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				THE MAJUNGA HERALD

				Established 1934

				‘Peace and Prosperity to our Nation.’

				GOD’S FREEDOM ARMY SACKS VILLAGE


				Eastern Province – Reports are coming in of an attack two days ago on a remote village near the border with Rwanda by the God’s Freedom Army faction of rebels. The dissidents, many of whom were reported as being children under the age of twelve, attacked the village of Tshombe last Tuesday, July 23.

				Francis Mlindi, 62, the village headman, described what happened as, ‘Terrifying’.

				‘They came out of nowhere,’ he said. ‘Children firing guns. Killing people and destroying our livestock. Then they took away our young people, boys and girls, and set fire to the village.’

				Mr Mlindi was himself brutally assaulted and had a hand cut off by the rebels. He spoke to us from his bed in the regional hospital and pleaded for greater protection from the Army.

				Minister of the Interior, Patrick Mumba, told the Herald that Majungan Army units were tracking the rebels and would soon bring them to justice. ‘There is no place in our country for cut-throats like this,’ he added.

				The God’s Freedom Army faction is led by the self-styled ‘Colonel’ Dada, a former priest who claims to be guided by religious visions. In previous years, Dada has turned parts of Uganda and Rwanda into a war zone. However, he has recently stepped up his attacks inside our own Eastern Province. This latest outrage will be of the greatest concern to all our citizens.

				The Herald calls upon the government to take strong and immediate action.
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				Something was wrong. Sam’s eyes flicked open. He was not alarmed – just curious, in a half-awake sort of way. Thirty seconds later he was not so sure. He pushed himself up on his elbows. Was that people shouting? From a long way off? He put his head to one side and listened intently. Nothing more. The sound of his mother and sisters’ breathing filled the hut with familiar intensity. Dawn was coming. Thin strips of grey light were starting to show between the slats of the bamboo blind that screened the entrance to the hut. Sam listened to the faint slap-slap they made in the early morning breeze.

				His father had fitted the blind only last week, at the end of his army leave. Sam had helped him. Together, they had nailed two pulleys on either side of the doorway, run ropes under the blind and then back up again. And hey presto, it worked. Well, it did after a fashion. Despite their best efforts, it still sagged to one side. His mother had been less impressed. She did not say anything at the time, but her shrug said a lot.

				The light was strengthening. In an hour’s time, the sun would scorch down and the outside air would shimmer and distort. Now though, it felt cold and the boy shivered. The warmth of the bed rose around his neck and shoulders, tempting him. Gratefully, he snuggled back under his blanket.

				His mother mumbled something but he did not catch what she was saying. He held his breath, willing her not to wake up. Obligingly, she drifted back to sleep. Sam was more than happy to lie in bed for a little while longer. All too soon it would be time to get up and begin the day. His sisters would bring back water from the village pump while he got the fire going. That was his job. His mother did the cooking and made the strong, red-coloured tea they always had for breakfast. Then in the afternoon, he would walk out into the surrounding bush and gather the wood they would need for the evening.

				A dog barked. It sounded very close. Sam heard both surprise and uncertainty in its growl. The dog must be right outside. Its growling grew louder and more threatening. Sam sat up. He was right. Something was different this morning. Where were all the cockerels? None of them were crowing. Every family in the village had a rooster and half a dozen hens as well. Normally they would be making enough noise to wake the dead. So why were they being so quiet today?

				He pushed his blanket back and padded across the floor. One of his sisters was awake and called after him. He pushed past the blind and stood, bleary-eyed, outside the hut. It was full dawn and the land was flooded with brilliant light. Across the river on the far side of the village, a range of low hills flared into glowing bands of orange, red and purple rock.

				A family of goats was feeding on a nearby patch of grass. Otherwise, no one else was about. He was glad to see the fire had kept going overnight. There was a dull glow deep inside the heap of wood ash. He stooped to pick up a handful of sticks and drop them on top of the glowing embers. He yawned and scratched his bottom.

