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War Cry

TWO MONTHS HAD PASSED since war had been declared and the autumn sun that shone down from the clear blue skies over Bavaria was so glorious that it seemed to cry out for beer to be drunk and songs to be sung in hearty, joyful voices. But the Oktoberfest had been cancelled and the Double Phaeton limousine proceeding up the short drive of the villa in Grünwald, just outside Munich, bore tidings that were anything but joyous.

The car pulled to a halt. Its chauffeur opened the passenger door to allow a distinguished gentleman in his late sixties to disembark and a uniformed butler admitted him into the house. A moment later, Athala, Countess of Meerburg, looked up as the family lawyer Viktor Solomons was shown into the drawing room. His hair and beard might now be silver and his stride was less vigorous than it had once been, but the impeccable tailoring of his suit, the gleaming white of his perfectly starched collar and the flawless shine of his shoes reflected a mind that was still as precise, as sharp and as insightful as ever.

Solomons stopped in front of Athala’s chair, gave a respectful little nod of the head and said, “Good morning, Countess.”

His mood seemed subdued, but that was only to be expected, Athala reminded herself. Solomons’s beloved son Isidore was away at the front. No parent could ever be light-hearted knowing that their child’s very survival now lay at the mercy of the gods of war.

“Good morning, Viktor, what an unexpected pleasure to see to you. Do please sit down.” Athala extended a dainty hand toward the chair opposite her. Then she turned her attention toward the butler who had show the guest in and was now awaiting further instruction. “Some coffee, please Braun, for Herr Rechtsanwalt Solomons. Would you like some cake, Viktor? A little strudel, perhaps?”

“No thank you, Countess.”

There was a somber tone to Solomons’s voice, Athala realized, and he seemed uncharacteristically reluctant to look her in the eye. He has bad news, she thought. Is it the boys? Has something happened to one of them?

She told herself to remain calm. It would not do to betray one’s fears, especially not while a servant was still in the room. “That will be all, Braun,” she said.

The butler departed. Athala felt a sudden desire to postpone the bad tidings for just a few seconds. “Tell me, how is Isidore getting on? I hope he’s safe and well.”

“Oh yes, very well thank you, Countess,” Viktor replied, with a distracted air, as though his mind was not fully engaged. But he took such pride in his beloved son that he could not resist adding, “You know, Isidore’s division is commanded by Crown Prince Wilhelm himself. Imagine that! We received a letter from him just last week to say that he has already seen his first action. Apparently, his major declared that he conducted himself admirably under fire.”

“I’m sure he did. Isidore is a fine young man. Now . . . what is it, Viktor, why are you here?”

Solomons hesitated a second to gather his thoughts and then sighed, “I fear there is no other way of saying this, Countess. The War Office in Berlin informed me today that your husband, Graf Otto von Meerbach, is dead. General von Falkenhayn felt that it was better that you should hear the news from someone you knew, than simply receive a telegram message, or a visit from an unknown officer.”

Athala slumped back against her chair, eyes closed, unable to say a word.

“I know this must be very distressing,” Solomons went on, but distress was actually the last thing on her mind. Her overwhelming feeling was one of relief. Nothing had happened to her sons. And finally, after all these years, she was free. There was nothing that her husband could do to hurt her any more.

Athala controlled herself. She had been trained from her earliest girlhood to compose her fine, porcelain features into an image of calm, aristocratic elegance, no matter what the circumstances. It was now second nature to hide her true feelings behind that mask, just as the waters of a pond cover the constantly paddling feet that enable a swan to glide with such apparent ease across its glittering surface.

“How did he die?” she asked.

“In an air crash. I have been informed that His Excellency was engaged in a mission of the greatest importance to the German Empire. Its details are classified, but I am authorized to inform you that the crash occurred over British East Africa. The Count was flying aboard his magnificent new airship the Assegai. This was her maiden voyage.”

“Did the British shoot him down, then?”

“I do not know. Our ambassador in Bern was informed by his British counterpart merely that the Count had died. This was a gesture of courtesy, in honor of your late husband’s eminence. I gather, however, that the British do not have any Royal Flying Corps units in Africa, so we must assume that this was an accident of some kind. The gas used to elevate these “dirigibles” can, apparently, be very unstable.”

Athala looked Solomons straight in the eye and very calmly said, “Was she on board the Assegai at the time?”

The lawyer did not need to be told who “she’ was. Nor, for that matter, would anyone remotely acquainted with German high society. Count von Meerbach had long been a notorious philanderer, but in recent years he had become obsessed with one particular mistress, a ravishing beauty, with lustrous sable hair and violet-blue eyes called Eva von Wellberg. The Count had begged Athala to divorce him, so that he could make the Wellberg woman his wife, but she had refused. Her Catholic faith would not allow her to end her marriage. And so they had come to an arrangement. Countess Athala lived, with their two young sons, in her perfectly proportioned classical villa in the chic little town to the southwest of Munich where the smartest elements of Bavarian society could be found. Meanwhile, Count Otto had retained his family castle on the shores of the Bodensee. And there he kept his mistress, or as Athala thought of her, his whore, and saw his sons on the rare occasions he was able, or remotely willing to spare the time to attend to them.

“The Assegai was housed within the grounds of the Meerbach Motor Works,” Solomons said, referring to the gigantic industrial complex on which the family fortune was based. “I am told by senior company officials who were present at the airship’s departure that a woman was seen going aboard her. I was also informed by the War Office that the Assegai went down with all hands. No one survived.”

Athala allowed a slight, bitter smile to cross her face. “I will not even pretend to be sorry that she is dead.”

“Nor can I pretend to criticize you for that. I am well aware how much you have suffered on her account.”

“Dear Viktor, you are always so kind, and so fair. You are . . .” She paused to correct herself, “You were my husband’s lawyer, yet you have never done anything to hurt me.”

“I am the family’s lawyer, Countess,” Solomons gently corrected her. “And as long as you were, and remain part of the von Meerbach family, then I will always consider you my client. Now, may I ask, are you ready to discuss any of the consequences of your husband’s tragic demise?”

“Yes, yes I am,” said Athala and then, for reasons she could not quite explain, she suddenly felt the loss to which she had been numb up to that point. For all that she had suffered, she had always prayed that one day her husband might see the error of his ways and devote himself to his family. Now all hope of that had gone. She began to cry and started rummaging through the bag at her feet, trying to find a handkerchief.

“May I?” asked Solomons, reaching into his pocket.

She waved him away, shaking her head, not trusting herself to speak. Finally she found what she was looking for, pressed the handkerchief to her eyes, dabbed her nose, took a deep breath and said, “Please forgive me.”

“My dear Countess, you have just lost your husband. Whatever difficulties you may have faced, he was still the man you married, the father of your children.”

She nodded and ruefully said, “It seems that I do not have a heart of stone after all.”

“I, for one, never supposed that you did. Not for a single moment.”

She gave him a nod of thanks and then said, “Please continue . . . I believe you were going to describe the consequences of . . .” She could not bring herself to use the word “death” and so just said, “Of what has occurred.”

