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  Chapter One




  THE AFRICAN sky seemed colourless and clear as glass in the early dawn. Gradually the eastern horizon stained to lemon, as pale as the delicate petals

  of the ipomoeas growing wild in the Zimbabwe bush. The early morning translucency was marred only by a skein of flighting duck. They formed a wavering line of black specks against the soft light as

  they followed the drake.




  It was April and the early mornings and evenings were cool and pleasant.




  The sky would soon grow golden as the sun rose hot and high in the heavens and drummed down on the land, quivering trees and shrubs in the valleys into a shimmering heat haze.




  Pat Gifford walked barefoot on to the cement verandah surrounding his home. He lifted his head and breathed in great lungfuls of the crisp air.




  Pat had seen his two score years and ten. Even though age had added girth to his once slim body, he was immensely powerful. He walked with the stride and purpose of a man half his age.




  Suddenly something hit him hard and swift behind his knees, almost knocking him over. He swung round, always wary of snakes coiling down from the thick purple bougainvillaeas hanging over the

  verandah.




  ‘Sheeba,’ he roared. His red Rhodesian ridgeback bitch lifted her lips in an ingratiating grin and every inch of her lean body wriggled as she spun around him in greeting. ‘All

  right, girl, calm down,’ he soothed, as he fondled her silky ears. ‘I know you’re pleased to see me. You know that I love you. Now, let’s stop this nonsense.’




  Sheeba licked his toes then lay across his feet, happy to be with him.




  Pat stroked his square chin, then rubbed the top of his head, now bald and shiny and fringed with thick hair. He knew that these gestures were becoming a habit, but he found them reassuring.




  He looked to the north as he did every morning, to where a great white cloud of mist, the Mosi-a-Tunya, the smoke that thunders, hung over the land.




  At times he believed that he could hear a dull roar as the full breadth of the mighty Zambezi River plunged through separate falls and cataracts to drop one hundred and eight metres sheer into

  the gorge below. At this time of the year, when the waters were at their peak, the force and fury of the river plunging over the Victoria Falls threw up a spray which could be seen seventy

  kilometres away.




  Pat owned two ranches, Kame and Ganyani, both within an easy hour’s drive of the Falls. He used them as private hunting ranches, making money from wealthy overseas hunters who came for the

  buffalo, the antelope, including the magnificent sable and roan, and the occasional elephant. He also leased the hunting rights to the land between his ranches, thus increasing the safari area he

  could offer clients. He and his son Erin lived on Kame, named after the famous Great Zimbabwe ruins, now a World Heritage site.




  Kame was a beautiful place with outcrops of granite rocks, teak forests and stands of mopane trees. Their butterfly-like leaves and turpentine scent in spring seemed irresistible to elephants.

  The rocky outcrops were dotted with the contorted trunks of giant baobabs. Along the river wild date palms clustered.




  Ganyani, meaning the Wild Dog, was by contrast a dry, desolate-looking ranch. Yet varied with the dry areas were grass plains where the teak and magnificent mukwa trees grew. It had no

  perennial stream but relied on pans and boreholes for water.




  Pat had listed more than four hundred species of birds on this ranch and his son happily watched over the ever-increasing herds of antelope, buffalo and zebra. The resident lions and leopards

  seemed to make little difference to the large numbers of game.




  Both men firmly believed that it was their duty to protect the game and habitat in this area. They felt that the exploding population in Africa was endangering the wild animals and the unspoiled

  bush, things which made Africa special and different from any other continent. It was the cradle of mankind and held its heartbeat. It must not be destroyed.




  Pat hoped that when Erin married he would make Ganyani his home. He would then have the freedom to run his own ranch, yet stay close to his father.




  Pat and Erin loved their land with a passion men usually reserve for women. Pat’s family had marched to the drums of war, fighting in the Matabele uprising, in the late 1800s, as well as

  in the recent fifteen-year-long Bush War.




  Pat had lost two sons in this bloody war which had torn the small nation apart. Erin was his youngest. Now a tall, wiry twenty-five-year-old, he was bronzed by the sun and in some respects

  mature beyond his years. The boy was still trying to accept what he saw as the needless deaths of his twin brothers.




  The country was finally settling down. Former enemies were now friends and the horrors of war were beginning to fade. But his brothers were lost to him for ever.




  Occasionally the Marxist ideology which had brought the ruling party to power would come to the fore again and there would be talk of nationalizing industry and private land. It was a subject

  which made Pat Gifford turn pale with rage and frustration. He would sit on the verandah with a whisky in his hand damning everyone who he considered was ruining this wonderful country.




  Only when the moon lost its light would he stumble off to bed, still shaking his head and muttering about money and power-hungry idiots.




  The Giffords’ roots were deeply entrenched in the rich, red soil of their private game ranches where Erin acted as a hunter-cum-guide. He was fearless, an excellent shot and knew the land

  intimately. Both Giffords had drunk deeply of the waters of the Zambezi and according to the legend of the Shona tribe, they would now never leave the country.




  Pat turned away from the spray hanging over the Falls and shaded his eyes as he caught sight of the wavering line of black specks to the east. He watched them for a few moments

  then turned to accept a mug of coffee from his son who had come to join him.




  The two men stretched themselves out in the old cane chairs which creaked beneath their weight.




  ‘Another day of fence patrol with my Swiss “Elephant Man”,’ said Erin, blowing on his coffee to cool it. He flinched as a few drops flew over the rim and landed on his

  bare leg.




  He was referring to a Swiss hunter who came out every year. When attacked by critics because he shot elephant, the gentleman declared that it was impossible for a breeding population in excess

  of half a million to be endangered. He agreed that the elephants were not in one group but thinly scattered across the African countries. But, with the logic of a banker, he pointed out that the

  countries which carefully culled and managed their herds had an increasing elephant population. Countries which had banned hunting opened the doors to poachers and had depleted their herds to the

  point of extinction.




  He paid his £950 per day for fifteen days and went home happy with his trophy tusks. He had shot on Kame every year for the last decade, thus earning him the nickname Elephant Man.




  Pat had reached the age where he disliked elephant shoots. He felt that, like himself, elephants deserved to live out their lives in peace. But the revenue paid for the trackers, skinners, camp

  staff and upkeep of the Cessna plane which he used to collect clients from Bulawayo or the Falls airport and fly them straight to the ranch. He knew that Zimbabwe had to cull almost six thousand

  elephant each year to protect the habitat. It was a necessary part of the new game management. The money from the sale of meat, ivory and skins could be used to help the Game Department, who were

  always desperately short of funds to train rangers and buy vehicles to combat poachers, who came not only for the ivory, but also for rhino horn.




