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The Rhino That Would Not Die
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The smell of death reached Edward Collins long before the vultures did, a sweet and rotting weight that hung in the dry thorn scrub like something left too long under a canvas tarpaulin. He raised his hand and the safari party stopped moving. Porters lowered their loads with grateful sighs while Biko knelt to examine the sandy soil. Rashidi stood apart from the others, his old .303 British rifle cradled in the crook of his arm. When his nostrils flared, Edward knew the tracker had caught the same foul perfume riding the morning breeze from the direction of the seasonal waterhole.

They had followed poacher spoor for three days, ever since discovering the first elephant carcass hidden in a rocky gully with its face hacked open and the tusks torn out. That kill had been days old, the skin already bloating in the sun. This new scent was fresher, a wetter smell of blood and opened viscera that had not yet turned fully to decay. Edward signaled for the porters to remain behind with the pack donkeys. Only Rashidi and Biko moved forward with him, the three of them slipping between thorn trees whose branches had been stripped low by browsing game.

A shallow depression held the waterhole where the rains had collected weeks earlier. Only a muddy stain remained at its center, ringed by the trampled mud of a hundred different animals that had come to drink before the water vanished. At first Edward saw nothing unusual beyond the normal disorder of a drying water source. Then his eye caught the unnatural angle of a grey shape lying half in the reeds.

The black rhinoceros cow was still alive, though only barely. She lay on her side with her legs folded beneath her as if she had simply knelt down to rest, but the dark stain spreading across the cracked mud beneath her body told a different story. Her eyes were open, those small and strangely vulnerable eyes that always seemed misplaced in such an armored creature. Edward and Rashidi felt their gaze as they approached.

Two raw and bleeding stumps wept fluid down her face in dark rivulets. The cuts were not clean. Brutal-hearted poachers had sawed and chopped with desperate speed, cutting into the living bone of the skull itself. Exposed tissue had drawn flies in such numbers that the cow's entire head seemed to move beneath a crawling black blanket. She made no sound, not even the low grunting that black rhinos often produced when alarmed.

A small movement near the cow's belly drew his attention. The calf could not have been more than a few months old, still small enough that its own horns had not yet begun to grow beyond faint bumps on its snout. It circled its mother with the bewildered persistence of an infant that does not understand why the great warm body will not rise. The calf nudged the cow's flank with its blunt nose, then stepped back and nudged again. No response came except a faint tremor that ran through the mother's hide. The calf tried to suckle from a teat that had gone dry.

Rashidi crouched low and examined the ground around the rhino. The tracker moved in a slow circle, his fingers tracing indentations in the mud. When he finally stood up, his expression had closed into a mask of quiet fury.

"Ordinary hunters did not do this," Rashidi said in a voice barely above a whisper. He pointed to a cluster of brass casings lying in the dirt near the rhino's hindquarters. Edward picked one up and turned it over in his fingers. The weight felt familiar, yet the markings were not. He could not place the exact pattern. It was unlike the small rounds used by poachers who killed for bush meat, and heavier than those usually seen in ivory cases. Something about it suggested a different source altogether.

Edward counted twelve casings scattered around the rhino's body. Most of those bullets had struck the cow before she finally went down. Some had torn through her thick hide and lodged in muscle, while others had shattered against her ribs or opened her flank where the skin grew thinner. The poachers had not bothered to track their shots. They had simply kept firing until the animal collapsed, then the damned butchers walked up and hacked away her horns.

As Edward knelt closer to examine one of the wounds, his hand began to shake. Not from fear. Something older and deeper, rising from a place he had tried to seal shut years ago. He saw Kito lying in the reeds, the throat torn open, the blood pumping into the muddy water and his own hands pressing uselessly against the wound, trying to hold back a life that had already fled. The memory came without warning, as it always did, unbidden and brutal. The rhino calf circled its mother, and Edward saw Baraka, young and limping, the weight of the young porter in his arms as he carried him through the darkness. The same helplessness and terrible stillness.

The brass casings in the dirt caught the light, and Edward was back at the boma ten years ago. Lioness pug marks pressed into the earth outside the thorn wall, men inside huddled and waiting for dawn. He had retreated from the north that broke him and had walked away from the men who died and the men who survived. Every step back into this country was a confrontation with those ghosts, and he could feel them gathering around him now, watching from the shadows of the acacia trees.