“Quite so. There cannot be a funeral, sadly, for if the body has been recovered, the British will by now have buried it.”

“My husband died serving his country overseas,” Athala said, straightening her back and resuming her air of poised composure. “That is to be expected.”

“Indeed. But I think it would be entirely appropriate, indeed expected to have a service of remembrance, perhaps at the Frauenkirche in Munich, or you may feel that either the family chapel at Schloss Meerbach, or even a service at the Motor Works would be more appropriate.”

“The Frauenkirche,” said Athala, without a moment’s hesitation. “I don’t think a factory is a suitable location at which to commemorate a Count of the German Empire and the chapel at the schloss is too small to accommodate the numbers of people who will wish to attend. Could someone from your firm liaise with the Archbishop’s office, to secure a suitable date and assist with the administration of the event?”

“Of course, Countess, that would be no trouble. Might I suggest the Bayerischer Hof for the reception after the service? If you give the hotel manager your general requirements, the hotel staff will know exactly how best to provide exactly what you need.”

“I’m afraid I can’t even begin to think about that just now.” Athala closed her eyes, trying to put the jumble of thoughts and emotions in her head in order and then asked, “What will become of my sons and I?”

“Well, the extent and variety of the Count’s possessions mean that his will is unusually complex. But the essential facts are that the family estate here in Bavaria, and a majority share in the Motor Works all go to your eldest son, Konrad, along with the title of Graf von Meerbach. Your younger son, Gerhard, will have a smaller shareholding in the company. The various properties and the income they generate will be held in trust for each son until he is twenty-five. Prior to that point, they will each receive a generous allowance, plus the cost of their education, of course. Any additional expenditure will have to be approved by their trustees.”

“And who will they be?”

“In the first instance, you and I, Countess.”

“My God, fancy Otto allowing me such power.”

“He was a traditionalist. He felt that a mother should take charge of her children’s upbringing. But you will note that I said “in the first instance”. Once Konrad is twenty-five, and takes control of the family’s affairs, he will also assume the role of trustee to his brother, who will then be eighteen years old.”

“So for seven years, Gerhard will have to go cap in hand to Konrad if he ever needs anything?”

“Yes.”

Athala frowned. “It worries me that one brother should have so much power over the other.”

“His Excellency believed very strongly that a family, like a nation, required the strong leadership of a single man.”

“Didn’t he just . . . I take it that I am provided for.”

“Oh yes, you need not worry on that score. You will retain your own family money, added to which you will keep all the property, jewellery, artworks and so on that you received during your marriage and receive a very generous annual allowance for the rest of your life. You will also have a place on the board.”

“I don’t care about the damn board,” Athala said. “It’s my boys that I worry about. Where are we meant to live?”

“It is entirely up to you, whether you wish to reside here in Grünwald, or at Schloss Meerbach, or both. His Excellency has set aside monies that are to be spent on the maintenance of the castle and its estate, and on employing all the staff required to maintain the standards he himself demanded. You will be the mistress of Schloss Meerbach once again, if you choose to be so.”

“Until Konrad’s twenty-fifth birthday . . .”

“Yes, he will be the master then.”

* * *

When Solomons had gone, Athala went upstairs to the playroom where Gerhard was playing. She looked on him as a gift from God, an unexpected blessing whose birth had brought a rare moment of joy to a marriage long past rescuing. Gerhard had been conceived on the very last night that Athala and Otto had slept together. It had been a short, perfunctory coupling and he had been away with Fräulein von Wellberg on the night Gerhard was born. But that only made her baby all the more precious to Athala.

She wondered how she was going to explain to him that his father was dead. How did one tell a three-year-old that sort of thing? For now, she didn’t have the heart to interrupt Gerhard while he played with the wooden building bricks that were his favourite toy.

Athala always found her son fascinating to observe as he arranged the brightly coloured bricks. He had an instinctive grasp of symmetry. If he placed one brick of a certain color or shape on one side of his latest castle, or house, or farm (Gerhard always knew exactly what he was building), then another, identical one had to go on the opposite side.

She leaned over and kissed his head. “My little architect,” she murmured, and Gerhard beamed with pleasure, for that was his favourite of all her pet names for him.

I will tell him, Athala told herself, but not yet.
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She gave the news to both her boys after Konrad had come home from school. He was only ten, but already regarded himself as the man of the house. As such, he made a point of not showing any sign of weakness when told that the father he took after so strongly was dead. Instead he wanted to know all the details of what had happened. Had his father been fighting the English? How many of them had he killed before they got him? When Athala had been unable to give him the answers he required, Konrad flew into a rage and said she was stupid.

“Father was quite right not to love you,” he sneered. “You were never good enough for him.”

On another day, Athala might have smacked him for that, but today she let it go. Then Konrad’s fury abated as fast as it had risen and he asked, “If Father is dead, does that mean that I am the Count now?”

“Yes,” said Athala. “You are Graf von Meerbach.”

Konrad gave a whoop of joy. “I’m the Count! I’m the Count!” he chanted, marching around the playroom, like a stocky little red-headed guardsman. “I can do whatever I want and nobody can stop me!”

He came to a halt by Gerhard’s building, which had risen, brick by brick, until it was almost as tall as its maker.

“Hey Gerdi, look at me!”

Gerhard looked up at his big brother, smiling innocently.

Konrad kicked Gerhard’s wonderful construction, scattering its bricks across the playroom floor. Then he kicked it again, and again until it was completely obliterated, and nothing remained but the colourful rubble carpeting the room.

Gerhard’s little face crumpled in despair and he ran sobbing to his mother.

As she wrapped her arms around her baby, she looked at the boy count now standing proudly over the destruction he had wreaked and she realized with bitter despair that she had been freed from her husband, only to be enslaved anew by her even more terrible son.
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The skinny little girl wore a pair of jodhpurs that flapped around her thighs, for she lacked the flesh with which to fill them. Her short, black bobbed hair, which was normally unconstrained by bands or clips of any kind had been pinned into a little bun, to be worn beneath her riding hat. Her freckled face was tanned a golden brown and her eyes were the clear, pure blue of the African skies that had looked down upon every day of her life.

All around her the grassy hills, garlanded with sparkling streams, stretched away to the horizon as if the Highlands of Scotland had been transported to the Garden of Eden: a magical land of limitless fertility, incomprehensible scale and thrilling, untamed wildness. Here leopards lounged in the branches of trees that were also home to chattering monkeys and snakes, like the shimmering, iridescent green mamba, or the shy but fatally poisonous boomslang. The head-high grass hid lions sharp in fang and claw and, even deadlier still, the buffalo, whose horns could cut deep into a man’s guts as easily as a sewing needle through fine linen.

The girl barely gave a thought to these hazards, for she knew no other world than this and besides, she had much more important things on her mind. She was stroking the velvet muzzle of her pony, a Somali-bred chestnut mare from which she had been inseparable ever since she had received it as her seventh-birthday present, eight months ago. The horse was called Kipipiri, which was both the Swahili word for “butterfly” and the name of the mountain that stood tall on the eastern horizon, shimmering in the heat haze like a mirage.