  But it seemed impossible to separate emotion from the word ‘elephant’ and Pat had no answers to the problem.




  He watched his son flick hot liquid from the sun-bleached hair on his leg. Erin was as fair as his brothers had been dark. He took after his mother, generally acknowledged as the most beautiful

  woman in the area. She had died when Erin was a teenager. The doctor said it was malaria, but Pat knew that she had lost the will to live after the death of her sons and the massacre of her family

  in the remote Vumba Mountains.




  The Bush War had taken its toll of women, as well as the men who fought for their beliefs and ideals.




  Pat adored his remaining son but made him work as hard as any member of his staff. He knew that to exist peacefully in the new country the boy would have to learn to be hard yet just. He would

  not allow sentiment to cloud his judgement as he tried to be both father and mother to the young man. Looking at Erin now, Pat was proud of his son.




  ‘I know it’s boring work to patrol the fence, hoping that some big bull has stepped on it and come on to our land, but keep your client interested in the possibility of lion spoor.

  Jacob tells me he heard one roar down in the southeast near Sina Pan,’ said Pat. ‘Try Kame today. Give Ganyani a rest.’




  Erin nodded, then smiled. He and Jacob had been friends since Erin was a child. Jacob had followed spoor for Pat before Erin was even born.




  ‘I swear that Jacob hears lions in his sleep every night. He’s only happy when we’re tracking lion or buffalo. He says that shooting elephants is like shooting the Matobo

  Rocks, the bald heads. They remind him of his tribal elders.’




  ‘Enough about bald heads, young pup,’ growled Pat. ‘Get that tracker of yours and collect your client, who’ll be up and waiting if I know him.’




  Erin glanced up at the sky, drained his mug and jumped down from the verandah shouting for Jacob and his backup, Jonas.




  ‘Did you hear the drums last night, Dad?’ he asked as he swung into his open-topped Toyota. ‘Wonder what’s up? They kept at it until dawn.’




  ‘We’ll know soon enough,’ replied Pat, wiggling his bare toes on the cool concrete.




  He only wore shoes if he had to go into Harare on business, usually to visit some government minister.




  Erin had tried hunting barefoot like his father but after an hour of pulling out thorns and wincing as stones cut into his insteps he returned to wearing his ‘veldskoen’, shoes made

  from the tanned hide of the kudu with thick flexible soles. He teased his father, saying that there was very little difference between the bracelet made from the deeply cracked sole of an elephant

  pad which Pat wore on his arm and Pat’s own feet.




  As Erin gunned the Toyota, Pat shouted to him, ‘I may be home late. You know how people waffle at these ministerial meetings, especially in Harare.’




  He loved the Matabele, known as N’debele, an offshoot of the Zulu nation. He was still a little distrustful of the Shona who were the dominant people in both government and the Harare

  area.




  Suddenly Erin switched off the engine and all was quiet.




  ‘Be careful, Dad. Don’t tell them what you think of the system. Those drums were not singing last night. They worry me.’




  ‘Don’t fuss. Off you go while you still have a client.’




  Pat watched his son until a cloud of red dust obscured the truck. He then stood up and flung his arms out as if to embrace the whole of Kame and Ganyani.




  I’ll die rather than give up an inch of my land, he pledged silently.




  Before going indoors to dress for the meeting, he looked once again to the east and frowned. The skein of duck was still flying, but there was something wrong with the formation. He shook his

  head, unable to waste time pondering the flying habits of wild duck. He was already late.




  ‘Rudo, see if the phone is working,’ he shouted to the N’debele woman who now looked after the house. ‘Tell Mr Hanley that I’ll be at his place in fifteen minutes.

  No, make it ten.’




  He ran into his room and pulled on the freshly pressed khaki slacks and safari jacket which he considered formal dress. He then eased his feet into a pair of soft beige veldskoen and

  groaned.




  ‘I polished these,’ said Rudo, handing him a pair of leather moccasins.




  ‘No, these things are bad enough,’ he said, lacing the velskoen as loosely as possible.




  ‘Where is your tie?’ Rudo opened the door of the old teak wardrobe and shook out a navy and red striped one.




  ‘I’m going to meet two members of the Department of National Parks, not the Prime Minister, Rudo. It’s only Matamba and Tigera today, not important enough for a tie.’




  Not important, he mocked himself silently. They only head the committee for designating hunting concessions and conservation areas. These men are only my future. If I am to retain hunting rights

  on the land I lease between Kame and Ganyani I have to like and work with these men.




  Kumgirai Matamba, a good name – meaning to beg for – and that’s just what I have to do today. Beg for the land. Land we have loved and nurtured all our lives. Land which gives

  a good living to all my people, employment and food to those who would otherwise be a burden to the already overburdened government. But how do I take off their blinkers and make them see that we

  are essential to the country’s economy?




  ‘But Matamba and Tigera are important men,’ said Rudo. ‘The drums say so, they . . .’ She stopped, unwilling to repeat the message carried on the soft wind of the

  night.




  ‘Say what?’ Pat felt a chill through his shirt. There were so many things in this land which were still dark and dangerous. Though he had said nothing to Erin, he had lain awake the

  night before, fruitlessly trying to read the message the drums had beaten out so monotonously.




  Looking at Rudo’s closed face and downcast eyes, he realized that it would be a waste of time trying to persuade her to reveal what she had read in the drumbeats.




  ‘Make some of your best kudu stew tonight, Rudo,’ he said with a thin smile. ‘Erin is bringing his elephant hunter up to the house for dinner. It is the last day of the hunt

  and they have not found nzou yet. I’ve told them not to hunt on Ganyani today but to try Kame. Perhaps they will be lucky.’




  He thought he saw a flicker of relief cross her face, but decided it was only the play of light through the wooden blinds on the windows.




  ‘They will find one this afternoon, a good one,’ she answered, putting away the only tie he possessed.




  He laid down the ivory-backed hairbrush with which he was smoothing his hair.




  ‘Oh, and is your Jacob a witch doctor too? Can he talk to the spirits and find out where the big bulls eat and sleep? Perhaps Salugazana came to him in a dream, or put her voice into the

  drums last night . . .’




  Rudo smoothed her apron over her broad hips and compressed her lips, a sign that she was upset.




  ‘Mr Pat, it is not good to talk like that. Salugazana was our greatest nganga. You know that even Lobengula went to hear her words of wisdom.’




  Yes, thought Pat, and look what happened to your Matabele king. In the Moffat Treaty he agreed not to sign any contracts without British approval. He then signed a concession for Charles Rudd,

  one of Cecil Rhodes’s agents, giving away exclusive rights to all metals and minerals in his kingdom. Rhodes used this to form the British South African Company under Royal Charter. He

  brought in hardy pioneer stock and eventually took over all of Lobengula’s land.