His hand shook harder. He could not raise the rifle or make the shot.

Rashidi saw it. The tracker did not speak, question, or hesitate. He stepped forward, his old .303 coming up to his shoulder in one smooth motion. The crack of the rifle echoed across the waterhole, sharp and final. The rhino cow's legs buckled. Her head fell to the mud. The great chest stopped heaving.

The silence that followed was deeper than before. The calf approached its mother and nudged her motionless head, not understanding that the great warm body would never rise again.

Edward lowered his empty hands. He had not fired and had not been able to fire. Rashidi had done what needed to be done, as he had done ten years ago when the lions circled the boma and the men inside had lost all hope. The tracker ejected the spent cartridge and caught it in midair, pocketing the brass without looking at it. His face betrayed nothing.

High above the waterhole, in the bare branches of a dead acacia tree, several vultures sat watching with their black wings folded against their bodies. More of them circled in the pale blue sky, drawing lazy spirals that tightened with each pass.

Biko had moved around to the far side of the waterhole and now called out softly, pointing to a trail of bloody footprints leading away from the rhino toward the eastern ridge. The poachers had left in a hurry, their footprints overlapped and chaotic. In one place someone had fallen hard enough to leave the impression of a knee pressed deep into the mud. They had carried the horns with them, two heavy burdens.

Rashidi walked to the edge of the waterhole and stood looking down at the lifeless cow. The tracker did not speak or curse. He simply stood there with the sun on his face while the flies rose and settled around him. When he finally turned away, Edward saw that Rashidi's eyes had gone red at the edges.

The calf made a sound then, a high thin whimper that did not belong to the rhino family at all. The sound cut through the weight of the morning like a knife through canvas. For a long moment none of the three men moved or spoke.

Edward looked at the calf, a solid mass of grey flesh weighing perhaps five hundred pounds, too heavy for any single man to lift and too frightened to be led by rope. He called Biko over. "We need to get this calf back to camp," he said. "The Game Department can collect it from there." Biko nodded and walked back toward the waiting porters.

Four of the strongest men came forward. Among them was Mwala, a Kamba porter with broad shoulders and a calm manner that made him the natural leader of the working crew. He had signed on for this safari after the disastrous first expedition had ended, and Edward had come to trust his steady hands and quiet competence. The other three porters fell in behind him without being told, recognizing his authority.

They carried heavy poles and a length of canvas from the supply loads. Working together, they slid the poles beneath the calf's belly while the animal kicked and grunted in protest. Mwala directed the operation with short, clear commands, his voice low so as not to frighten the creature further. They lashed the canvas tightly around the poles to create a rough but sturdy litter. The calf was too heavy to lift high, but with four men at the corners, they could drag and carry it in short stages since the camp was not far from the waterhole.

Mwala ordered one of the men to drape a fold of canvas across the calf's eyes. The animal fought less once the light disappeared, though its legs still jerked hard enough to shake the poles.

The young rhino bellowed, a surprisingly loud sound for its age, and thrashed its legs against the canvas. Mwala spoke to it in Kikamba, the language of his childhood, his voice soft and rhythmic, as though calming frightened cattle. The calf quieted, though its sides still heaved with fear and exhaustion.

Edward turned to the porters. "Take it back to our main camp," he said. "Set up a shaded enclosure with water. Do not try to feed it anything. Wait there until the Game Department arrives. I will send a runner to Game Warden Arthur Hargreaves with coordinates and instructions."

Mwala nodded and took the lead position on the litter. A porter named Njeru took the opposite corner, with two others, Chege and Kiilu, at the rear. They lifted together, grunting with the effort, and began the slow, laborious journey back toward the camp they had left that morning. The calf protested once more, then fell silent, perhaps sensing that the men meant it no harm.

Edward found a scrap of paper in his field notebook and tore it free. He wrote the coordinates of the waterhole and a brief message: Rhino calf orphaned by poachers. Mother killed. Need pickup and care. Bring lorry and experienced men. He signed his name and called for a young porter named Samuel, who had fast legs and knew the country between this waterhole and the nearest warden post. "Tell Hargreaves to come quickly," Edward said. "The calf will not survive long alone out here."