“Look, Kippy,” the girl said, in a low, soothing murmur. “Look at all the nasty boys and their horrid stallions. Let’s show them what we can do!”

She stepped around to the side of the pony and, waving away the offer of a leg-up from her groom, put one foot into the nearest stirrup, pushed off it and sprang up into the saddle as nimbly as a jockey on Derby Day. Then she leaned forward along Kipipiri’s neck, stroking her mane and whispered in her ear, “Fly, my darling, fly!”

Possessed by an exhilarating swirl of emotions in which pride, anticipation and giddy excitement clashed against nervousness, apprehension and a desperate longing not to make a fool of herself, the girl told herself to calm down. She had long since learned that her beloved Kippy could sense her emotions and be affected by them and the very last thing she needed was a nervous, skittish, over-excited mount. So she took a long deep breath, just as her mother had taught her, before letting the air out slowly and smoothly until she felt the tension ease from her shoulders. Then she sat up straight and kicked the pony into a walk, stirring up the dust from the peppery red earth as they moved toward the starting gate of the show jumping ring that had been set up on one of the fields of the Wanjohi Valley Polo Club for its 1926 gymkhana.

The girl’s eyes were fixed on the fences scattered at apparently random points around the ring. And a single thought filled her mind: I am going to win!
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A loudspeaker had been slung from one of the wooden rafters that held up the corrugated iron awning over the clubhouse veranda. The harsh, tinny sound of a man’s amplified voice burst from it, saying, “Now the final competitor in the twelve-and-under show jumping, Miss Saffron Courtney on Kipi-pipi-piri . . .” Silence fell for a second and then the voice continued, “Awfully sorry, few too many pips there, I fear.”

“And a few too many pink gins, eh, Chalky!” a voice called out from among the spectators lounging on the wooden benches that were serving as spectator seating for the annual gymkhana the polo club laid on for its members’ children.

“Too true, dear boy, too true,” the announcer confessed, and then continued, “So far there’s only been one clear round, by Percy Toynton on Hotspur, which means that Saffron’s the only rider standing between him and victory. She’s much the youngest competitor in this event, so let’s give her a jolly big round of applause to send her on her way.”

A ripple of limp clapping could be heard from the fifty or so white settlers who had come to watch their children compete in the gymkhana, or who were simply grasping any opportunity to leave their farms and businesses and socialize with one another. They were drowsy with the warmth of the early afternoon sun and the thin air, for the polo fields lay at an altitude of almost eight thousand feet, which seemed to exaggerate the effect of their heroic consumption of alcohol. A few particularly jaded, decadent souls were further numbed by opium, while those who were exhibiting overt signs of energy or agitation had quite likely sniffed some of the cocaine that had recently become as familiar to the more daring elements in Kenyan society as a cocktail before dinner.

Saffron’s mother Eva Courtney, however, was entirely clear-headed. Seven months pregnant, having had two miscarriages since her daughter’s birth, she had been forbidden anything stronger than the occasional glass of Guinness to build up her strength. She looked toward the jumps that had been set up on one of the polo fields, whispered, “Good luck, my sweet,” under her breath, and squeezed her husband’s hand.

“I just hope she doesn’t have a fall,” she said, her deep violet eyes heavy with maternal anxiety. “She’s only a little girl and look at the size of some of those jumps.”

Leon Courtney smiled at his wife. “Don’t you worry, darling,” he reassured her. “Saffron is your daughter. Which means she’s as brave as a lioness, as pretty as a pink flamingo . . . and as tough as an old bull rhino. She will come through unscathed, you mark my words.”

Eva Courtney smiled at Leon and let go of his hand so that he could get to his feet and walk down toward the polo field. That’s my Badger, she thought. He can’t bear to sit and watch his girl from a distance. He has to get close to the action.

Eva had given Leon the nickname Badger one morning a dozen years earlier, soon after they had met. They had ridden out as dawn broke over the Rift Valley and Eva had spotted a funny-looking creature about the size of a squat, sturdy, short-legged dog. It had black fur on its belly and lower body and white and pale gray on top, and was snuffling round in the grass like an old man searching for his reading glasses.

“What is it?” she had asked, to which Leon replied, “It’s a honey badger.” He told her that this unlikely beast was one of the most ferocious, fearless creatures in Africa. “Even the lion gives him a wide berth,” Leon had said. “Interfere with him at your peril.”

He could be talking about himself, Eva had thought. Leon had only been in his mid-twenties then, scraping a living as a safari guide. Now he was just a year shy of forty, the look of boyish eagerness that had once lit his eyes was replaced by the calmer assurance of a mature man in his prime, confident in his prowess as a hunter and fighting man. There was a deep groove between Leon’s brows and lines around his eyes and mouth. With the frustration felt by women through the ages, to whom lines were an unwelcome sign that their youth and beauty were fading, Eva had to admit that on her man they suggested experience and authority and only made him all the more attractive. His body was a shade thicker through the trunk and his waist was not as slender as it had once been, but—another unfairness!—that only made him seem all the stronger and more powerful.

Eva looked around at the other men of the expatriate community gathered in this particular corner of Kenya. Her eyes came to rest on Josslyn Hay, the twenty-five-year-old heir to the Earl of Erroll, the hereditary Lord High Constable of Scotland. He was a tall, strongly built young man and he wore a kilt, as he often did in honor of his heritage, with a red-ochre Somali shawl slung over one shoulder. He was a handsome enough sight, with his swept-back, matinee-idol blond hair. His cool blue eyes looked at the world, and its female inhabitants in particular, with the lazy, heavy-lidded impudence of a predator eyeing its next meal. Hay had seduced half the white women in British East Africa, but Eva was too familiar with his type and too satisfied with her own alpha male to be remotely interested in adding to his conquests. Besides, he was far too young and inexperienced to interest her. As for the rest of the men there, they were a motley crew of aristocrats fleeing the new world of post-war Britain; remittance men putting on airs while praying for the next check from home; and adventurers enticed to Africa by the promise of a life they could never hope to match at home.

Leon Courtney, though, was different. His family had lived in Africa for two hundred and fifty years. He spoke Swahili as easily as English, conversed with the local Masai people in their own tongue and had excellent Arabic—an essential tool for a man whose father had founded a trading business that had been born of a single Nile steamer but now stretched from the gold mines of the Transvaal to the cotton fields of Egypt and the oil wells of Mesopotamia. Leon didn’t play games. He didn’t have to. He was man enough exactly as he was.

Yes, Badger, I am lucky, Eva thought. Luckiest of all to love and be loved by you.
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Saffron steadied herself at the start of her course. I’ve simply got to beat Percy! she told herself.

It was Percy Toynton’s thirteenth birthday in a week’s time so he only just qualified for the event. Not only was he almost twice as old as Saffron, both he and his horse were far larger and stronger than she and Kipipiri. Percy was not a nice boy, in Saffron’s view. He was boastful and liked to make himself look clever at other children’s expense. Still, he had got round the course without making a mistake. So she absolutely had to match that and then beat him in the jump-off that would follow.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,’ Daddy had told her over breakfast that morning. “This is a very important lesson in life. If you have a big, difficult job to do, don’t fret about how hard it is. Break it down into smaller, easier jobs. Then steadily do them one by one and you’ll find that in the end you’ve done the thing that seemed so hard. Do you understand?”