  On advice of the great Salugazana, Lobengula had decided to fight the new pioneers who came to settle in Rhodesia and regain his land. He failed and died on his retreat northwards.




  ‘If our Swiss hunter has to rely on Jacob’s messages from the ngangas, then this will be the first time he will return to Zurich without a pair of ivory tusks for his trophy

  room,’ he said instead. ‘That means no money from him next year. He will be an unhappy man, Rudo, and an unhappy hunter.’




  Rudo sighed. The ways of these men were strange. She handed him his briefcase. It was old and battered, but polished to a deep glow by her loving hands.




  ‘You are right about the ngangas, Rudo,’ agreed Pat, sorry that he had upset the woman who had done so much to ease Erin’s pain when his mother died. ‘Salugazana

  was a great one and the ngangas are most important.’




  Rudo smiled and her teeth gleamed white and lovely against her chocolate skin.




  ‘Is Jacob treating you well?’ he asked, worried that the tracker would soon find another woman to join him.




  ‘Oh yes, Mr Pat. He is a good man.’




  Pat grinned and wondered how many women in Bulawayo said the same about his good-looking N’debele tracker. Pat knew that Jacob had sired three sons with Rudo. Looking at her gentle face,

  he made up his mind to keep Jacob away from Harare. The ladies there were more sophisticated than those of the quieter Matabeland and he certainly did not want to lose his superb tracker. Jacob had

  stood shoulder to shoulder with him on many a lion and buffalo charge. The man was fearless. He knew that Erin was safe with Jacob.




  Pat looked at the large enamel clock on the dressing table. He had five minutes to be at his friend Fred Hanley’s ranch.




  ‘Fly safely, Mr Pat,’ whispered Rudo as she watched him open the door of his yellow Cessna and wait for his ridgeback bitch to jump into the back seat.




  ‘Down, Sheeba,’ he commanded and shook his head as the dog licked his face in happiness. Her ears drooped and she trampled the seat as she turned in circles until satisfied that she

  had found the most comfortable position. She curled up with a sigh, ready to endure the flight.




  It was only the ridgeback’s devotion to Pat which made her go in the plane. The dog followed him everywhere. His ranch labourers always knew when he was about to appear. They boasted that

  he could never surprise them, as the ‘red devil dog with the yellow eyes of a leopard’ always preceded him, giving away his whereabouts.




  They treated Sheeba with great respect. Those who had come too close to Pat and felt her teeth now kept their distance. She was courageous, one of the few breeds of dog who would not turn from

  the smell of a lion. Pat knew that she would kill anyone who tried to harm him, even if she died in the attempt.




  ‘Good girl,’ he said as he taxied on to the hard dirt strip which served as a runway. Busy with pre-flight checks, he did not notice that the loose V formation of ducks from the east

  was rapidly changing shape.




  He swung the Cessna around, put the wing flaps up, checked that the carburetter gauge read cold, applied the brakes, then opened the throttle to full. The Cessna shuddered as it strained for

  take-off. Yet still Pat did not release the brakes. He needed a maximum performance take-off to clear the mopane trees at the end of the runway. He terrified his friends with this short-field

  take-off, but his wife had loved the tall mopanes and he refused to cut them down.




  Sheeba moaned softly, hating the noise and shaking of the plane.




  ‘All right, girl, here we go,’ Pat said as he finally released the brakes. The plane flew forward as if shot from a catapult and Pat smiled as the tops of the trees bent to the wind

  as the Cessna skimmed them. Hoping to pick up Erin’s truck and give him a low fly-past, he turned south but no cloud of dust marked the Toyota’s progress.




  Perhaps Jacob found the right nganga, he thought, and they are following the dinner-plate pads of an elephant. He could visualize the deep ridges on the soles of the footprints and feel

  the excitement of finding spoor. Unconsciously he crossed his fingers.




  After a few moments he swung on to a south-westerly heading which would take him over the Hwange National Park, fifteen thousand square kilometres of burning Kalahari sands, grassy plains and

  extensive forests – a wonderland, reported to have a greater density of wildlife than any other park in the world. Pat could never resist flying over Hwange to spot buffalo and elephant.




  Fred Hanley’s ranch shared part of the south-western boundary of Hwange. Fred, like Pat, was an old-timer. Zimbabwe was his love and his home and he could envisage living

  nowhere else.




  The Lancaster House talks, masterminded by Margaret Thatcher and chaired by Lord Carrington, had brought into being in 1980 an agreement to end the squabbles for power after the Bush War. The

  agreement had contained a clause which guaranteed the white electorate twenty seats in the House of Assembly and ten in the Senate. Fred Hanley had been one of the members of the Senate.




  Though the clause was intended to be inviolate for ten years, the President was still firmly committed to a one-party state. After seven years the guaranteed white seats in the House of Assembly

  were abolished and two years later the Senate followed the same pattern.




  Disillusioned, Fred’s sons left Zimbabwe for New Zealand taking his beloved grandchildren with them. They had lost all faith in the new country, but Fred Hanley decided that ‘adapt

  or die’ would have to be his new motto.




  Though he and his wife Blanche missed their sons and grandchildren constantly, they now showered all their love on Briar, their eldest daughter, who was unmarried and lived with them.




  Fred was sitting in his open-sided Land Rover at the edge of his airstrip looking up at the sky. Briar was in the driver’s seat beside him wearing khaki shorts, a long-sleeved shirt and

  canvas shoes. Her floppy bush hat was pulled well down on her head and her eyes, blue and trusting like her father’s, were shielded from the glare by dark sunglasses.




  Suddenly Fred leaned over the seat and picked up his briefcase, beautifully crafted from elephant skin, bought at one of the curio stores in Harare.




  ‘He’s here.’ His pale blue eyes were mere slits against the sun but he refused to wear sunglasses, declaring that they ruined his eyesight.




  Briar stared up at the sky, now a bright burnished blur, and saw nothing. Her father’s extraordinary eyesight belied his age. She wished that she had his vision.




  ‘He couldn’t resist flying over Hwange,’ said Fred, looking at his watch.




  ‘You’ll never teach Pat that people, especially government officials, are more important than animals,’ laughed Briar.




  ‘Unfortunately we need the officials to give us the stamped papers to keep the land for the game,’ Fred grunted.




  He climbed down from the Land Rover favouring his weak leg, a reminder of the Bush War. A war he should have left to younger men, as Blanche and Briar kept reminding him.