Samuel tucked the paper into his shirt pocket and set off at a jog toward the eastern horizon, quickly disappearing into the thorn scrub.

Edward watched the four porters struggling with the heavy litter as they made their way across the open ground toward the camp, Mwala calling out the rhythm of their steps to keep the load balanced. The calf lay still now, exhausted by its ordeal, its small sides rising and falling beneath the canvas straps. It would take them hours to cover the distance, and they would need to rest often, but the animal was alive and that was what mattered.

He turned to face the eastern ridge where the poachers' tracks still led into the rising sun. The trail was fresh and the men who had done this would kill again before the week was finished. They would load their rifles and stalk another animal whose only crime was carrying something valuable on its face.

Every step he took into this country was a step toward the ghosts he had left behind. Kito in the reeds. Mosi swallowed by the darkness. The men who had died so that he could retreat. The north had broken him once, had shattered something inside him that he had never been able to name. Hargreaves had sent him back because the north needed a man who understood what was being lost. Edward was not sure he was that man. But he was the only one who had come.

They left the waterhole, Edward and Rashidi and Biko walking away with their eyes fixed on the eastern ridge and the bloody footprints. Behind them the vultures began to drop from the tree one by one, settling on the ground in a semicircle around the dead cow. The calf was already a distant shape on the horizon, carried by four straining men toward the promise of safety. Before Edward disappeared into the thorn scrub, he looked back once and saw Mwala still at the front of the litter, pacing steadily, and he knew that at least one thing on this terrible morning had been put right. But the north was vast, and the dead were many, and the men who had killed the rhino were still out there, waiting in the shadows, ready to do it all again.
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A Different Kind of Hunt
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The city heat arrived before Edward Collins opened his eyes, pressing against the tin roof of the workshop like a living thing trying to force its way inside. He lay on the narrow cot in the back room for a moment longer, listening to the distant sounds of Mombasa Road waking up: groaning lorry engines, a muezzin calling from a mosque somewhere to the east, and the rattle of a wooden pushcart rolling past the open door. At last, he swung his legs to the floor and reached for his boots.

Months had passed since the safari that had nearly killed them all. The scars on his ribs had faded to thin white lines, but the map of that failure remained printed somewhere deeper, behind his breastbone, in the way he reached for a rifle at unexpected sounds or the way his eyes searched the horizon even here, in the middle of Nairobi, where the only horizon was the corrugated skyline of a colonial town trying to convince itself, it was a city.

He had taken clients again. Work was work, and a man with no other trade did not have the luxury of refusing it. A retired army colonel from Surrey wanted a buffalo and got one, a clean shot behind the shoulder dropping the animal dead before it hit the ground. An American oilman wanted a leopard and spent six days in a blind before the cat appeared at dusk, Edward steadying the man's shaking hands to make the shot. A German couple wanted photographs, not trophies, and that trip had been peaceful, almost like remembering what he had loved about the bush before everything went wrong.

But the work no longer felt the same. The excitement had drained from trophy hunting, leaving only tracking, shooting, butchering, salting hides, and endless paperwork for permits and export licenses. Wealthy clients still arrived on the train from Mombasa, continued to want buffalo heads and lion skins, and talked about the hunt as if it were a cricket match with more dust. Edward found himself growing impatient with their carelessness and refusal to understand that the bush was not a gentlemen's club but a place where a man could die between one breath and the next. He had seen too many men die, or come close to it, to treat the wilderness as a game.

The workshop behind the outfitter's store on Government Road had become his refuge. He spent his days there when he was not in the field, repairing trucks and rifles, cleaning the cosmoline from new shipments of military surplus ammunition, checking the springs on old Bedford lorries that had been driven too hard across too many rocky tracks. Gun oil, grease, and hot metal filled the air, smells that offered comfort, reminders that some things could be fixed, restored to working order again.

He was underneath a hunting car on a Friday afternoon, wrestling with a stuck differential bolt, when a shadow fell across his legs. He slid out from beneath the chassis, wiping his hands on a rag, and found himself looking up at a man he had not seen in nearly a year.

Arthur Hargreaves was not what most people expected of a Game Warden. He was younger than Edward, about thirty-five, with a narrow face and pale blue eyes that seemed to take in everything without appearing to look at anything. His khaki uniform was neat but not new, the pockets bulging with maps and notebooks and the other tools of his trade. A Webley revolver hung on his belt, worn so low and loose that Edward knew he had used it more than once.