Saffron had screwed up her face and twisted her lips from side to side, thinking about what Daddy had said. “I think so,” she’d replied, without much conviction.

“Well, take a clear round at show jumping. That’s very difficult, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Saffron nodded.

“But if you look at a jump, I bet you always think you can get over it.”

“Always!” Saffron agreed.

“Very well then, don’t think about how difficult it is to get a clear round. Think about one easy jump, then another, then another . . . and when you reach the end, if you jump over all the jumps, why, you’ll have a clear round and it won’t have seemed difficult at all.”

“Oh, I understand!” she’d said, enthusiastically.

Now Saffron glanced at the ragged line of her fellow competitors and their parents that ran down one side of the ring and saw her father. He caught her eye and gave her a jaunty wave, accompanied by one of the broad smiles that always made her feel happy, for they were filled with optimism and confidence. She smiled back and then turned her attention to the first obstacle: a simple pair of crossed white rails forming a shallow X-shape lower in the middle than at the sides. That’s easy! she thought and felt suddenly stronger and more confident. She urged Kipipiri forward and the little mare broke into a trot and then a canter and they passed through the starting gate and headed toward the jumps.
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Leon Courtney had made sure not to convey a single iota of the tension he was feeling as Saffron began her round. His heart was bursting with pride. She could have entered the eight-and-under category, but the very idea of going over the baby jumps, the highest of which barely reached Leon’s knee, had appalled her. She had therefore insisted on going up an age group and to most people that in itself was remarkable. The idea that she might actually win it was fanciful in the extreme. But Leon knew his daughter. She would not see it that way. She would want victory or nothing at all.

“Come on, Saffy,” he whispered, not wanting to shout for fear of spooking her pony.

She cantered up to the first fence; steadied Kipipiri then darted forward and sailed right across the center of the jump, with masses of room to spare. Saffron smiled to herself. She and Kippy were both strong-willed, stubborn characters. As her mother used to say, “You two girls are both as bad as each other!”

On days when Saffron and her pony were at odds with one another, the results were invariably disastrous, but when they were united and pulling in the same direction, it felt as though they could take on the world. The energy with which Kippy had jumped, her perfect balance on take-off and landing, the rhythm of her strides, and the alert, eager way her ears were pricked gave Saffron hope that this could be one of the good days.

Now, however, the challenge became much harder. The next fence was a double: two railed fences with a single stride between them. “Good girl!” said Saffron as Kippy scraped over the first element of the pair, took her single stride perfectly then jumped the double rail too.

Now all the nerves had gone. Saffron was at one with the animal beneath her, controlling all the power that lay coiled up in the muscles bunched beneath Kippy’s rich, dark, glossy coat.

She slowed the pony, turned her ninety degrees to the right and set out along the line of three fences that now presented themselves to her. The first was a plain white gate and she made easy work of it. Saffron had long legs for her age, even if they were as thin as a stork’s, but she kept her stirrups short, all the better to rise out of the saddle as she jumped and drive her pony up and over the obstacle. Next came another single rail, although it was placed over bundles of flame-tree branches, still bedecked in their blazing red and yellow flowers: again it proved no match for Saffron and Kipipiri.
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“I say, Courtney, that girl of yours is as light as a feather in the saddle,” said one of the other spectators, a retired cavalry major called Brett, who also served as the local magistrate, as she tackled an oxer, comprised of two railed fences side-by-side. “Lovely touch on the reins, too. Good show.”

“Thank you, Major,” Leon said, as Saffron brought Kipipiri round again to tackle the next couple of fences strung diagonally across the ring: a wall and the water jump. “Mind you, I can’t claim any credit. Saffron’s absolutely her mother’s daughter when it comes to riding. You wouldn’t believe the hours that Eva’s spent with her in the schooling ring, both as stubborn as each other, fighting like two cats in a bag, but by God it pays off.” Leon smiled affectionately at the thought of the two most precious people in his life then said, “Excuse me a moment,” as he switched his full attention back to the ring.

For some reason, his daughter’s pony had a terrible habit of “dipping a toe in the water”, as Leon liked to put it. She would leap over the highest, widest, scariest fences, but it was the devil’s own job to persuade her that the water was an obstacle to be avoided, rather than a pool to be dived into.

As Saffron steadied herself before the challenge in front of her, Leon took a deep breath, trying to calm his racing pulse.

I don’t know how Saffy feels jumping this course, he thought. But I’m absolutely shattered watching it.
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“One fence at a time, one fence at a time,” Saffron repeated to herself as she fixed her eyes on the wall. “Here we go, girl!” she said and urged Kippy on across the parched turf. The wall was high. They got over it without knocking any of the painted wooden tea-chests from which it had been improvised, but the pony stumbled on landing and it took all Saffron’s skill to keep her upright, maintain their forward momentum and have her balanced and moving strongly again by the time they approached the water jump.

Saffron was absolutely determined she wouldn’t make a mess of the water this time. She galloped at full pelt toward it, misjudged her pacing, had to take off miles away from the jump, but was going so fast that Kipipiri flew like a speeding dart over the rail, and the shallow pool of muddy brown water beyond. It was all Saffron could do to slow her down and turn her again—hard left this time—before they charged out of the ring.

Saffron was out of breath, but inwardly exultant. No faults! Almost there!

In front of her stood a low fence made of three striped poles one on top of the other. The polo club’s gymkhana committee had decided to make this a particularly gentle challenge to the riders, for just beyond it stood the last and hardest jump: a vicious triple combination of a plain rail fence, another hay-bale and rail, and finally an oxer, each with just a single stride between them. Some competitors had scraped the first element of the triple, hit the second and simply crashed into the third, completely unable to manage another jump. None apart from Percy had managed to get through without at least one fence down.

Saffron had to clear it. She summoned every shred of energy she still had in her and rode along the side of the ring nearest to the spectators, her mind replaying the pattern of steps she would need to enter the triple combination at the perfect point, going at just the right speed. She barely even thought of the poles as Kipipiri jumped over them.

As the pony’s hind hooves passed over the jump, Saffron thought she heard a bump behind her. She glanced back and saw that the top pole had been rattled but it seemed to still be in place, so she thought no more of it. She barely even saw the people flashing by beside her, nor did she hear the faint gasp they emitted as she approached the first element. She met it perfectly, jumped the rail, kept Kippy balanced through her next stride, made it across the second rail, kicked on and then pulled so hard on the reins that she more or less picked up her pony and hauled her over the oxer.

I did it! I did it! Saffron thought exultantly as she galloped toward the finishing line. She crossed it and slowed Kipipiri to a trot as they exited the ring. She saw her father running toward her, dodging in and out of the applauding spectators and gave him a great big wave. But he didn’t wave back.

Saffron frowned. Why isn’t he smiling?

