots before he hoisted his bundle on to his head and followed.


  Mbogo, this is veritably the bull that I showed you the first time we travelled together, Loikot exclaimed, as soon as he saw the spoor, and danced with excitement. I
  recognize him. This is a paramount chief of all the elephants.


  Manyoro shook his head. He is so old he must be ready to die. Surely his ivory is broken and worn away.


  No! No! Loikot denied it vehemently. With my own eyes I have seen his tusks. They are as long as you are, Manyoro, and thicker even than your head! He made a circle
  with his arms.


  Manyoro laughed. My poor little Loikot, you have been bitten by blow-flies, and they have filled your head with maggots. I will ask my mother to prepare for you a draught to loosen your
  bowels and clear these dreams from your eyes.


  Loikot bridled and glared at him. And perhaps it is not the elephant but you who has become old and senile. We should have left you on Lonsonyo Mountain, drinking beer with your decrepit
  cronies.


  While you two exchange compliments the bull is walking away from us, Leon intervened. Take the spoor, and let us settle this debate by looking upon his tusks and not merely
  upon the marks of his feet.
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  As soon as they had followed the spoor out of the riverbed and into the open savannah it became obvious that the bull elephant had been thoroughly
  alarmed by the sound of axe blows and their voices as they had raided the beehive.


  He is in full flight. Manyoro pointed out the length of the bulls strides. He had settled into the long swinging gait that covers the ground as fast as a man can run. They
  all knew that he could keep up that pace from dawn to dusk without pausing to rest.


  He is going east. It seems to me that he is heading for the Nyiri desert, that dry land where there are no men and only he knows where to dig for water, Manyoro remarked after the
  first hour. If he keeps up this pace, by sunrise tomorrow he will be over the top of the escarpment and deep into the desert.


  Do not listen to him, Mbogo, Loikot advised. It is the habit of old men to be gloomy. They can smell shit in the perfume of the kigelia flower.


  After another hour they stopped for a swig from the water-bottles.


  The bull has not turned aside from his chosen path, Manyoro observed. Not once has he paused to feed or even slowed his pace. Already he is many hours ahead of
  us.


  Not only can this old man smell dung in the kigelia bloom, but he can smell it even in the flower between the thighs of the sweetest young virgin. Loikot grinned cheekily at Leon.
  Pay him no heed, Mbogo. Follow me, and before sunset I will show you such tusks as will amaze your eyes and fill your heart with joy.


  But the spoor ran on straight and unwavering. Another hour, and even Loikot was beginning to wilt. When they stopped for a few minutes to drink and stretch out in the shade they were all quiet
  and subdued. Even though they had driven themselves hard since leaving the dry riverbed, they knew how far they had dropped behind the bull elephant. Leon screwed the stopper back on the
  water-bottle and stood up. Without a word the others came to their feet. They went on.


  In the middle of the afternoon they stopped to rest again. If my mother was with us she would work such a spell as would turn the bull aside and make him start feeding, said
  Manyoro, but, alas, she is not with us.


  Perhaps she is watching over us, for she is a great magician, said Loikot brightly. Perhaps she can hear me if I call to her. He jumped to his feet and broke into a
  leaping praise dance, hopping high in the air on his long skinny legs. Hear me, Great Black Cow, hear me call to you. Leon laughed and even Manyoro grinned and began to clap in time
  to the dance.


  Hear him, Mama! Hear our little baboon!


  Hear me, Mother of the Tribe! You have shown us the marks of his feet, now do not let him walk away from us. Slow his great feet. Fill his belly with hunger. Make him stop to
  feed.


  Thats enough magic for one day. Surely the bull cannot escape us now, Leon intervened. On your feet, Manyoro. Let us go on.


  The spoor ran on. The bull was moving so fast that when it crossed areas of loose earth it kicked spurts of dust forward with each long stride. When Leon looked up at the sun his heart sank.
  There was no more than an hour of daylight left, no possibility of coming up with the elephant before darkness cloaked the spoor, forcing them to break off the pursuit until dawn on the morrow. By
  then he would be fifty miles ahead of them.