"Collins," Hargreaves said. "I need to talk to you."

Edward sat up and leaned against the car's front wheel. "Then talk."

"Not here." The warden glanced around the workshop, at the two African mechanics working silently near the far bench, then at the open door leading to the street. "Somewhere private."

They walked to a hotel bar on Victoria Street, a dark place with a ceiling fan that barely stirred the thick air and a barman who knew when not to listen. Hargreaves ordered whisky. Edward asked for tea, and the barman looked at him as if he had the plague, but brought it anyway.

The warden did not waste time on pleasantries. He spread a map across the table; a military survey map marked with notations in red pencil that Edward recognized as the shorthand of field reports. Red marks covered the northern districts, clustered around water sources and river valleys, spreading outward like a rash.

"Organized poaching gangs," Hargreaves said. "Not small men with spears and snares." Men who did not leave things to chance.

This was not ordinary poaching, Hargreaves said. Edward's mind returned to the brass in the dirt, the weight of it lingering in memory. Familiar, yet out of place. Whatever they were using, Hargreaves said, it was not coming from the usual channels.

Edward looked at the map. "How bad?"

"Bad enough that Nairobi has started asking questions it does not usually ask." Hargreaves tapped a cluster of red marks near the Chalbi Desert. "Elephant herds that have lived in this area for generations are gone. Not moved. Gone." He tapped another cluster, further east. "Rhino populations have collapsed in two districts. These men are not taking a few animals here and there. They are wiping out entire breeding groups."

"Then send patrols," Edward said. "You have scouts and men."

"I have sent patrols." Hargreaves's voice was flat. "Three of them. None of the initial scouts found anything. Dehydration claimed a man from the second group when their water truck broke down. Disaster struck the third completely, as they never returned." He was silent for a moment. "We found them two weeks later. The hyenas had done most of the work by then."

Edward drank his tea. It was hot, sweet with ginger. "Why are you telling me this?"

"You know the north," Hargreaves said. "Tracking men occupied your time during the war, and animals have been your focus since. The men I have are good at following elephant spoor but not good at following the tracks of people who do not want to be found."

He leaned forward. "And I heard about your last safari. You left something unfinished up there. Two men, if I recall. One never even found."

Edward felt the words land like stones dropped into still water. Mosi, vanished into the darkness without a trace. Kito, his throat torn open by the lioness at the riverbank. The names rose from the place where he had buried them, and Hargreaves spoke them as casually as a man ordering a drink.

"You and your men are the best chance we have of stopping these bastards," Hargreaves continued. "Surviving that place gives a man a certain reputation."

Edward said nothing. The memory of that expedition, the men he had lost and the men who had survived, still sat in his chest like a piece of shrapnel that could not be removed.

"I am not asking you to join the Game Department," Hargreaves continued. "A contract is what I am offering. Six months. You put together a team, go north, and find out who is running these gangs. Find their supply lines, routes and their buyers. You do not have to arrest anyone yourself. Just give us the information we need to shut them down."

Edward set down his cup. "I am a hunter, not a detective."

"You are a man who knows how to survive in country that kills most people," Hargreaves replied. "That is what I need."

"I want nothing to do with government operations. I have seen what happens to men who get between officials and their profits," Edward said.

Hargreaves smiled, a thin and unpleasant expression. "Then you understand exactly why these poachers are still operating. Someone is protecting them, with fuel and ammunition and papers that pass checkpoints." He let that sit for a moment.

"This is different from ordinary hunting, Collins. These men are not taking trophies. They are destroying the country itself. When the elephants are gone and the rhinos are gone, what will be left? Dust and a few skinny goats and a lot of hungry people with nothing to do but fight over what remains."

Edward looked out the window at the street, at the Indian merchants and Somali traders and African laborers moving through the afternoon heat. He thought about the survivors of the first expedition, scattered now across two continents, each of them carrying their own piece of that disaster.

John Walker had returned to England a different man from the eager young photographer who had stepped off the train at Kijango. The letters Edward received from him were long and strange, full of questions about the ethics of safari hunting, the relationship between white hunters and African porters, and the ways the camera had failed to capture the truth of what they had endured. Walker wanted to document the real Africa now, not the romantic adventure stories that filled the magazines back home, and he had asked more than once if Edward would help him find that story.