				The dog growled again. It was standing just metres from the hut. It stood motionless, its tail held rigid. He picked up a pebble and threw it at the animal. The dog ignored him and started to snarl. It was really angry about something. He found a large stick and hurried over to see what was bothering it. It could be a jackal, but it was much more likely to be a snake. He came up behind the dog, scolding it in a low voice with a hand held carefully in front of his eyes. It might be a spitting cobra. There were a lot of them about.

				He stopped abruptly, his mouth opening in disbelief. There were boys running towards him. His own age. Armed with rifles. Wearing some sort of uniform. Fifty metres away. A long line of them, racing towards his village. There were men too. Four or five of them. With machine guns. Coming out of the low scrub not far behind. Urging them on.

				Sam yelled at the top of his voice. The dog bounded forward, barking hysterically. There was a burst of gunfire and bullets thudded into the ground. He saw sand kicking up in front of him. Panic stricken, he turned and ran.

				He knew who they were. Rebels! Killers! Every one of them. Crazed children, high on drugs, scared of nothing and nobody. ‘If they ever come here,’ his father had warned, ‘drop everything. Just run and hide!’

				And now they were here! God’s Freedom Army, or whatever their name was. ‘Bringers of blood and suffering.’ That’s how Father Benoit had described them.

				There was more firing now over on the other side of the village. Bursts of gunfire that sounded like swarms of angry hornets. More bullets ripped over Sam’s head and tore into the sides of huts. People were swarming out into the open, shouting and confused. Sam skidded to a halt beside his own hut and saw his mother standing in the doorway, staring wide-eyed at him.

				She was shouting. He saw her mouth moving but couldn’t hear. He grabbed her by the arm. ‘Run!’ he screamed. ‘It’s the rebels! They’re coming! Get away!’ A man barged into him. Sam slipped and fell. There were others close behind him. He flung himself to one side and rolled out of their way. Close by, a child was screaming. A horrible, animal shriek that went on and on. Sam scrambled to his feet, coughing as a cloud of dust enveloped him.

				Somehow he got clear and began searching for his mother. He tried to fight his way back towards the hut but the crowd was too dense and carried him along with it. He saw faces he knew all around him. Terrified faces that kept coming and going. There was more firing. It was everywhere. The crowd stumbled and hesitated and backed away like a herd of uncertain cattle. He had a sudden glimpse of one of the rebels. A boy like himself, not much more than twelve, firing a gun into the air. He was grinning. Broadly.

				The sight of that boy soldier decided Sam. They were not going to catch him. He must get away. Fast! There were places he knew out in the bush where he could hide until this horror was over. Only God knew where his mother and sisters were. And he must find them.

				He forced his way through the melee – ducking, side-stepping and fighting to get by. Voices rose in a wild hubbub all around him. There was more shooting. Where did they get all the ammunition from? Were they shooting people or just firing into the air? The crowd had come to a clumsy halt so Sam guessed the rebels had them surrounded. Terror seized him. Had he left it too late? He thrust past a pregnant woman, cursing her protests. She must get out of his way. Why couldn’t she see that? He had to get away. There was thick bush beyond the village and clumps of trees and patches of head-high elephant grass. Perfect hiding.

				He staggered out into the open and was shocked to see a rebel right in front of him. One of the adults. He was in full combat kit with a spare bandolier of ammunition draped across his chest. He was looking the other way and yelling at someone. Sam did not hesitate. He put his head down and ran. There was movement at the corner of his eye. He looked and saw a group of boy soldiers pointing at him. He heard them shout. There was a single shot then a fusillade. He heard the bullets zip past. Then he was racing towards the line of scrub.

				There were more yells and another ragged volley. Sam ran with bursting lungs, knowing they must be following him. If they caught him . . . He thrust that thought to the back of his mind. Seconds later, he snatched a look back. They were still there. Six of them at least. Maybe more. The ground in front of him was broken and littered with rocks and patches of loose shale. One false step and he’d be down with a twisted ankle.