  The wind picked up his thick mane of white hair and whipped it over his forehead. He quickly smoothed it down with his fingers, knowing that Pat would mock him for sporting a pop star look. Pat

  was secretly envious of Fred’s luxuriant head of hair. Fred in turn was embarrassed by hair which he felt should belong to a woman.




  Sheeba stood up on the back seat panting with excitement as the Cessna bumped down in a cloud of brown dust. Briar and Fred turned their faces away until the plane had come to a stop and Pat

  opened the door.




  Sheeba was the first out. She squatted quickly in the sand. By the time she turned round to smell the urine, it had vanished into the dry ground. She looked puzzled for a moment, then ran to

  greet Briar who usually had a piece of dried sausage in her pocket. She was not disappointed. Sheeba swallowed the last piece in a great gulp as she heard Pat whistle. She ran to the plane, gave

  his hand a quick lick of apology and jumped on to the back seat.




  Fred clapped Pat on the shoulder in greeting and watched as he bent to kiss Briar. There was a time when the two men had hoped that Briar would marry Scott, Pat’s oldest son, born a few

  minutes before his brother. Fred shook his head. That could never happen now and it seemed as if Briar had lost interest in men.




  ‘I see you’re all dressed up for the meeting,’ Fred mocked gently, looking at Pat’s khaki safari suit.




  ‘He has shoes on,’ shouted Briar from the Land Rover.




  Pat grinned. ‘Your suit and tie will have to do for both of us,’ he said. ‘Come on, let’s get this over with. I’ll buy you a drink at Meikles Hotel after this

  indaba.’




  Fred nodded, wishing that they were indeed going to an indaba, a gathering where they would sit in the shade of a tree and talk to the grey-haired elders of the tribe.




  That was the Africa he loved and understood, not this new one, where most men were in their positions for personal gain. The welfare of the people, animals and care of the land came low down on

  their list of priorities.




  Don’t be small-minded, he chided himself mentally. There are some good and well-intentioned men in the government. Remember the odds they have to battle against.




  ‘Dreaming again, Fred,’ said Pat as he dipped one of the plane’s wings in salute to Briar. She sat motionless in the Land Rover with her hands draped over the wheel until the

  plane vanished to the west.




  Every time she saw Pat Gifford a vivid mental image of Scott returned to remind her of what might have been. Unbeknown to their parents, he and Briar had decided to marry when the Bush War was

  over. They loved with all the innocence of youth. Briar felt that it made his death harder to bear. If only they had made love . . .




  Stop it, Briar Hanley, she reprimanded herself. You are over thirty years of age and should not still be hankering after love trysts held at a waterhole, where you watched game come down to

  drink in the moonlight.




  But even as she scolded herself, she saw once again the still pool bleached silver by the moon and the droplets sparkling bright as fireworks as the great elephants tossed the water high into

  the air, letting it cascade down over their dusty backs.




  She closed her eyes and felt Scott’s lips on hers, felt the strength of his body as he held her in his arms. She heard him pleading, ‘I may not come back, Briar. Let’s make our

  memories now.’




  She thumped her hands down on the steering wheel, almost delighting in the pain as it tingled up her arms.




  ‘Fool,’ she said out loud. ‘Stupid, stupid little fool. Your precious virginity was so important to you, now that’s all you have left.’




  Angrily she turned the key in the ignition and listened as the engine coughed and spluttered before taking hold. This was a new Land Rover but it behaved like a secondhand one. Pat and Erin made

  a good living out of hunting on Kame and Ganyani but the Hanleys lived comfortably on money from Fred’s inheritance, some of which he had invested in lucrative business ventures.




  Her father had frequently been offered a good price for Inyati Ranch because of its position to the west of Hwange Park. But the thought of leaving the ranch horrified them. Granted to their

  family by Mizilikazi, Lobengula’s father, in 1859 when the first missionary station was allowed to open, it had been their home for several generations.




  Fred secretly hoped that one day the rest of the family would return with their children and forge a future in the new nation. He dreamed of Inyati Ranch remaining in Hanley hands for many

  generations to come.




  Briar swung the Land Rover on to the track leading back to the thatch-roofed ranch house. There her mother would be waiting for her to help make melon and ginger jam, using up the few melons

  which the baboons had not stolen.




  Briar caught sight of the house nestling amid bright red and white bougainvillaeas and poinsettia trees. On the spur of the moment she swung the Land Rover round in a tight circle and hurtled

  back down the track.




  Blanche watched the dust hanging in the still air and wiped her hands on her apron. She knew that Briar would not be back for hours.




  If only that waterhole would dry up, she thought. Briar makes it a shrine to her memories. It’s worse than having a grave to visit. Scott is still so alive at the waterhole.




  As she approached the pan of water, Briar pulled off the track and parked under a mopane tree.




  The point three-seven-five felt heavy in her hands as she lifted it from the gun rack. She always carried a gun when alone at the pan. Lion often lay in wait for the game as they came down to

  drink and a family of elephants would usually come to play in the cool water which bubbled up from an underground spring.




  She knew that her mother thought these visits to the pan were morbid, but she always drew strength and peace from the place where she had once known love.




  The pan was devoid of life as she settled down with her back against a large teak tree, aware that if she sat absolutely still the animals would filter back to drink. She closed her eyes and let

  the sounds and smells of the bush she loved seep into her.




  She knew that her father had been warned about impending trouble and was worried. He tried to hide it, but she had detected a false note in his laughter lately and in the over-emphasis of his

  assurances as to how secure was their claim to Inyati Ranch.




  Please let everything go well at Dad’s meeting today, she prayed. Let us keep Inyati.




  







  Chapter Two




  ‘JONAS, YOU are jumping around like a monkey with fleas,’ said Jacob to the tracker seated beside him. ‘And your eyes search the skies

  like the mbila. You too are looking straight into the sun, just as the rock rabbit does.’




  Jonas seemed deaf to Jacob’s admonitions and continued to scan the heavens.




  ‘Elephants and lion do not walk in the sky. Their spoor is found in the soil,’ said Jacob. He kept his voice low so that Erin and the Swiss hunter would not hear.




  ‘Before the Big One left Kame,’ said Jonas, referring to Pat, ‘just as the sun was lighting the heavens, I saw many black duck against the sun, only they did not fly like

  duck.’




  Jacob nodded. He too had seen the wavering skein black against the rising sun but had paid them no attention. He was checking that the vehicle had its tool kit, spades to dig them out of sand or

  mud, fresh water in the water bottles, food packed by Rudo, the medicine chest ready and clean, and extra ammunition. He knew that Erin, like his father, expected everything in the Toyota to be in

  perfect order before each hunt. Erin was young but was a hard taskmaster. That was part of what made him a good hunter.