Biko had turned away from guiding reckless trophy hunters. The last Edward heard, he was working for a mission station near Mount Kenya, helping to dig wells and build fences, doing honest work that did not require him to watch wealthy men make foolish mistakes that got good people killed. But Biko had also spoken to Hargreaves, Edward learned later, had offered his services to the Game Department for tracking work when they needed a man who could read the land better than any map.

Rashidi remained one of the finest trackers Edward had ever known. They had worked together twice since the disaster, short trips into settled country where the risks were low and the clients were sensible. Rashidi said little about what had happened in the north, but Edward saw it in the way the tracker sometimes stopped and listened to the wind for no apparent reason, as if he were still expecting lions in the tall grass.

Baraka had survived his injuries. The doctors in Isiolo had saved his leg, though the hip had never fully healed. He walked with a slight limp now, a reminder of the buffalo that had nearly killed him, but his spirit remained strong. Short letters in halting English arrived from him sometimes, asking after the other men and reporting on his own slow recovery. He wanted to work again, he said and did not want to be remembered as the porter who broke.

For the first time since the first expedition ended, Edward felt something beyond guilt and exhaustion. Not hope, exactly. Hope was too bright a word for the feeling that settled in his chest as he listened to Hargreaves describe the slaughter in the north. More like a door opening in a dark room, letting in a cold and honest light.

He was not accepting this contract for the elephants or the rhinos or the money. Hargreaves had named Mosi and Kito, spoken their names aloud in a hotel bar where the ceiling fan barely stirred the air. The warden had reminded Edward of what he had been trying to forget. Two men dead. One never even found. Edward was going back because he could not live with the man who had run.

Tracking poachers, or whoever they were, through the northern bush would be dangerous and difficult and probably thankless. But a chance to do something worthwhile instead of simply killing animals for sport might come from it, an opportunity to use the skills he had spent a lifetime learning for a purpose that did not end with a head on a wall. More than that, a chance to prove he was not the man who had retreated, the man who had left Mosi in the darkness and Kito in the reeds.

He looked at the map again, the red marks spreading across the northern districts like a stain. Then he looked at Hargreaves.

"If I do this," Edward said, "I choose my own men. I do not take orders from your superiors. And if I find evidence that someone in the government is protecting these gangs, I decide what to do with that evidence."

Hargreaves considered this for a long moment. Then he nodded. "Agreed."

Edward folded the map and tucked it into his pocket. That night, alone in the back room of the workshop, he sat on the edge of his cot and thought about the men he would need as he ate a ham sandwich. Walker, to see what the camera could capture when no one was posing. Biko, to lead the porters and read the country. Rashidi, to follow the spoor of men who did not want to be found. Baraka, if he was strong enough, because a man who had survived a buffalo charge deserved a chance to face something smaller than his own memory.

By morning, when the first light of dawn crept through the grimy windows and the city began to stir around him, Edward had made his decision. If he accepted Hargreaves's offer, he would return north only with the men who had survived the first safari beside him. They had walked through the fire together and had lost men together. From that disaster came lessons about the bush and themselves that no training could teach. And if anyone could find the men who were destroying the northern herds, it would be the broken remnants of the expedition that had nearly been destroyed itself.

He stepped out into the Nairobi morning, the map folded in his breast pocket, the names of the dead and the living running through his head like a prayer. Mosi. Kito. The men he had left behind. He was going back for them, or for himself, or for something in between that he could not yet name. The north would have its answer, and so would he.
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Northbound
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The lorry pulled away from the outfitter's yard before the sun had fully cleared the horizon, its Bedford engine coughing blue smoke into the cool morning air. Edward sat behind the wheel, his rifle case wedged between the seats, watching Nairobi fall away behind them. The tin roofs and dusty streets gave way to open country within an hour, the tarmac narrowing to a strip of cracked tar that the colonial government had laid down twenty years ago and barely maintained since. Acacia trees began to appear, their flat tops silhouetted against a sky that seemed to grow wider with each passing mile. The air changed as they climbed out of the city basin, losing the smell of diesel and cooking fires and gaining the dry scent of dust and sunbaked grass.