				As he ran, Sam felt a cold dread rising inside him. He hadn’t made a clean break and now they were after him. Boy soldiers, much fitter than he was and no more than sixty or seventy metres away. He stared in front of him then looked around wildly. He didn’t recognize anything. There were no familiar trees or rocks. Nothing he could remember. His mind had gone blank. He was lost! But how could he be? All those hiding places. Where were they? Vanished like the early morning mist. He was running for his life with a pack of predators at his heels and no idea where he was going. He sobbed. He couldn’t help it.

				He made himself snatch another look behind. There they were. Bobbing shapes, following him with the determination of a pack of hyenas. ‘When hyenas find a really old lion, they follow it for weeks until the lion is too weak to fight. Then they move in and kill it,’ his father had told him. ‘Hyenas never give up. They’re like those Canadian Mounties. They always get their man!’ He had laughed and slapped his thigh at the joke.

				Was that only last week? It seemed a hundred years ago. And at that moment, he saw the bush. It was not really a bush. More a huge tangle of undergrowth that over the years had spread and wrapped itself around a clump of thorn trees. It took up most of the shallow ravine below him. Without hesitation, Sam ran towards it, dodging between a dozen or more towering anthills. They would screen him. The slope was steeper than he expected and he raced out of control down the side of the valley. He ran around the bush, searching for somewhere to get in. After an eternity, he found it.

				With a prayer there would not be a puff adder sleeping there, Sam closed his eyes and burrowed inside. He could feel thorns slashing at his face and arms and ripping his red T-shirt. There was no feeling of pain. That would come later. As soon as he was in cover, he stopped to listen. Silence. He laid his forehead on the ground and listened to the pounding of his heart. And waited . . .
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				He had no idea how long he lay there. It seemed an eternity. He began to say his prayers and found himself promising God that he’d be better behaved in the future. If God would only help him now . . . The silence continued. A bird began to sing from somewhere overhead. He listened to it with a sense of growing confidence. The rebels must be miles away. He had outwitted them. Sam grinned and slapped a hand on the ground in triumph.

				So when he heard their shouts, he listened in sheer disbelief. Their calls were faint at first but grew steadily louder. There was no mistake. They were coming towards him. Running. They sounded angry. Very angry. There was a sudden loud yell, close to his hiding place. Sam panicked, bit his tongue and lay rigid. More shouts. Then someone gave a whoop and Sam’s heart stopped.

				With a sinking feeling, he wondered how good their bush craft was. Would they spot the scuff marks he must have left, squeezing inside the undergrowth? Or the bruised leaves and broken twigs at the entrance?

				He heard a loud click and flinched as a gun fired a long burst. Bullets sprayed randomly all around him. One of them clipped a branch above his head. A splinter of wood landed on the back of his hand. Sam stared at it in horror. Another burst of gunfire. Then the bitter smell of cordite. And silence. The rebels were listening.

				Sam began to tremble. His whole body shook. There was nothing he could do to stop it. Could they hear him? He clenched his teeth to stop them clicking. And waited. Were they expecting him to make the next move? How could they be so sure that he was in here? Sam thrust his body even harder into the ground. Minutes passed, and with them came a terrible feeling that he was being watched. He fought the compulsion to look for as long as he could. But eventually, and with great care, he turned his head a centimetre at a time and peered up through the thorns, to the dappled sunshine beyond.

				A face was looking back at him. A face with two black, unwinking eyes. Eyes that peered in at him. There was a yell of triumph and the sound of running feet. The next moment, the bush began to shake. Broad-bladed machetes slashed down through the branches towards him. Triumphant hands snatched at his body. He curled up in a ball and tried to shrink back into the earth. A cudgel thumped into his ribs. In the end, he let them drag him out.

