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Colonel Quentin James Abernathy (Ret.) poured tea into cups, and glanced at his guest from beneath bushy gray eyebrows.

Colonel Abernathy had retired from Her Majesty’s service many years ago.  His age was indeterminate, but, if the truth were known, the Colonel was well past ninety.  He had retired a bachelor to a stately London townhouse, and lived comfortably with his pension, and his family fortune.  He had several acquaintances from the club a few blocks away.  One of them was sitting in his study, preparing to enjoy tea on a rainy afternoon.

Huffing into his large moustache, and speaking with a strong, gruff voice, Colonel Abernathy said, “Helmsley!  Did I ever tell you the story of the stone lion?”

Helmsley shook his head.  “No, Colonel, I can’t say that you have.”

“Help yourself to some biscuits.  They’re baked by my cook, and are quite satisfying.  And please try the sandwiches...they’re lemony cucumber and prawn.  Very savory.”

“Thank you, Colonel,” said Helmsley.

Colonel Abernathy took a sip of tea.  “Earl Grey, piping hot.  Wonderful flavor, as always.”

“It’s quite good, Colonel.”

The Colonel cleared his throat.  “Hmm...yes...thank you.”  He adjusted himself into a more comfortable position.  “Now, the story of the stone lion...,” he began.
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MANY YEARS AGO, ONE of the Empire’s colonies was in British Guyana in South America.  I carried the rank of Major at that time, and was stationed on the Brazilian border, in charge of a garrison of lads.  In the fifties, it was...and they were stout lads, every one.  Even there, we were very close to the equator, and the humidity was quite overpowering.  It took several days to acclimate ourselves to that horrid climate, and the insects were simply atrocious!  We were surrounded by dense jungle, and the garrison was positioned beside a small river.  The jungle grew so quickly that I had to assign lads for clearing duty every two days.  A perimeter of a hundred yards all around was kept clear, and we had large machinery that helped us keep the road unobstructed.

We had several Wapishana natives that served as manservants within the garrison.  They were quite good at taking care of the day-to-day workings, but they absolutely refused to go out at night!  The only time that they would consider going outdoors after dark was the night of the new moon.

I, of course, questioned them about this at length.  For many weeks, they wouldn’t give a reason.  Finally, one man, the leader of the nearby village, disclosed the answer.

“The giant lion, sir,” said the man...his name escapes me at the moment.

“Lion?” I replied in disbelief.  “There are no lions in Guyana, or in South America, for that matter!”
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“ER...MORE TEA, HELMSLEY?” asked the Colonel.

“Yes, please.  It’s quite delicious, Colonel.”

The Colonel may have smiled.  Helmsley couldn’t tell through the large moustache.

Colonel Abernathy poured more tea for his guest.  As he placed the teapot back onto the tray, he said, “Now, where was I?  Oh, yes!”
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THE MAN WAS QUITE INSISTENT.

“Respectfully, sir, it is the giant lion.  We do not go out in the moonlight.  That is when the lion feeds.”

I couldn’t question the man further that day, as I had scheduled some maneuvers and exercises for the lads that afternoon.  Nothing major, of course.  Not in that godforsaken climate!  Just enough to keep them sharp, you see.  Guyana needed to be kept under control during that time.  You understand.

A few days later, I received word from the Governor.  He ordered us out on patrol for a fortnight.  I immediately mobilized the men for an extended patrol, mostly on foot, so as to present a military presence to the locals.  A squad of four lads, under the command of one Sergeant McBride, remained behind to secure the garrison.

At dawn the next morning, the lads and I were off on our patrol.  We marched approximately twenty miles each day, displaying Her Majesty’s finest all through the country.  When we reached the Governor’s residence, he received me with great enthusiasm, and served tea to several of my officers.  Very pleasant man, congenial to a fault!

I gave the lads two nights of leave while we were in town.  At dawn on the third day, we began our trip back to the garrison.  I anticipated that it would take three days to arrive, and I was quite correct.

We arrived at the garrison at midday, and we were met by two things:  the villagers, and tragedy.
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“PLEASE HAVE MORE TEA, Helmsley,” said the Colonel.

“No, thank you, Colonel Abernathy.  I must say that it’s the best Earl Grey tea I’ve had in some time.”