Biko rode in the passenger seat, his eyes moving from the track ahead to the side mirror where the second lorry followed, loaded with supplies and the porters who would handle the heavy work once they reached the northern districts. The convoy moved slowly, weighed down by fuel drums, water tanks, ammunition crates, and the other necessities of a long patrol into country where nothing could be bought or borrowed. Biko said little, but his presence beside Edward was a comfort, a reminder that some things had not changed despite everything. Every few miles he would glance at the sky, checking the position of the sun, formation of the clouds and the way the dust swirled behind them. Old habits that had saved their lives more than once.

They had agreed to meet the others at a trading post two hours north of Nairobi, a collection of weathered buildings called Kikuyu Town that served as a gathering point for hunters, traders, and government men heading into the frontier. Edward had not seen the men he had summoned in months, some of them in nearly a year, and he found himself watching the road ahead with an unfamiliar feeling stirring in his chest. Not anticipation, exactly. Anticipation suggested pleasure, and there was little pleasure in what they were about to do. More like the settling of a debt, the closing of a circle that had been left open for too long. He thought about the last time he had driven this road, heading north with a different purpose, carrying men who had not all come back. The memory sat in his stomach like a stone.

The road wound through settled country where small farms hugged the roadside, their fields marked by thorn fences and their houses built of mud brick with iron roofs. Women walked along the verge carrying firewood on their back, their steps steady and unbothered by the weight. Children waved at the passing lorries, and Edward raised a hand in return, a gesture that felt automatic but not insincere. These were the people who lived on the edge of the wilderness, who understood the bush in ways that no white hunter ever could. They knew what the poachers were doing, Edward suspected. They knew and they kept quiet because the poachers had guns and money and the government had neither.

The trading post appeared through a heat haze, a cluster of corrugated iron roofs and a single petrol pump that looked older than the lorry that carried them. Edward pulled into the dusty yard and killed the engine. The silence rushed in, broken only by the ticking of hot metal and the cry of a hadeda ibis somewhere in the distance. A dog lay sleeping under the veranda of the general store, too tired or too wise to bother barking at strangers. The petrol pump's glass face was cracked, and Edward doubted there was any fuel in the tank beneath it. These remote trading posts survived on the margins, selling maize flour and cooking oil and cheap blankets to herders who came from miles around.

They were already there.

Biko climbed down from the passenger seat and stood beside Edward. Only now, in the full morning light, did Edward see him clearly. His face was thinner than Edward remembered, the lines around his eyes deeper, but his posture remained straight and his gaze as steady as ever. He wore khaki shorts and a faded shirt, the uniform of a man who had spent his life in the bush. He leaned on a walking stick that Edward had never seen him carry before, carved from dark wood with a handle smoothed by use. Edward wondered how long Biko had been hiding his need for it. Pride was a complicated thing in men who had been broken and had put themselves back together.

“Bwana,” Biko said. “You look like a man who has not slept well.”

Edward stepped out from behind the wheel. “I have been sleeping in a hotel. No one sleeps well in a hotel.”

Rashidi emerged from the shade of the trading post's veranda, his movements as fluid and silent as Edward remembered. The tracker carried his old .303 over his shoulder and a leather satchel that held his few possessions.

He did not smile or offer greetings but simply stood beside Biko, his eyes already scanning the horizon, reading the country they had not yet reached. Some men measured time in hours or days. Rashidi measured it in the angle of shadows and the direction of the wind. His satchel was worn thin at the corners, the leather cracked from years of exposure to sun and rain, and Edward knew it contained nearly all of Rashidi's earthly belongings.

Walker arrived in a cloud of dust from the opposite direction, driven up from the railway station in a battered taxi whose driver seemed eager to unload his passenger and return to the city. The photographer stepped out looking rumpled and pale, his skin carrying the greyish tint of a man who had spent too many weeks in an English winter. He wore new khaki clothes that looked stiff and uncomfortable, and he carried a leather case that held his cameras with the care of a man protecting something precious. The taxi driver took the fare with a quick nod and drove off almost immediately, eager to leave the frontier road behind him, a cloud of dust settling slowly on the photographer's shoulders.

“Collins,” Walker said, extending his hand. “You look older.”

Edward shook it. “You look as though you’ve been living on English food and English air. We shall have to correct both before the week is out.”