				There were eight of them and a smaller child who looked about six years old. The assault rifle he carried was almost as tall as he was. They stood around Sam, assessing him with dispassionate interest. They might have been looking at a dog or a dead bullock. The leader jabbed him hard in the stomach with the muzzle of his gun. Sam gasped in pain and, without thinking, knocked it away. The rebel sprang back and thrust the rifle into his face. They stared at each other, both of them furious. Sam heard someone else shout and the rebels started to laugh. The small boy kicked him on the leg and pointed at the growing wet patch on the front of his shorts. Sam looked down and felt ashamed.

				They marched him back to the village with his hands on top of his head. It did not take long. The rebels had herded the villagers into the open space between the huts. A dozen boy soldiers formed a circle, menacing them with their guns. The village men stood with their arms folded, staring at the ground. The women huddled together. Most of them were crying. Every now and then one of them would make a frightened little dart to drag a small child back to their side. No one spoke.

				A rifle butt hit Sam between the shoulder blades and he pitched forward into the crowd. His sisters appeared and helped pull him to his feet. He caught a glimpse of his mother then lost her in the crush of faces.

				When he got his breath back, he stood on tiptoe and looked around. Some of the rebels were going from hut to hut, pulling out sacks of maize, tins of cooking oil and whatever else caught their fancy. They piled them up in a heap in the open. He also saw two dead bodies. An old woman lay sprawled at the entrance to her hut. She still held a wooden club in an outstretched hand. The front of her dress was black with blood.

				The other corpse made him cry out in disbelief. It was Paul, the village carpenter. He lay on his back with his arms flung wide. He was naked except for a pair of green underpants. Tears ran down Sam’s face. Paul was a friend of his father’s. They played dominoes together most nights, when the corporal was home on leave. Now, Paul lay in the dust with a long red gash down one side of his chest. A goat was sniffing at his head.

				The rebels were assembling in front of the crowd. Sam counted five grown men and at least twenty boys. One of the men fired into the air and the villagers became very still.

				A large, heavily-muscled man walked slowly forward and stood facing the villagers. The sun glinted on his wrap-around dark glasses. He wore a full necklace of lion claws around his neck. Sam shivered. He had never seen anyone so full of menace before.

				The man put his hands on his hips and shouted.

				‘You people are in trouble. You are my enemy. Everyone in this village is my enemy. You give succour and help to the army of Majunga. But not to us. Not to those who fight to bring you a better life. You do not support God’s Freedom Army!’

				He stopped and looked around. The village women were starting to moan. They had all heard the stories. A man standing in front of Sam rocked back and forth on his heels. His breath came out in a loud hiss.

				The rebel leader was shouting again. ‘Do you know who I am?’ He thrust his chin at the crowd and scowled. ‘I am the man who frightens your women and little children late at night.’

				Behind him, some of the rebels whooped and laughed.

				‘I am Captain Simba!’ he cried and shook his fists at the crowd.

				The woman beside Sam began to wail. The men glanced at each other and quickly looked away. There was no one in eastern Majunga who had not heard of Simba or his band of killers. The Majungan army had been chasing them for months.

				‘Who is your headman?’ Captain Simba shouted. ‘Where is the man who dares to defy me? Bring him to me!’

				The villagers shrank aside to reveal the headman. They looked from him to Captain Simba and back again. They don’t mean to act like cowards, Sam thought, that’s just how life goes. There was a pause while the stooping figure came slowly out. He was grey and old and wise. His name was Francis Mlindi. Sam stared as the old man put his shoulders back and struggled to stand erect. He’s showing he’s not afraid, Sam considered, as he watched him shuffle forward.

				He remembered an American film called Dead Man Walking. It had been shown on national television a couple of weeks ago. The whole village had squeezed into the schoolhouse to watch it.

				Is this going to be the same? he wondered. Were they all really inside some huge film set? And would he wake up from this nightmare, any moment now? Sam looked down at the slashes and cuts to his own arms and chest and knew this was no dream.