  ‘What of these duck, Jonas?’ Jacob asked in Sindebele, the language of the N’debele people, so that the Swiss hunter could not understand.




  ‘They were flying straight for Kame and suddenly turned and flew back to the fence line. They were a long way from me but I knew them. You know them too, Jacob. We both saw many during the

  war.’




  ‘Helicopters, Alouette 3s,’ breathed Jacob. ‘But why here?’




  ‘I think these are the birds of death of which the drums spoke last night,’ whispered Jonas. He glanced at Erin, well aware that the young man was fluent in Sindebele and Shona. But

  Erin was concentrating on keeping his client content.




  Fortunately the Swiss banker enjoyed spotting birds so Erin was pointing out bateleur eagles, red-headed weavers and three-streaked tchagras, while trying to study the soft sand for elephant

  spoor.




  Jacob and Jonas had both fought in the Bush War, though on different sides, and they were well acquainted with helicopters. Jonas had fought in ZIPRA, the military wing of ZANU – the

  Zimbabwe African National Union – whereas Jacob had fought with Erin’s two brothers, believing that the rural population was better cared for under an experienced white government.




  ‘Yes, the drums,’ said Jacob soberly. His loyalty lay with the Giffords, but in Africa certain things were secret and the answers open only to the black man who did not share with

  others the language of the drums.




  The drums were theirs. Carved from a single tree trunk with animal hide stretched tightly across the top, the drums were part of Africa. They were beaten only by men.




  Erin caught the word drums and strained to hear what Jacob and Jonas were saying. He knew that they would lapse into silence if they thought he was listening, so he hung his head over the side

  of the Toyota pretending to study the ground intently.




  He had learned that in Africa silence gains more answers than questions. He hoped that his Swiss client would look for birds quietly, allowing him to concentrate on the whispered conversation in

  the back of the Toyota.




  Erin still shivered or thrilled to the insistent beat of drums shattering the velvet stillness of the night. He was in awe of the uncanny sense of rhythm and the power of the synchronized sounds

  which seemed to shake the land and make the stars tremble.




  ‘The drums could not have meant death on our lands,’ whispered Jacob.




  ‘Then why were the birds of death flying to Ganyani today? For that was the direction of their flight,’ argued Jonas. He was rather proud of himself; for once he knew something Jacob

  had not noticed. ‘Perhaps the Big One too read the message last night and that is why he told us to hunt on Kame today,’ he continued, his voice rising a little, as the enormity of what

  he was saying registered.




  ‘Quiet,’ commanded Jacob, glancing at Erin. ‘You know that the Big One would have been there to greet them with his gun if he thought they were going to Ganyani. He would never

  allow birds of death on his land.’




  ‘But what do they seek on Ganyani?’ asked Jonas, scratching his neck, in perplexity. ‘There is nothing of value on that land.’




  Jacob shook his head. His sharp eyes looked ahead and through the heat haze he saw a trampled cable. He leaned forward and tapped Erin on the shoulder. ‘Nzou,’ he said.




  The Swiss banker sat up straight and alert, as if splashed with cold water. Nzou was the one word he knew in Sindebele.




  The joy of finding signs of elephant at last was lost on Erin. His mind kept repeating the conversation he had overheard. It frightened him. He knew that private ranch owners were always at risk

  of losing their land as the government desperately sought to placate the landless and to fulfil their election promises.




  But he could not believe that they would fly in a military detachment and take it by force.




  They would never do that, he comforted himself silently as the Toyota rolled closer to where the fence looked as if a steamroller had run over it.




  Strange to find so much of the cable down, he thought. A cow must have flattened it to let her young calf cross. Then his thoughts returned to the conversation he had overheard.




  Dad is in Harare now talking to Matamba. Tigera was here recently having dinner with us. They could not take our land, he told himself. Erin forced himself to concentrate on the hunt, but the

  look of greed in Tigera’s dark eyes when he saw the herds of antelope on Ganyani danced in front of Erin even as he turned to banter with his trackers.




  ‘Your eyes are still good even though you are now an old man with a wife and three sons,’ he teased Jacob. Jonas crowed with delight. He was always subservient to Jacob and enjoyed

  it when Jacob was discomfited.




  ‘And tell me, old Jacob,’ continued Erin, ‘how did you not see that those duck were Alouette 3s, our old helicopters from the War days?’




  Jonas’s laughter died and he stared at Jacob aghast.




  ‘My eyes were on the ground, Erin. I am a tracker not a watcher of birds like Jonas,’ Jacob answered quietly.




  ‘Not a tracker. The best,’ smiled Erin. ‘But tell me, where do you think they are going and why?’




  ‘A lion is a lion is a lion,’ answered Jacob.




  ‘True, there is no way one can foretell or explain why lions act the way they do.’




  The Swiss banker had sat patiently while Erin spoke to Jacob and Jonas. He presumed that they were discussing the elephants. Now he started agitating, eager for action.




  ‘Do we have spoor to follow?’ he asked.




  ‘Oh yes,’ answered Jacob as he jumped down lightly from the spotting seat, set high on the back of the Toyota.




  ‘A good one,’ continued Erin as he saw the size of the spoor deeply embedded in the soft sand. For the next few minutes the helicopters were forgotten as guns and ammunition were

  checked. Water bottles were handed out and the small first-aid box was tucked into a rucksack and strapped on to Jonas’s back.




  Just before leaving the truck Erin took a wide crepe bandage from the cubby-hole and put it into his back pocket.




  Jacob watched and grinned. How could a bandage cure a snakebite? Everyone knew that if a puff-adder bit you, you would either die of the pain and poison or you would lose that part of your body.

  It turned black and rotted away. Even children knew that.




  Erin parked the Toyota in the shade of a mopane tree and made sure that there was nothing lying out of the tin trunks which the monkeys or baboons could steal. He then moved into place in the

  single file behind Jacob. Jacob carried the client’s gun, a precaution he always took to avoid being shot in the foot or back by an over-excited hunter. The Swiss banker was behind Erin.

  Jonas brought up the rear.




  They moved silently in the bush, both the hunters and the hunted. As they walked the heat intensified and sweat plastered their shirts to their bodies. The heavy silence found only in the deep

  African bush seemed to suffocate them. Their breathing was quick and shallow.




  Suddenly the sickening sound of rapid machine-gun fire broke the stillness. It was faint but unmistakable to those who had fought in the Bush War.




  Someone was shooting twin MAG machine-guns. The 7.62 calibre gun was standard equipment on all operational helicopters.




  They are on Ganyani, Erin thought silently. As quickly as the thought entered his mind he threw it out. It was too dreadful to contemplate.