Colonel Abernathy waved his hand in dismissal.  “No thanks necessary, Helmsley.  My housekeeper found it at a quaint old tea shop not far from here.  Shopkeeper makes it himself, he does.”  He huffed into his moustache again.  “Normally, I would fire up my faithful Meerschaum...but, not allowed to have it anymore.  Bloody doctors!”
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AS I WAS SAYING, WE were met with villagers and tragedy.  It seems that Sergeant McBride and his squad of lads had been massacred while we were out on our patrol!

The village leader...still can’t remember his bloody name...met us a few yards from the entrance, and wouldn’t let us enter the camp just yet.  He told us what had happened, and said that, during the full moon, the giant lion had come into the garrison and killed all of the men.

“The screams could be heard plainly in the village, Major Abernathy,” the native said.  “We also heard several shots.  We did not come to the garrison that night.  We could not have saved them, so we chose to remain alive.”

“Nonsense!  What sort of gibberish are you telling me?  There are no lions in South America!”

I was quite upset, and found myself shouting at the man.  I couldn’t believe what I thought was a simple native superstition, or, perhaps, a joke being performed for our benefit to cover up what, or who, really killed my men.

“Major, do you have a tracker in your unit?  A man that can track things through the jungle?” asked the native, once I had stopped shouting.

“As a matter of fact, I do,” I replied.

“Then, if you please, Major, bring him forward, and I will escort the two of you inside while the rest of your men remain outside.  That way, the tracks will not be disturbed.  You may decide for yourself what happened.”

The man was quite earnest with his words, and I could see in his eyes that he thought he spoke the truth.  I turned to the men.

“Leftenant Wilkins!  Front and center, there’s a good lad!”

The leftenant was an amazing tracker.  He had once tracked a camel across the dunes of the Sahara.  He quickly stepped forward at my command.

“Yes, sir!” he said briskly.

“You and I will accompany this man into the garrison.  You are to scout about for tracks for indications of whatever killed our men.”  To the troops, I said, “The rest of you lads will remain outside the perimeter, and stand guard!”

The three of us entered the boundaries of the garrison.  We walked slowly, as Leftenant Wilkins looked about for signs on the ground.

The villager said, “I arrived this morning, and entered the garrison alone, Major.  I found the men just ahead.  They’re scattered, as if the lion played with them before it killed them.  They put up quite a fight, from what the tracks indicate.”

Just then, we came upon the slaughtered men.  It was horrible, as they were torn into several pieces.  Five men, whittled down to so much scattered meat...it was quite demoralizing.

The scene was as the villager had said.  Empty brass cartridges were spread about, and it was obvious that the Sergeant had led a good fight, and the men had died with honor.  I made a mental note to assign a burial detail, and I began thinking of the letters to the families of the downed lads that I would be forced to write.

Just then, the Leftenant called out.

“Major!  You need to see this, sir!”

I briskly walked to the Leftenant’s side.  He pointed to the ground.  There, outlined in the mud, was the print of a big cat, and it was as large as a mitt used in American baseball!

Several more tracks were strewn about, and the Leftenant read the story as if it were a book.

“The animal came from there,” he pointed to the rear of the garrison, “and took the Sergeant and his men by surprise, sir.  They were outside the barracks, perhaps trying to find a cooling breeze, or to smoke.  If you’ll look here,” he again pointed to the ground, “the animal sprang at them.  They fought well, sir, but it wasn’t enough.  When it was done, the animal returned the way it had come.”

The Leftenant shook his head.  “There’s...one more thing, Major.”

“What is it, Wilkins?”

“Sir, from the tracks, this thing is enormous!  It looks to be over eight feet long, and, from the depth of the tracks, it weighs almost a thousand pounds!”

I had no reason to disbelieve the man.  I had seen the paw print, and it only followed that the animal’s size would match the print.

I turned to the village leader and offered my apologies for my original disbelief.  He accepted quite gracefully.

I then asked the Leftenant if he could track the beast to its jungle hiding place.

“Yes, sir!”

“Very well.  Here’s what we will do:  I want you to choose twenty of your best men.  We’ll leave at dawn.  We simply cannot leave a beast of this size alive.  Not since it has a taste for humans!”

Now came a different problem...I wanted the village leader to accompany us.  I turned and asked the man if he would come with us, and, to my surprise, he said that he would.

I was astonished!  The villagers were terrified of the beast, and this man was going to assist with finding and killing the animal!

I sent the Leftenant with orders to assign a burial squad, and that no man was to be outdoors
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