				There was a tree stump in the middle of the village. Captain Simba strode over and stood beside it. Slowly, the headman approached. Simba beckoned him to hurry.

				The villagers fell silent as the headman stood before Simba.

				‘Kneel!’ the rebel ordered. ‘Put your right hand here where I can hold it.’

				The headman did as he was told. Captain Simba grasped his hand.

				‘Why are they shaking hands?’ a man beside Sam whispered. ‘What does it mean?’

				Simba looked around at the boy soldiers. ‘Dinka!’ he called. ‘Come here!’

				The boy who had pointed the rifle in Sam’s face ran over. He laid his AK-47 on the ground and tugged at something behind his back. A blade flashed in the sunlight. He held it high over his head. The next moment it came down with a thud and severed Mlindi’s hand at the wrist. The headman doubled up over the tree stump, too shocked to cry out.

				Captain Simba laughed and picked up the hand. He held it by the fingers and showed it to them. He pretended to throw the hand into the crowd and laughed again as the villagers shrank back. Then he tossed it at a passing dog.

				‘This is what will happen to all of you who refuse to cooperate,’ he shouted. ‘You must do as I say.’

				Sam glared at the man. He had never hated anyone or anything as much before.

				Like everyone else, the boy knew that death had come to their village. And there was nothing he could do about it.
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				Five thousand kilometres away, in a small town in Belgium, a man hunched his neck into the folds of a heavy leather coat. The TV weatherman was right, he thought. ‘Snow by midnight,’ he’d said. And Mr Schratte could smell it coming. The usual February drizzle was giving way to an icy, slanting rain. In this part of town, the street lighting was erratic. But he could still see the growing patches of sleet, sticking to the cobbles. There could be anything from five to ten centimetres of snow by morning – but so what? Mr Schratte was not worried. Belgium was an efficient country and the roads would soon be cleared. And in any case, his large Mercedes estate, parked in the town centre half a kilometre away, was fitted with snow chains.

				This part of town was always quiet. At night, it felt deserted. The streets were narrow and lined with pinched little houses. They looked more like seaside cabins than proper homes. Mr Schratte knew them well; he had grown up in one many years ago. Before Africa. Before his name became one that many people knew. Before a lot of things.

				Nothing much seemed to have changed here over the intervening years. Old-fashioned wooden poles still carried the telephone and electricity lines. And the houses were already shuttered tight against the evening cold.

				It was a place the police rarely came to. But if they did, they came in strength. People here knew when to look the other way. Their lives had been a struggle since birth and would always be so. ‘Keep your nose out of other people’s business. You’ve got enough troubles of your own’ was their attitude. This was why he had suggested meeting here, at the bar, when Jean Morrell had called him out of the blue, twenty-four hours ago.

				He sneezed and wiped his nose on the back of his glove. Jean was a good boy. No! Hardly a ‘boy’ now, he corrected himself. Jean Morrell was the youngest son of his best friend from the Majungan days. Mr Schratte smiled at the memory. Long time ago, he thought. When the Cold War between Communist Russia and the West was the only game in town. And Majunga and other African countries like it were the battlefields the great powers fought over.

				Not that they ever got their hands dirty, he reflected. They used mercenaries like himself to do the actual killing and the rest of the business. That was the time when news of ‘Black Jack’ Schratte and his commando of five hundred ex-soldiers was regularly plastered across the front of the world’s newspapers.

				Mr Schratte had no regrets. He had done very well out of Africa. There were still fortunes to be made for today’s entrepreneurs. But only for those who knew the right people and who were quick to learn where real power lay. Mr Schratte was the friend of presidents and jailers alike. In fact, many police forces kept a file on him. No other European knew Africa as well as he did and he was proud of his knowledge.

				For the hundredth time that day, he wondered what Jean Morrell wanted. And why the secrecy? He had not seen or heard from him for over two years. Morrell had wasted no time on pleasantries when he’d telephoned the day before. He was now based in Majunga and was flying to Europe that same evening. He must talk to Schratte as soon as he arrived and no one else was to know.