  He was still gazing up at the sky so he bumped into Manyoro, who had stopped abruptly in his path. Both Masai were poring over the earth. They looked up at Leon and, with hand signals, urged him
  to remain silent. They were both grinning and their eyes shone. They had been revitalized and no longer showed any trace of fatigue. Manyoro indicated the altered spoor with an eloquent, graceful
  gesture.


  Leon grasped that a little miracle had taken place. The bull had slowed, his pace had shortened, and he had turned aside from his determined flight towards the eastern escarpment of the valley.
  Manyoro pointed to a grove of ngong nut trees a quarter of a mile to their right. The tops of the trees were round in shape, taller and greener than the lesser trees surrounding them. He
  leaned over to Leon and placed his lips close to his ear. At this season the trees are in bearing. He has smelled the ripe nuts and cannot resist them. We will find him in the grove.
  He took up a handful of earth and let it sift through his fingers. There is still no wind. We can move straight in towards him. He looked back at Ishmael and signalled to him to stay
  where he was. Ishmael laid his bundle at his feet and lowered himself thankfully to the ground beside it.


  With the two Masai still leading, they crept forward, moving from one patch of cover to the next, pausing to scan the forest ahead before going forward again. They reached the nearest
  ngong tree. The ground beneath it was littered with fallen nuts but the branches above were still thick with bunches of half-ripe ones. The bull had stood under this tree for a long time,
  picking up the hard nuts with the fingers at the tip of his trunk and stuffing them into his mouth. Then he had moved on. They followed his huge pad marks to the next tree, where he had fed again,
  then moved on once more. This time he had headed towards a shallow depression, above which only the tops of the nut trees showed. They crept forward until they could look down into it.


  At the same instant all three saw the enormous black mass of the bull elephant. He was three hundred paces away, standing in the shade of one of the largest nut trees, angled half away from
  them. He rocked gently from one forefoot to the other, ears fanning lazily, trunk draped nonchalantly over the curve of the only visible tusk. The other was hidden from view by his massive bulk,
  but Leon stared at the one he could see, hardly able to believe its length and girth. To him, it seemed the size of a marble column from a Greek temple.


  The wind? he breathed to Manyoro. How is the wind? Manyoro scooped up another handful of earth and dribbled it through his fingers. Then he dusted his hand on his leg
  and made a sign that was as clear as any words. No wind. Nothing.


  Leon broke open the barrels of his rifle and removed the fat brass cartridges from the breeches one at a time. He examined them for blemishes and polished them on his shirt before he slipped
  them back into place. He snapped the barrels shut and tucked the butt of the loaded rifle under his right armpit. Then he nodded to Manyoro, and as they moved forward, Leon took the lead. He angled
  towards the bull until the tree-trunk covered his approach, then turned straight towards it.


  The tree blocked out the bulls head but his body protruded on one side of it, while the curve of the nearest tusk stuck out beyond the other. A shaft of sunlight pierced the canopy of
  leaves above his head and struck the ivory like the beam of a limelight. Closer still, and Leon heard the animals belly rumble like distant thunder. He moved in steadily upon him, setting
  down each footstep with exaggerated care. Now he held the heavy rifle at the ready position across his chest.


  The Holland was essentially a short-range weapon. He had fired several shots at a target before he had set out from Tandala Camp, and had discovered that the twin barrels were regulated to shoot
  to the same point of aim at precisely thirty yards. At any greater distance, the bullets would spread out unpredictably. He knew that to be completely certain of his shot he had to get closer than
  that. He wanted to reach the trunk of the nut tree and fire from behind its cover. Now he was so close that he could see the oxpeckers scrambling around on the elephants wrinkled grey skin.
  There were five or six of the slender little yellow birds, balancing themselves with their tails as they foraged with their sharp red beaks in the creases of the skin for ticks, blind flies and
  other blood-sucking insects. One crept into the ear and the bull flapped loudly to warn it away from the sensitive parts deep inside. Other birds hung upside-down under his belly or in his crotch,
  pecking busily at the sagging folds of grey skin. Then, suddenly, they became aware of Leons approach and ran up the bulls flanks to stand in a line along his spine, staring with
  glittering eyes at the intruder.