And then she heard the loudspeaker and felt as though she had been kicked in the tummy by a horse’s hoof as the announcer called out, “Oh, I say! What awfully bad luck for plucky Saffron Courtney, hitting the last-but-one fence when she was so close to a clear round. My goodness, that pole took an age to fall off! So that means the winner’s rosette goes to Percy Toynton. Well played, young man!”

Saffron hardly knew what was happening as her groom took hold of Kipipiri’s bridle. All she could think was, How could I knock down that silly, stupid, simple little pole? Her eyes had suddenly filled with tears and she could barely see her father Leon as he lifted her out of the saddle and hugged her to his chest, holding her tight before gently putting her down on the ground.

She leaned against him, wrapping her arms around his legs as he stroked her hair. “I’m better than Percy, I know I am,” Saffron sobbed. And then she looked up, her face as furious as it was miserable and wailed. “I lost, Daddy, I lost! I can’t believe it . . . I lost!”
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Leon had long since learned that there was no point trying to reason with Saffron at times like this. Her temper was as fierce as an African storm, but cleared as quickly and then the sun came out in her just as it did over the savannah, and it shone just as brightly too.

She pulled herself away from him, tore her hat off her head and kicked it across the ground.

Leon heard a disapproving, “Harrumph!” behind him and turned to see Major Brett frowning at the display of juvenile female anger. “You should read that little madam some Kipling, Courtney.”

“Because she’s behaving like a monkey from The Jungle Book?” Leon asked.

The major did not spot the presence of humor, or perhaps did not feel this was the time and place for frivolity. “Good God, man, of course not! I’m referring to that poem. You know, triumph and disaster, impostors, treat them both the same and so forth.”

“Ah, but my daughter is a Courtney, and we’ve never been able to live up to such lofty ideals. Either we triumph, or it is a disaster.”

“Well that’s not a very British way of seeing things, I must say.”

Leon smiled. “In many ways we’re not very British. Besides, that poem you were quoting, ‘If—’”

“Absolutely, that’s the one.”

“As I recall, Kipling wrote it for his son, who died in the war, poor lad.”

“Believe he did, yes, rotten show.”

“And the point of the whole thing is summed up in the final line which is, if memory serves, “And—which is more—you’ll be a man, my son.”

“Quite so, damned good advice, too.”

“Yes, to a boy it is. But Saffron is my daughter. She’s a little girl. And not even Rudyard Kipling is going to turn her into a man.”

* * *

“Darling Leon, how good of you to come,” said Lady Idina Hay.

“My pleasure,” Leon replied. A select few members of the gymkhana crowd had been invited back to the Hays’ house, Slains, which was named after Josslyn Hay’s ancestral home, to have dinner and stay the night afterwards. Leon had thought twice before accepting the invitation. Idina, a short, slight woman with huge, captivating eyes, who matched her husband in his appetite and seductive power, had swiftly become as much of a source of scandal to Kenyan society as she had been in London. Now on her third marriage, with armies of lovers besides, she was apt to greet guests while lying naked in a green onyx bath; to entertain while wearing nothing but a flimsy cotton wrap, tied at the bust in the native style, with nothing underneath; and to hand guests a bowl filled with keys to the Slains’ bedrooms, invite them to take one, inform them which room it opened and suggest that they slept with whomever they found within it.

“Apparently it’s impossible for the servants,” Eva had said, when she passed the gossip on to Leon. “They pick up all the dirty laundry off the floor, get it all cleaned and pressed but then have absolutely no idea whom to return it to.”

Tonight, however, Idina was on her best behavior and was dressed as if for the smartest salons of Paris in an impossibly short, translucent but just about decent dress of fluttering, champagne-colored silk chiffon. Leon felt sure Eva would be able to identify it in an instant as being the work of some celebrated designer of whom he had never heard.

“So sorry to hear that Eva wasn’t up to it,” Idina said, as if reading his mind.

“Well, she gets jolly tired, lugging the baby around inside her,” he replied. “She swears it must be a boy, says it’s twice the size Saffy was at the same stage. So she’s gone back to Lusima with Saffy and the pony.”

“She’s not driving, I hope!”

“She wanted to, you know. Absolutely determined to get behind the wheel. But I put my foot down and said absolutely not. So Loikot, my estate manager, is taking her back in the Rolls. He’ll be back for me tomorrow.”

Idina laughed. “You’re the only man in Kenya who would even think of driving on the appalling, unmade roads in such a wildly extravagant car!”

“On the contrary, it’s an extremely tough, practical machine. It was built as an armored car, spent the war charging around Arabia and Mesopotamia. When peace came the army had far more than they needed, so I bought one. I smartened it up a bit, but underneath it’s still a military vehicle.” Leon grinned at Idina, “If the balloon ever goes up again, I can weld on some armor plating, stick a gun turret over the passenger seats and drive straight off to war.”

“Perhaps I should get one,” Idina mused. “I have my Hispano–Suiza, of course and she’s a wonderful thing.”

“I’ll say. At least as grand as my Roller, and that silver stork on the bonnet rivals the Spirit of Ecstasy for style.”

“True, but she’d still rather be toddling around Mayfair than bumping about on the dirt tracks of Africa . . . Now I must get on and make sure dinner is being prepared properly,” Idina concluded. “Just because one is a long way from home, that’s no excuse for lowering one’s standards.”

Apart from swapping the room keys, thought Leon, heading off to get dressed for dinner. Unless they do that in Mayfair, too.
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The guests had gathered for drinks before dinner and split along gender lines, with the men, all dressed in white tie and tails, engaged in one set of conversations and the ladies, like a flock of brilliantly plumaged hummingbirds, all gathered in another. Leon Courtney was cradling a whisky in his hand as he talked with a small group that included his host, Josslyn Hay. The two men stood out from the rest, both because they were taller than the others, but also because they were so obviously the dominant males in that particular pack: a pair of magnets for watching female eyes.

“I rather think I’m going to make a play for Leon Courtney,” said the Honorable Amelia Cory-Porter, a well-dressed, brightly painted young divorcée with fashionably short, bobbed hair who had decided to lie low in Kenya until the fuss over her marriage, which had been ended by her adultery, died down. “He is quite utterly scrumptious, don’t you think?”

“Darling, you’ll be wasting your time,” Idina Hay informed her. “Leon Courtney’s the only man in the whole of Kenya who refuses to sleep with anyone other than his wife. He barely even eyes one up. It’s quite disconcerting, actually. Makes me wonder if I’m losing my touch.”

Amelia looked startled, as if confronted by an entirely new and unexpected aspect of human behavior. “Refuses sex? Really? That hardly seems natural, especially when his wife is in no condition to oblige him. You don’t suppose he’s secretly a queer, do you?”

“Heavens, no! I have it on good authority that in his younger days, he was quite the ladies’ man. But the moment he clapped eyes on Eva, he fell head over heels in love and he’s been besotted ever since.”

“I suppose one can’t blame him,” said Amelia, though her air of disapproval was plain. “I saw her at the gymkhana and she’s perfectly lovely. What is it they say in romantic novels—eyes like limpid pools? She has those, all right. But even so, she’s enormously pregnant. No one expects these days a chap to live like a monk just because his wife’s blown up like a barrage balloon.”