  ‘The drums,’ Erin whispered urgently to Jonas. ‘What did the drums say last night?’




  Jonas turned to Jacob for help, but Jacob was studying the ground, drawing circles in the sand with the toe of his shoe. Realizing that he was trapped and terrified in case the helicopters came

  to Kame on their return, Jonas whispered in reply: ‘They spoke only of birds of death which would fly today. None were to say that they knew of them. All were promised land soon.’ He

  swallowed and looked again at Jacob, but Jacob had turned back to the spoor. He was a man of Africa. He had seen nothing, neither had he heard anything.




  Erin squeezed Jonas’s arm and then said loudly, ‘I understand, Jonas. The drums talk only of men’s secrets and it is not right of me to question you.’




  Jonas smiled at him in gratitude.




  ‘What were those shots?’ asked the Swiss hunter as they stopped.




  ‘Only some other hunters on a neighbour’s ranch,’ answered Erin, swallowing down the bile of fear which rose and flooded his throat.




  ‘It sounds as if they are having a war not a hunt,’ grinned the banker.




  Erin merely nodded. Whatever was happening on Ganyani – if it was Ganyani, as sounds were deceptive in the bush – was happening on a very large scale. It sounded like a fire-fight

  during the Bush War.




  The chatter of choppers and automatic fire dogged their footsteps. By late afternoon even the little banker was looking apprehensive.




  ‘Are you sure they’re not fighting?’ he asked Erin. Hunting elephants was dangerous but enjoyable. He certainly had not paid £950 a day to land in the middle of a

  war.




  ‘No, no, I assure you it’s nothing to worry about. Occasionally our neighbours hire helicopters to count and cull game. That is probably what is happening now. The only danger we are

  in here is that when you see your big bull you won’t be ready for him, as your mind is on someone else’s gunfire. Now let’s hunt.’




  Satisfied, the banker turned his attention back to the spoor.




  The great African sun was setting in the west. It shone a rich red through the thick clouds of dust thrown up by the convoy of lorries grinding their way through the sand on

  Ganyani.




  ‘Ah,’ sighed the Swiss hunter as he looked up at the teak and mopane trees etched starkly black against the setting sun. ‘This Africa is so very beautiful. Beautiful and

  peaceful.’




  He was a happy man. The gunfire had ceased in the late afternoon. He had two ivory tusks lying in the back of the Land Rover. They were sixty and seventy pounds, a respectable weight. The days

  when hunters regularly took hundred-pound tusks were in the past.




  The bull elephant had been tracked so skilfully that it ambled along at an easy four miles an hour, rather than breaking in alarm into its shuffling stride of some ten miles an hour which none

  but the very fit could follow for long. This had been a good and easy hunt.




  Jacob and Jonas hung on to the roll bar in front of their high bench, as the Toyota jolted and swayed over the rutted track. Erin was desperate to reach home and contact his father, hoping he

  would know what had taken place on Ganyani that day.




  







  Chapter Three




  THE ROOM was stuffy and Fred surreptitiously loosened his tie. He drained the glass of water standing on the polished table beside him in the conference

  room. He once again admired the furniture made from the hard wood of the mukwa tree. Kiaat the wood was now called, he reminded himself. It was becoming scarce as the local people

  felled the large trees and burned them to produce charcoal which they could sell.




  Fred saw Pat glance at his watch. They had been sitting here since midday and it was now late afternoon.




  Time had passed fairly rapidly as the two men waited. When people heard that Fred Hanley was in the building, the room quickly filled with those who had known him when he served in the Senate.

  He was both liked and respected.




  He and Pat took the opportunity to question the staff about their feelings towards the new government. Most of them, mindful of their jobs, had little to say. But a few were more forthcoming and

  they bemoaned the passing of the UDI era, under the ex-Royal Air Force pilot Ian Douglas Smith.




  ‘Smithy wasn’t too bad, though we wanted him dead at the time,’ said one of the secretaries. ‘At least money did not have to change hands before papers were signed. Now,

  unless they see your money, their pens remain deep in their pockets.’




  Fred and Pat laughed and chatted with the staff about earlier days, until, in the same uncanny manner of elephant sensing danger and vanishing soundlessly into the bush, the room emptied of

  people.




  The imposing double doors swung open. Preceded by two secretaries and what Pat later described as three heavies, Tsvakai Tigera and Kumgirai Matamba appeared. They took their places at the

  table, citing important government business as the reason for their late arrival.




  Pat and Fred had the highest regard for the Department of National Parks and Wildlife Management. The parks were well managed and their conservation techniques advanced, but Pat was wary of

  Tigera and Matamba. The granting of hunting concessions and the designation of conservation areas gave them great power, as companies were willing to pay well for these concessions.




  ‘Ah my friend,’ said Matamba, clasping both Fred’s hands in his own large, fleshy ones. ‘It is good to see you again.’




  Fred looked up at the jovial man and mentally calculated his weight. Matamba’s coat strained at the buttons and his thighs rubbed together as he walked.




  ‘I see you are still well,’ Fred answered with a smile.




  ‘Yes, and as you also see I am no thinner.’ Matamba roared with laughter at his own joke. The tears rolled down his cheeks and his jowls quivered. He held out his hand and one of the

  secretaries placed a large white handkerchief into his palm. As he mopped his eyes he stopped laughing and studied Pat.




  Tigera greeted Fred and deliberately ignored Pat, who was waiting to shake hands with the two men.




  Matamba looked at Tigera who motioned imperiously to a chair beside him. Matamba shook his head and held out his hand to Pat. He then joined Tigera at the table. Tigera continued to ignore Pat

  and began to shuffle his papers.




  Fred, infuriated by the slight to his friend, pushed back his chair from the table. The sudden noise made both Matamba and Tigera look up.




  ‘You, Mr Tigera, of course know Mr Pat Gifford,’ he said icily. His voice matched his eyes, both hard and cold as steel.




  ‘But of course,’ said Tigera, leaning across the table. ‘Mr Gifford kindly invited me to his beautiful ranches a few months ago.’ He held out his hand to Pat. Pat

  hesitated a moment before taking it. He was certain that there was a reason for Tigera’s rudeness, but was at a loss to know what to do about it.




  ‘You are such a busy man that I thought you must have forgotten the occasion,’ answered Pat graciously, though he would have liked to pull the gold-rimmed glasses from Tigera’s

  face and punch him.




  ‘No, no, Mr Gifford. I could not forget Ganyani. All that land and all that game.’ He paused and lit a cigar. ‘And only the occasional hunter to enjoy it.’