  Manyoro tried to warn Leon of what was about to happen but he dared not speak, and Leon was so intent on his stalk that he did not see the desperate hand signals behind him. He was still a dozen
  paces from the bole of the ngong tree when the row of oxpeckers on the bulls back exploded into flight, uttered their frenzied twittering alarm call. It was a warning that the beast
  understood well, for the birds were not only his grooms but also his sentinels.


  From comfortable somnolence he plunged forward, reaching his top speed in half a dozen strides. He had no idea where the danger lay, but he trusted the birds and simply ran in the direction he
  was facing. He was heading at a thirty-degree angle away from Leon. For a second Leon was stunned by the speed and agility of the massive creature. Then he raced forward in pursuit, aiming to get
  ahead of the bull before he could get clear away. For a short distance he gained ground, closing to just under the critical thirty-yard range. He fastened his eyes on the bulls head. The
  wide sails of the ears were cocked back so Leon could see the long, vertical slit of the earhole. But the head nodded violently and rolled from side to side with each stride. The oxpeckers were
  shrilling, and behind Leon, the two Masai shouted unintelligibly. All around there was movement and wild confusion and the bull pulled rapidly away. Within a few more strides he would be out of
  range.


  Leon slammed to a halt. All his vision and attention were concentrated on the long slit of the earhole in the centre of the swinging and swaying head. The rifle came up to his shoulder and he
  looked over the barrels, hardly seeing them, so intense was his concentration. Time and movement seemed to slow into a dreamlike unreality. His vision was as sharp as a diamond drill. He saw beyond
  the moving wall of grey skin and the spreading ears. He saw the brain. It was an extraordinary sensation  Percy Phillips had called it the hunters eye. With the hunters eye he
  could see through skin and bone, and descry the exact position of the brain. It was the size of a football, set low behind the line of the earhole.


  The rifle crashed, and even in the sunlight he saw the flame spurt from the muzzle. He was startled. He had not been aware of touching the trigger. He hardly felt the recoil of five thousand
  foot-pounds of energy kicking back into his shoulder. His vision was not deflected by it: he saw the bullet strike two inches behind the earhole, precisely where he knew it should go. He saw the
  bulls nearest eye blink shut, heard the heavy bullet strike bone with a sound like a woodmans axe swung against a hardwood tree. With his new gift of the hunters eye he could
  imagine the bullet ploughing through bone and tissue, tearing into the brain.


  The bull threw back his head, long tusks pointing for an instant at the sky. Then his front legs folded under him and he collapsed heavily into a kneeling position. The force of the impact sent
  up a cloud of dust and made the ground tremble beneath Leons feet. The elephant lay on his folded front legs as though waiting to be mounted by a mahout, head supported by the curves of the
  tusks, sightless eyes wide open. The tail flicked once, then all was still. The echoes of gunfire rang in Leons head, but all around was a deep hush.


  Its the dead elephant that kills you. He heard Percys warning in his memory. Always put in the coup de grce. Leon raised the rifle again
  and aimed for the crease in the bulls armpit. Again the rifle boomed. The beast never so much as twitched as the second bullet drove through its heart.


  Leon walked forward slowly and reached out to touch the staring amber eye with a fingertip. It did not blink. His legs felt as soft and limp as boiled spaghetti. He sank down, leaned his back
  against the elephants shoulder and closed his eyes. He felt nothing. He was empty inside. He felt no sense of triumph or elation, no remorse or sorrow for the death of such a magnificent
  creature. All that would come later. Now there was only the aching emptiness, as though he had just made love to a beautiful woman.
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