“Well perhaps Leon Courtney’s just an old-fashioned gentleman.”

“Oh, don’t be silly. You know as well as I do that there’s never been any such thing. But anyway darling, do tell all about Eva. It’s very strange. I thought I could detect a Northumbrian lilt in her voice—Daddy used to go shooting up there and we’d all go up with him, so I know the accent from the staff and gamekeepers and so forth. But I’ve heard that she’s actually a German, is that so?”

“Well,” said Idina as the two women moved fractionally closer together, like conspirators sharing a deadly secret, “the real British East Africa hands, like Florence Delamere, who’ve been here for years and years, can still remember the first time Eva pitched up in Nairobi, about a year or so before the war. Some ghastly German industrialist arrived in town on the most lavish safari anyone had ever seen, accompanied by a magnificent open motor car in which to go hunting, numerous lorries to cart all his baggage and two huge airplanes, made by his own company.”

“Good lord, what an extraordinary show,” Amelia said, clearly impressed by such a display of power and wealth.

“Absolutely,” Idina agreed. “Of course, the whole town turned out to see the flying machines, but by the end of the day there was just as much talk about the ravishing creature who was parading around on the industrialist’s arm, making no bones whatever about being his mistress and calling herself Eva von something-or-other.”

“And that was the same Eva I saw today?”

“Indeed she was. And guess who was the white hunter acting as the Germans’ guide?”

“Goodness, was it Leon Courtney?”

“The very same. Anyway, Eva and the industrialist—apparently he was the absolute picture of the bullying, bullet-headed Hun—went back to Germany, and that seemed to be that. But then, really very soon after the start of the war, she was mysteriously back in Kenya, having parachuted down to earth from a giant Zeppelin.”

“Oh don’t! That’s just too extraordinary!” Amelia laughed.

“Well, that’s the story and I’ve heard it from enough people who were here at the time to believe it. Apparently, the Zeppelin crash-landed deep in the heart of Masailand. And it was shot down by . . . ?” Idina paused, teasingly.

“No! Don’t tell me! Not Leon again?”

“Absolutely . . . and out of the wreckage, looking as pretty as a picture and as fresh as a daisy, steps the lovely Eva and falls, swooning into his arms!”

“Lucky girl. I’d happily swoon into his arms right now, if he’d have me.”

“Well, he won’t, so you’ll just have to find another man to swoon at!”

“Are you sure?” Amelia asked, wrinkling her porcelain brow with a little frown. “It really is too bad to give up without a fight. After all, Leon’s rich as well as divinely handsome. Lusima must be one of the biggest estates in the country.”

“He paid cash for the land, you know,” Idina said. “Half a million pounds for a hundred and twenty thousand acres, didn’t have to borrow a penny. I know that for an absolute fact because I heard it from the chap who conducted the sale.”

“Half a million? Cash?” Amelia gasped.

“Absolutely. I once plucked up the courage to ask Leon where his money came from it, but he was very coy. First he described it as “war reparations” and then he said it was payment for various patents that had belonged to Eva’s father.”

“Perhaps he’s a gangster and it’s all the proceeds of his evil crimes!” said Amelia, excitedly. “I rather like the idea of being—what’s the phrase?—a gangster’s moll.”

“I’m sure you do, duckie, but whatever else he might be, Leon Courtney’s not a criminal. My guess is that it’s something to do with the war.” Idina’s eyes suddenly sparkled with mischief. “I tell you what, darling, I shall set you a challenge. I’m going to change the placement I’d planned for the dinner table tonight and put you next to Leon. If you can find out where he got his gold by the time we retire to leave the men to their brandy and cigars I shall be very impressed indeed.”

“Done!” said the Hon. Amelia. “And I’ll seduce him, too, just you watch me, wife or no wife.”

Idina arched an eyebrow and concluded their little chat: “Now, now, darling, let’s not be greedy.”
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Thanks to the combined efforts of Idina Hay and her formidable housekeeper Marie, the kitchen staff at Slains had been trained to produce French cuisine that would not have shamed the dinner table of a château on the Loire. The wine, notoriously difficult to keep in good condition in the tropics, was of equally high standard. Leon had long ago learned to pace himself when drinking at altitude, but the woman sitting next to him, who introduced herself as Amelia Cory-Porter, seemed determined to force as much Premier Cru claret as possible down his throat. She was attractive enough, in an obvious, uninteresting way, and covered in far too much makeup for his taste. She was also very clearly determined to get something from him, but Leon was not yet sure quite what that might be.

At first he’d thought she was flirting, for everything he knew about women told him that if he made a pass at her she would very happily oblige. But as the starter of confit duck breasts served with a salad of vegetables from Slains’ own gardens gave way to superb entrecôte steaks served in a pepper sauce, he realized that Amelia was not after his body—or not at this precise moment anyway—but was instead angling for information. It was, of course, good manners to show interest in one’s dining companions and any woman with half a brain knew how to make a man feel as though he was the wisest, most fascinating and witty fellow she had ever met. But Amelia was not flattering, so much as cross-examining him, working her way through his life and becoming more intense in her questioning as she went on. His war service seemed to be of particular interest to her. Leon had done his best to fob her off by saying he never talked about the war, adding that in his experience any man who did was a bounder who was almost certainly lying. “Unless, of course, he’s a poet,” he’d added, hoping she might, like many an idealistic young woman, be distracted by thoughts of Wilfred Owen, Siegfried Sassoon and the other bards of war.

Amelia, however, wasn’t distracted for a second. She was like a terrier with the scent of a particularly juicy rabbit in its nostrils. “I heard the most extraordinary story about how you’d shot down a giant Zeppelin, single-handed. Do tell, that sounds so brave, is it actually true?”

“That sounds pretty improbable to me,” Leon said. “Damned hard thing to shoot down, a Zeppelin, just ask any pilot. Now, I’ve talked far too much. You must tell me everything that’s happening in London, what’s new and interesting and so forth. Eva will be thrilled if I can pass on any news of home.”

Leon had been telling the truth, up to a point. It really was extremely hard to down a Zeppelin with machine-gun fire, which was one reason why he had never done any such thing. And Eva would indeed be keen to hear about the latest clothes, plays, novels and music that were captivating London society.

Amelia, however, was having none of it. “Oh, who cares about silly dresses and even sillier books? I want to hear about that Zeppelin.”

Leon sighed. This was not a subject he had any intention of discussing, but how could he evade this woman’s steely clutches without being unforgivably rude? He was just pondering his next move when he heard a man’s voice, clearly somewhat the worse for wine, braying across the table.

“I say Courtney, is it true you have a Masai blood brother?”

The voice belonged to a newcomer to Kenya, who called himself Quentin de Lancey and affected the mannerisms of the upper-class, though his appearance was far from noble. He was overweight and prone to become both red-faced and very sweaty in the heat, which caused his thin, reddish-brown hair to lie in damp strings across his pale, flabby skin.