				‘Come and have dinner with me,’ Mr Schratte had cried enthusiastically. ‘Brussels is full of good restaurants.’

				‘No way!’ Morrell had replied. ‘I don’t want some clever journalist seeing us together and getting nosy. You must know somewhere . . . safe?’

				Mr Schratte did. Several. He replayed the conversation in his mind and gave a satisfied grunt. If this was something to do with Majunga, then Morrell was in luck. The country was near the top of his list of good places to do business in. He had known its President, Robert Nyuma, for almost half a lifetime. And Nyuma was a good man to know. A shiver of excitement was gathering between Mr Schratte’s shoulder blades. Something big was happening. He knew the signs.

				Snowflakes were falling now in heavy swirls. His shoes scrunched noisily. At the next corner, he looked back then turned quickly into a side street. A hundred metres further on, the red neon light of the Amitié Bar shone out like a welcoming beacon. Mr Schratte hurried towards it.

				Ahead of him, he noticed a car parked half on the pavement on the other side of the road. He eyed it carefully. No visible tracks behind the rear wheels and the snow settling on the bonnet. So the engine was cold and it had been there for some time. Not the police then, he decided. Just a harmless, civilian car.

				The door of the bar was heavy and he had to use his shoulder to push it open. The reinforced panel of glass at head height was pitted and scarred. Conversation faded as he stepped inside. A blast of hot air fogged his glasses. He stamped the snow from his shoes and stepped over the pool of black slush in front of him. The half a dozen young men sitting at the bar turned back to follow the football match on the screen above them.

				The barman gave him a nod. He was a powerfully built man with a head covered in blond bristles. He wore a T-shirt at least one size too small. He looked like the ‘Mr Muscle’ oven-cleaner advert.

				‘I’m expecting a friend,’ Mr Schratte told him.

				The man pointed to a table in an alcove. ‘I’ll see you’re not disturbed,’ he said, and quietly added, ‘Sir.’ Mr Schratte sat down and the barman brought him a beer and a packet of peanuts.

				A car drew up outside. The bar window was running with moisture. Mr Schratte rubbed at it with the sleeve of his coat and peered out. A taxi. In the yellow glow of its roof light, he watched the rear door open and a man get out. It was impossible to see his features. The man stooped and paid the driver. Then he straightened, looked up at the bar sign and walked to the door. The taxi drove off. So far so good, thought Mr Schratte. Plain clothes police would have come in their own vehicle. A different sort of enemy would have kept the cab waiting as a getaway car.

				The door swung open and Jean Morrell stood there. Mr Schratte got to his feet and smiled in pleasure. Morrell lifted an arm in salute.

				Jean Morrell was a short, stocky man with a head of wavy brown hair. He grinned at Mr Schratte and came over. He walked with a limp these days. The two men embraced and slapped each other on the back.

				‘It’s been a long time, Jean,’ Mr Schratte told him.

				‘Far too long,’ the other agreed. ‘I thought perhaps you had retired.’

				Mr Schratte laughed. ‘I might still do. Depends on what you’ve got for me.’

				There was a loud cheer from the men at the bar. On the television, footballers were hugging one another. Morrell looked around the rest of the room and slid a hand inside his jacket. He brought out a small draw-string bag and handed it to Mr Schratte.

				‘Take a look but don’t make a big performance of it. And don’t take anything out. Not here,’ he warned.

				Mr Schratte opened the bag carefully and glanced down at the small pieces of rock inside. He frowned and began to rub them with his fingers. Then he dug his thumbnail into one and studied the result. He stared at Morrell.

				‘Is this what I think it is?’

				The younger man smiled. ‘It’s top quality. I had them tested this morning when I got in. I’m sitting on top of a gold mine. And I’m the only one who knows where it is. Interested?’
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