  Pat felt winded as if someone had kicked him in the stomach.




  ‘But well managed, and because of the hunting and culling the families in the area all have employment,’ broke in Fred. ‘That is one thing we must remember, Mr Tigera. Hunting

  is an important part of conservation in Zimbabwe. We also have some of Africa’s last great wilderness areas here. They must be preserved by men with Mr Gifford’s dedication and love for

  the people and the country.’




  ‘Our animals and the wildness of our country draw in the tourists. With the tourists comes our much needed foreign exchange,’ added Pat quietly and persuasively.




  ‘Yes, yes,’ Tigera agreed irritably. ‘We also need land for our people.’




  Matamba said something to him in a low voice and Tigera’s whole demeanour changed.




  ‘We can talk of business later. First let us be sociable and have tea. You see, I too have picked up colonial habits.’ He chuckled and clapped his hands. ‘Tea for

  four.’




  Both secretaries left the room hurriedly.




  ‘You were talking of Ganyani, Mr Gifford’s ranch,’ said Matamba.




  ‘One of Mr Gifford’s ranches,’ interjected Tigera.




  ‘I have not had the pleasure of seeing it,’ said Matamba.




  He waited for the expected invitation but Pat was regretting ever having invited Tigera to visit Kame and Ganyani. At the time it had seemed a good idea to make friends with those in power. Now

  he realized that it had only excited envy and a desire to possess the land.




  ‘Has your department decided whether to grant new hunting concessions in the Chizarira area, or are you going to extend the Chizarira National Park down to Chete safari area?’ asked

  Fred, changing the subject. Tigera looked stunned; only one or two people knew of a proposed change in these areas. ‘I hear that there is an American billionaire,’ Fred continued,

  ‘who wants to spend millions on conservation in Africa. Apparently his greatgrandfather used to hunt here and he now wants to do something for our country.’




  ‘The drums must have been talking again,’ said Matamba softly to Tigera. ‘None should know of the man or his offer.’




  ‘South Africa does,’ said Tigera. ‘They wish him to spend his money to make a migratory elephant corridor from N’dumu up to the north of Mozambique.’ He tapped his

  pencil on the table at the thought of all the money going to South Africa and Mozambique. ‘The South Africans have been talking to this man, but I feel the money will rest safely in

  Zimbabwe.’




  Tigera smiled at the thought of all the favours he could demand with the promise of some of the money. It would mean more trips to Europe to consult with management experts. Over the years he

  had acquired a taste for the ladies of the night who patrolled the Rue St Denis in Paris.




  The men spent the next hour sipping tea, crumbling dry biscuits and discussing the possibility of extending the Chizarira National Park, set high on the Zambezi Plateau with magnificent

  mountains and deep ravines, down to the lowlands of Kariba.




  Fred suggested that they could consider including the land between Chete and Matusadona National Park as well. Pat lost interest in the conversation. He had a feeling that Tigera was merely

  filling in time. In Pat’s experience government officials did not discuss future plans for land usage with owners of private ranches. They usually treated them with suspicion and dislike.

  Tigera was waiting for something.




  Pat studied Tigera carefully as he and Matamba listened to Fred, and observed his excitement at the thought of having almost another million acres of pristine bush shared by only two companies.

  One company would be granted a concession for hunting and the second company one for walking and photographic safaris.




  Tigera was a lean dyspeptic looking man who walked with a slight stoop. His eyesight was poor and the glasses he wore gave him the air of an interrogator. No one knew how he had obtained the

  enormous power he wielded, but it was rumoured that he had arranged for the timely disappearance of people disliked by certain ministers shortly after the Lancaster House Agreement.




  Pat thought that Tigera might be suffering from either tuberculosis or Aids, both of which were rife in the country.




  As Fred and Matamba studied the large scale aerial map of the area in question, Tigera kept fiddling with papers on the table. His slender fingers slid paper clips in and out of pages as he

  pretended to read them. Every now and then he said a few words to Fred or Matamba but he was obviously distracted.




  He kept looking at the large black and white clock on the wall above Pat’s head. Pat resisted the impulse to turn around and check the time. Instead he scratched his arm and kept an eye on

  his own wristwatch.




  They were waiting. But why?




  Pat stared out of the window at the jacaranda trees. In spring they were clouded in blue and mauve bell-shaped flowers, which drifted down in the heat, soft as silk scarves, to lie at the grey

  base of the trees.




  The loud beep of the phone beside Tigera shook Pat from his reverie.




  Tigera snatched up the phone and held it to his ear. As he listened, his eyes hooded and a small smile stretched his lips.




  ‘Good. Make certain none remain.’ He stopped talking and glanced at Matamba who was leaning towards him and listening to the conversation.




  ‘Yes, even the young. Do you understand nothing, you donkey? I said everything. Everything!’ he shouted. ‘Of course it gets dark when the sun goes down. Mount searchlights and

  continue.’




  Pat and Fred stared at him. Neither was fluent in Shona but they understood a little. Tigera lowered his voice and smiled, but the anger did not leave his eyes. He nodded at Matamba.




  ‘It is done. Within three days the lorries will have left. The people will eat.’ He did not add, ‘And our bank accounts will be fat.’ That was unnecessary, it was

  understood. It was the way of Africa.




  Matamba leaned across to him and whispered in Shona. ‘Are you going to tell them now or let him see for himself?’




  Tigera licked his lips. The moment he had waited for since he saw Ganyani had arrived.




  ‘Only a small warning, enough to keep them away for three days until the trucks have left,’ he answered.




  ‘Make it good,’ cautioned Matamba. ‘This Gifford is no fool. I hear his son is a man among men. I have no wish to feel a bullet in my back one night.’




  Tigera smiled. ‘I have met the son. You need have no fear. The bullet would not be in your back at night, but in your front by day.’




  He patted Matamba on the shoulder and walked across to one of the windows. Tigera let the silence grow as he stood with his back to the room looking down at the tree-lined street.




  When he turned to face Pat and Fred, the smile had vanished. His face was composed and grave.




  ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, ‘I have news which it is my sad duty to impart to you.’




  Fred looked at Pat. Both men sat up straighter in the high-backed chairs.




  ‘A few weeks ago we were advised that a strong and well-armed band of poachers had entered Zimbabwe and were operating somewhere in the Hwange Park area.’




  He clicked his fingers and one of the secretaries hurried to refill his teacup. Tigera sipped the tea, enjoying the tension he had created.




  ‘I of course approached our air force commander and asked for an anti-poaching unit. The military are always ready to assist us. When they heard our estimate of the numbers of poachers we

  were given choppers, LMGs and AK-47s. You gentlemen will understand that the utmost force must be used to combat and eradicate poaching.’