“Something of that sort,” Leon replied, noncommittally. When he was a nineteen-year-old Second Lieutenant in the Third Battalion of the King’s African Rifles his platoon sergeant had been a Masai called Manyoro. Leon had saved Manyoro’s life in battle, and when Leon had then been court-martialed on trumped-up charges of cowardice and desertion it had been Manyoro’s evidence that had saved his neck. There was no man on earth whose friendship he valued more highly.

“And a coon name? Bongo-something, was what I’d heard.” A few people smiled at that, one of the women tittered. “Bongo from Bongo-bongo-land, what?” de Lancey added, looking delighted by his own rapier wit.

“The name I received was M’Bogo,” said Leon, and a wiser, or more sober man than de Lancey might have heard the note of suppressed anger in his voice.

“I say, what kind of name is that?” de Lancey persisted.

“It is the name of the great buffalo bull. It represents strength and fighting spirit. I count myself honored to have been given it.”

Again, it took a fool not to heed the warning contained in the phrase “strength and fighting spirit”, and again de Lancey was deaf to it. “Oh, come-come, Courtney,” he said, as if he were the voice of reason and Leon the common fool. “It’s all very well getting on with these people, I suppose, but let’s not pretend that they are anything but a lesser race. A chap I know was up-country a few months ago, looking for a good spot to start farming. He hung a paraffin lamp by his tent when he stopped for the night. The next thing he knew there were half-a-dozen nig-nogs coming up out of the bush, absolutely stark bollock naked apart from those red cloak things they wear.”

“It’s called a shuka,” said Leon.

Beside him, Amelia Cory-Porter’s eyes had widened and she was breathing just a little more heavily as she sensed that the man beside her was readying himself to impose his authority, possibly by force.

“Yes, well, whatever it’s called, the poor chap was absolutely terrified, real brown-trouser time,” de Lancey said. “Turned out the niggers just wanted to sit by his tent, cocks swinging gently in the breeze, gawping at the light—my chum didn’t know where to look! They’d never seen anything like it, thought it was a star trapped in a bottle.”

Leon realized that he had clenched his napkin in his right fist and recognized the signs of an imminent explosion. Control yourself, he thought. Count to ten. No point making an exhibition of yourself over one blithering idiot.

He consciously relaxed his body, much to Amelia’s disappointment as she felt her own gathering anticipation subside.

“It’s true that the first sight of a white man and his possessions comes as a surprise,” Leon said, as dully as possible, hoping to close the subject and move on.

“Of course it does,” said de Lancey, who was equally keen to prolong the thrilling sensation of being the center of everyone’s attention. “These people haven’t developed anything that remotely passes for a civilization.”

Leon gave an impatient sigh. Damn! I’m just going to have to put this buffoon in his place.

“The Masai have no skyscrapers, or airplanes, or telephones in their world, that is true. But they know things that we cannot begin to understand.”

“Go on then, what sort of things?”

“Even a Masai child can track a stray animal for days across open country,” Leon said. “They’ll spot the faint outline of an elephant’s footprint on a patch of rock-hard earth where you or I would see nothing but dirt and stones, and identify the precise animal to which the print belongs. If the Masai soldiers I once had the privilege to command came across the trail of an invading war-party from another tribe they would at once know the number of men in the party, the length of time since they had passed and the destination to which they were heading. And if you doubt the capacity of the African brain, de Lancey, answer me this: how many languages do you speak?”

“I’ve always found the King’s English perfectly adequate, thank you, Courtney.”

“Then you are two behind a great many Africans, who speak three languages as a matter of course: their tribal tongue; the lingua franca spoken by everyone in the nation of which their tribe is part; and the language of their colonial masters. So the particular Masai who calls me M’Bogo grew up speaking Masai. As a young man he joined the King’s African Rifles where the ranks spoke Kiswahili, which he swiftly mastered. In recent years he has become fluent in English. These men are not niggers or coons, as you like to call them. They are a proud, noble, warrior race who have grazed their cattle on these lands since time immemorial and in their own environment they are every bit our match and more.”

“Well said,” said a small man, with a bald pate and a scattering of silver hair, peering across the table through a pair of steel-framed spectacles.

“Well, I still say that there is a reason why we are their masters and they our servants,” de Lancey insisted. “They’re just a bunch of bone-idle savages and we are their superiors in both mind and body.”

Having dismissed the option of beating de Lancey to a pulp, Leon had been wondering how he could teach him the lesson he so richly deserved, and now a stroke of inspiration came to him. “Would you like to put that proposition to the test?” he asked.

“Ooh . . .” purred Amelia. “This is going to be fun!”

“How so?” de Lancey asked, and for the first time a note of caution entered his voice as it occurred to him he might just have blundered into a trap.

Leon thought for a moment, working out a way to draw de Lancey in, while still ensuring his ultimate humiliation. “I will bet that one Masai from my Lusima estate can outrun any three white men you put up against him.”

“In a race, do you mean?”

“In a manner of speaking. What I have in mind is this . . .” Leon leaned forward onto the table so that everyone could see and hear him clearly. He wanted this to be public. “One week from today, we will all meet up again at the polo field. String a rope around all four sides of one of the fields. The competitors will run around the field, outside that rope. D’you follow?”

“Yes, I believe so,” said de Lancey. “They all run round the field and if a white man wins the race I win the wager, and if your darkie wins, you do?”

Leon smiled. “Actually, that would be too easy for the Masai. They would be insulted by the very idea and say that one of their young boys, or even a woman, could win.”

“Listen here, old man, you sound like you hate your own race.”

“I wouldn’t say that. I just think that you’re either a good man or you’re not and skin color’s got nothing whatever to do with it. The most appalling bully and bounder I ever met was a white man.” Leon paused for a moment and looked around the table at the disapproving faces. Then he added, “Mind you, he was a German.”

The frowns turned to smiles and laughs at that and someone called out, “I say, what happened to this horrible Hun?”

“His chest got in the way of a bullet from a .470 Nitro Express hunting rifle.”

“Was that what passed for your war service?” asked de Lancey acidly. “Better than nothing I suppose.”

The man in the steel-rimmed glasses cleared his throat. There was a philosophical, almost sad look in his eyes and a wry cast to his mouth, as if he were all too aware of the imperfections of man and the shortness of his life. Yet at once the table fell silent. This was the Right Honorable Hugh Cholmondeley, Third Baron Delamere and the unquestioned leader of Kenya’s white population. He had been among the first British settlers in British East Africa, owned two huge estates and was famed for the fortune he had spent trying to establish cattle, sheep and grain farming on his farmland, while preserving the wildlife in the vast areas of country that he left untouched. There was a cane resting on the back of his chair, for he walked with a limp, the result of being mauled by a lion. Yet there was real strength behind those faraway eyes.

“Gentlemen, gentlemen, let’s not have any unpleasantness,” Delamere said. “I can testify to the fact that Courtney here served alongside me throughout the war, chasing that infuriating German rascal von Lettow back and forth across East Africa. It may also interest you to know that Mrs. Courtney assisted us as an aircraft navigator and pilot and was, at my particular request, awarded the Military Medal for her courage under fire. The Courtneys did their bit, you have my word on it.”

Leon gave a little nod of gratitude. “Thank you, sir.”

“Think nothing of it, dear boy. Now, pray finish telling us about your wager. As you know, I rather share your opinion of the Masai.”

That, too, was something known to all the British in Kenya. Delamere even built his homes with the same mud and thatch that the Masai used for their huts. “Of course,” he continued, “I maintain that our European civilization as a whole is more advanced than the native African. Still, the individual Masai is a fine man and I might even put a guinea or two into the pot, once I know what I’m betting on. Courtney?”

“Very well then,” Leon began. The argument about the war had been entirely forgotten and there was a palpable air of growing excitement as he spoke. “I propose that the three white men run in a relay against the solitary Masai. One of them will start alongside him, the starter will fire his pistol and they will both set off around the field. The white man keeps running until he either gives up, or the Masai laps him.”

“Is that really likely to happen, Courtney?” Josslyn Hay asked. “A polo field must be twice the size of a football pitch. It’s a long way round.”

“Possibly not,” Leon replied. “I just don’t want anyone to get away with walking. This has to be a race that is run.”

“Fair point. But I take it your rules apply the other way around, as well. That is to say, you lose the wager if the Masai stops first or is lapped.”

“Of course.”

“I see, so then what?”

“Then the second man takes the first one’s place, under the same conditions, then the third. My wager is very simple. I will bet you five thousand pounds de Lancey, that when the last of the three white men either stops or is lapped, the Masai will still be running.”

The blood drained from de Lancey’s face as all eyes were fixed on him. “I say Courtney, five thousand’s a bit steep,” he objected. “Rather beyond my means, what?”

“All right,” said Leon. He took a thoughtful sip of his claret, trying to suppress a huge grin as inspiration struck him. “I suppose you don’t want me taking the shirt off your back, eh?”

“I’d rather you didn’t, old boy.”

“But that’s exactly what I’d like to take. Here’s my wager. If I lose I won’t give you five thousand pounds. I’ll give you ten.”

There was a gasp around the table. Idina Hay smiled to herself. Ten thousand pounds, given to her by her mother, had bought her car, Slains and the dresses she took such pride in receiving direct from the couturier Molyneux.

“And if you lose, de Lancey,” Leon went on, “you will indeed give me the shirt off your back, and every other stitch of clothing that you are wearing, and you won’t get them back until you’ve completed a lap of the polo field.”

“What . . . run around the field? In my birthday suit?” de Lancey gasped, as the other diners each formed their own mental picture of him naked and on the run. Laughter began to spread around the table.

“As naked as God made you.”

“He’s got you there, de Lancey,” said Joss Hay, grinning from ear to ear. “Ten thousand pounds against a trot round a field, you can’t say no to that . . . What was that splendid phrase you came up with? Oh yes, with your cock swinging gently in the breeze. I’ll bet every white woman in Kenya will be there, just to see the view.”

De Lancey could see that his only hope now was to brazen it out. “Let me get this straight: you are betting me ten thousand pounds against a run round a field that one African native can beat three British gentlemen?”

“Absolutely.”

“I see . . . oh, one last thing.” De Lancey paused for a second and then asked, “Will your chap run naked too? Isn’t that what the natives do?”

“I should imagine so,” Leon replied. “Is that a problem?”

“Worried that the Masai might make you look small, de Lancey?” one man asked to more peals of laughter.

“No, of course not. Just thinking of the ladies. Don’t want them getting upset.”

As a number of the female diners glanced at one another with rolled eyes and little shakes of the head, Leon made an offer. “I’ll tell you what, I will provide a pair of shorts for my chap to wear, how’s that?”

De Lancey looked around the table, knowing that his name in the Colony depended on what he said next. Like a man jumping into an ice-cold pool he steeled himself, breathed deeply and took the plunge: “Then in that case Courtney, you’ve got a bet,” he said as a cheer went up, more drinks were called for, and the night’s festivities began in earnest.
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Leon Courtney emerged from the Great War with a fortune even bigger than Amelia or Idina had imagined. Having once been close to destitution he found himself with the means to buy one of the finest estates in East Africa. He named it Lusima, in honor of Manyoro’s mother, whose skills as a healer, counselor and mystical seer he had come to cherish deeply. Leon planned to follow the example of Lord Delamere who kept much of his land untouched, for use as a nature reserve, and gave over the rest to agriculture. When it came to setting up a safari business that would attract rich customers from Europe and the Americas, Leon was in his element, but the farming was a different matter. He could not help noticing how many British settlers lost everything they had trying to marry European agricultural techniques with African land, weather and pestilence. He therefore decided to work with the grain of Kenyan life, rather than against it. So he made an agreement with Manyoro, by which he and his extended family could have the freedom of the entire Lusima estate, provided that they also herded and cared for Leon’s cattle alongside their own. Since the Masai measured a man’s worth not in money, but by the number of his cows and of his children, Leon paid his people in their preferred currency. For every ten calves born to Leon’s cows, the Masai kept one for themselves.

This arrangement had a few teething problems. The Masai believed that every cow on earth belonged to them and, as a consequence, felt perfectly entitled to rustle from non-Masai. They also lived off their animals’ blood and milk and so kept their cattle alive for as long as possible, rather than sending them to the slaughterhouse. The concept of keeping another man’s cattle until such time as they were taken away to be sold and killed struck even Manyoro, accustomed as he was to British customs due to his time in the army, as bizarre.

On the other hand, the offer of huge areas of grazing and a guaranteed increase in his and his people’s herds was too good to turn down. As the years had gone by, he had prospered mightily, particularly once he had seen how much money his cattle could fetch and how useful money could be in a world now run by white men. The arrangement had worked perfectly for Leon, too, since his herds did not suffer anything like the same rates of disease as those of his fellow farmers. His Masai herdsmen knew which ground was corrupted by plants that produced poisonous feed or insects that carried disease and so they kept to areas of safe, sweet grass. They guarded their animals and Leon’s against lions and other predators and they lived well on the blood and milk that they took from the animals they were herding, a practice to which Leon turned a blind eye once he realized that it did the cattle no harm whatsoever.

In time Manyoro had handed over the day-to-day running of the estate and its buildings to his kinsman Loikot, whom Leon had watched grow from an impish boy to a young man worthy of his trust and respect. Manyoro now lived in the village where his mother had raised him. It stood atop Lonsonyo Mountain, a mighty tower of rock that rose from the plains by the eastern escarpment of the Great Rift Valley, at one corner of the Lusima estate. Two days after the dinner at Slains, Leon drove out to the mountain. He left the Rolls at its foot, guarded by two of his men (their job was to deter curious animals, rather than larcenous humans, for no man who valued his life would touch M’Bogo’s property and thereby risk Manyoro’s wrath). Then he set off up the footpath that zigzagged back and forth across the steep slope, recalling, as he always did whenever he visited, the first time he had made the journey. He had been half-starved and parched with thirst, his feet bloody and blistered, the skin flayed from his heels, the
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