  Tigera paused again and stared at Pat. The light played across the thick glass in his spectacles, veiling his eyes. His voice was thin and high.




  ‘We will follow and wipe out poachers, no matter where we find them. State or private land.’ Slowly the import of what Tigera was saying hit Pat, but he refused to believe it.




  ‘Mr Gifford,’ he said, ‘I have to tell you that neither you nor any member of your staff or family may enter Ganyani until you receive permission. At the moment an

  anti-poaching campaign is being carried out on the ranch. It would be extremely dangerous to enter the area. The anti-poaching unit have orders to shoot anyone on sight.’




  He paused and sipped his tea delicately.




  ‘You have only one son. Is it worth losing him too?’ He allowed himself a small smile as he saw anger tighten Pat’s face and outline his lips in white. Pat’s knuckles

  stretched the skin as they clenched the arms of his chair. Fred was sure that if kiaat was not such hard wood the arms would have broken.




  ‘Don’t,’ he warned in a whisper. ‘They hold the whip.’




  For the moment, but only for the moment, vowed Pat. ‘My animals?’ he spat out, the words venomous as snake’s poison. ‘What’s happening to my animals in this rodeo

  round-up of supposed poachers?’




  Fred shook his head in mute warning. Aggression was not the answer in this situation.




  ‘Animals, Mr Gifford?’ sneered Tigera, affecting surprise. ‘Our main concern is poachers. But animals do tend to panic with noise. I’m afraid that the gunners cannot be

  held responsible for any bullets which stray from a bucking chopper.’




  He turned back to the window. Matamba kept his head down pretending to study the map. He did not want to see the look of disgust on Fred’s face.




  ‘When do you expect the operation to be over?’ asked Fred, mouthing the words as if they were as bitter as aloe juice.




  ‘Three days,’ said Matamba quickly.




  ‘It has to be four,’ corrected Tigera in Shona. ‘There must be no traces of meat being dried when they go back. It has to look like a genuine anti-poaching campaign. No one

  will know where the animals are. It will seem that they have fled in terror, probably into Hwange which is National Parks property.’




  Matamba watched in silence as Tigera lit a cigar, threw back his head and blew smoke rings which rose round and perfect, until the slow-moving air from the punka fan shredded them and they

  vanished.




  Those who sleep with a snake often die of its poison, he told himself silently. Tigera was clever, but too hungry for money and power. He would do well to distance himself from Tsvakai Tigera

  before he himself was ensnared and unable to move away.




  The disdain and horror mirrored in Fred Hanley’s face had affected him more than he wanted to admit. He had always enjoyed a good relationship with Fred and realized that in Fred’s

  eyes he was now as tainted as Tigera. But money is a powerful aphrodisiac and he, like most men, had fallen prey to its promises.




  This will be my last venture with Tigera, Matamba promised himself.




  ‘Four days at least,’ said Tigera in English. Matamba remained silent. He tried to smile at Fred as if to apologize but Fred refused to look at him.




  Pat pushed back his chair and glared at the two men.




  ‘Remember that just as the hyena cannot escape its own stench, so evil always follows those who do evil.’




  He was rewarded with flickers of fear in their eyes. Pat had lived in Africa long enough to know that superstition still lurked beneath the veneer of sophistication and that drums still spoke

  louder than reason.




  ‘Let’s go,’ he said to Fred.




  The two men heard the secretaries twittering around Tigera and Matamba as the doors slammed behind them.




  Tigera stubbed out his cigar in the large copper ashtray. He continued to grind it until the tobacco escaped from the tight casing and spilled over onto the table.




  The slamming of the large doors and the look of contempt on Fred’s face sat sour and heavy in his stomach.




  He had no compunction for the slaughter he had ordered on Ganyani. In Africa the spoils always went to the strong. He intended to take all he could, before there was a change of government, a

  rebellion or a coup, all commonplace occurrences nowadays.




  ‘They have enjoyed the beauty of the land long enough. Now it is our turn,’ said Tigera. Matamba was silent. He merely shuffled the papers into neat piles on the table.




  ‘Next Kame,’ gloated Tigera, taking Matamba’s silence for acquiescence.




  No, no, Matamba wanted to shout. You have Ganyani, leave him Kame. But he remained quiet, merely mopping his face and stuffing the damp handkerchief back into his pocket.




  It is a wise man who listens before he answers, he cautioned himself.




  ‘Next week I’ll let Gifford know that we have regrettably found tracks of poachers on Kame and they’ll have to leave for their own safety.’ Tigera paced up and down the

  long room as he spoke.




  ‘Pat Gifford will never give up Kame.’ Matamba broke his silence. Sitting hunched over the papers he looked like one of the great chiefs of the Zulu nation.




  Good living had poured fat over his once tall and imposing body, but he still had an almost regal presence.




  Tigera removed his glasses and peered at Matamba as if he were a strange insect.




  N’debele dog, he thought. You have the pale belly of the jackal. You, like the jackal, are happy with scraps after the Shona lion has fed.




  ‘All men have a weakness,’ he replied coldly. ‘Find the weakness and you have the man.’ He let the silence grow and fill the conference room.




  ‘You mean Erin,’ said Matamba. ‘His son.’




  Tigera smiled. ‘I see we are still brothers in thought. Gifford will never risk the life of his last-born. He has no wife. He will have no ranches. No, my good friend, we have Gifford. By

  winter we will have Kame and Ganyani.’ Matamba shook his head.




  ‘Don’t worry, it will all be legal. We will make him an offer for the useless land. He will accept. There will be none to point a finger in our direction.’




  Tigera chuckled, a mirthless sound and it chilled Matamba.




  Matamba’s sister had a son who was a skinner and lived on Kame. The boy always came home with stories of Pat and Erin. Calling them the ‘White N’debele’, he had said,

  ‘They understand and respect our language and our customs. They are good men and look after us well. The young one, Erin, has the heart of a lion. His father is like an old nyati. If

  left in peace he will stay alone and quiet like the old mud bull, but if angry there is none more dangerous or cunning.’




  The boy’s description of Pat Gifford slipped into the memory banks of Matamba’s mind as he listened to Tigera.




  ‘What will happen to Gifford?’ he asked. ‘You know that his friend Hanley still has many contacts. They are powerful and listen when he speaks. Believe me, he will speak to

  them in private with a tongue of honey.’




  Tigera stopped pacing, sat down at the table, selected a new cigar from the wooden box and carefully clipped and lit it. He inhaled deeply before answering.




  ‘The billionaire who wishes to invest money in conservation?’




  Matamba nodded, a little bemused at the change of tack.
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