Walker smiled, a thin expression that did not reach his eyes. The memory of the first expedition hung between them, unmentioned but present, a third party to every exchange. He had come a long way to stand in this dusty yard, and Edward knew that the letters had not been enough. Some things could only be settled in person, in the country where they had happened. Walker's hands trembled slightly, whether from the journey or from something deeper, Edward could not tell. The camera case was new, its leather still supple and unscarred, a contrast to the man who carried it.

Baraka arrived last, stepping down from the back of the second lorry where he had been riding with the porters. His limp was more pronounced than Edward had expected, a rolling gait that threw his right shoulder lower than his left with each step. The buffalo that had nearly killed him had left its mark in the bone, and the doctors in Isiolo had done what they could, but some damage could not be fully repaired. His face, however, was unchanged: young, eager, and stubborn. He walked up to Edward and stopped, standing straight despite the unevenness of his stance. His clothes were old but clean, and he wore boots that had been resoled more than once. The porters who had traveled with him watched him with a mixture of respect and curiosity, as if trying to understand how a man with such a limp could command such presence.

“I am ready, bwana,” Baraka said. “The limp does not stop me from walking or carrying. I have tested it on longer distances than this.”

Edward studied him for a moment. “I did not ask you to come because you can carry loads. I asked you to come because you survived something that would have killed most men. That kind of survival is useful in country where things try to kill you.”

Baraka nodded, accepting the words without false modesty or visible pride. He had earned the right to stand among them, and everyone in the yard knew it. The scar on his hip was hidden by his trousers, but Edward remembered the wound, bone showing through torn flesh, and Baraka not screaming when they lifted him onto the litter. That kind of silence was rarer than courage. It was something else entirely.

They loaded the last of the supplies while the sun climbed higher and the heat grew thick enough to taste. Walker helped where he could, his movements awkward with equipment he had not handled in months, but he did not complain. Biko directed the porters with quiet commands, his voice carrying authority without volume.

Edward gathered the men he would lead into the north. They stood in a loose semicircle around the lead lorry, a collection of broken and stubborn men who had no business returning to the country that had nearly claimed them. Biko, whose faith in white hunters had been shattered by the carelessness of wealthy men. Rashidi, who had seen lions track him through the tall grass and had not forgotten the lesson. Walker, who had come halfway around the world to point a camera at a truth he could not yet name. Baraka, who walked with a limp and refused to be defined by it. These were not the same men who had gone north the first time. They were harder, quieter, more careful. The bush had taught them things that no safari brochure could promise.

Edward looked at each of them in turn. “You know why we are here,” he said. “Poachers are killing elephants and rhinos in the northern districts. Whole herds are disappearing. The Game Department sent patrols that found nothing or did not come back. Hargreaves asked me to put together a team that could find out who is running these gangs and how they are getting their supplies out of the country.”

He paused, letting that settle. “This is not a hunting safari. We are not going north for sport or trophies. We are going north because something is being destroyed that should not be destroyed, and because we are the only ones who know how to move through that country without getting killed. Some of you nearly died up there the last time. I will not pretend that this trip will be safer. It will not be. But I will not ask you to do anything I am not willing to do myself.”

Walker spoke first. “I did not come back to Africa to take photographs of dead elephants. But I came back because someone should see what is happening and tell people who are not here to see it for themselves. If the camera can do that, then I will use it.”

His voice was steadier than Edward expected. The journey from England had been long, first by ship to Mombasa, then by train to Nairobi, then by taxi to this dusty yard. Walker had traveled alone, carrying his cameras and his memories, and Edward wondered what he had told his family about where he was going and why. Probably nothing, he decided. Some things were too difficult to explain to people who had never seen the bush.

Biko nodded slowly. “I have guided hunters who saw the bush as a place to take things. Animals, trophies, memories to tell their friends about. I am tired of that kind of work. This is different and is about leaving something behind instead of taking something away.”

He tapped his walking stick against the ground as he spoke, a rhythmic sound that emphasized his words. The porters had gathered at a respectful distance, listening without appearing to listen. They would repeat what they heard around the campfire tonight, shaping it into stories that would travel north faster than the lorries could drive. Edward did not mind. The truth was a kind of weapon, and he needed all the weapons he could carry.

Rashidi said nothing. He did not need to. His presence was his answer, and Edward accepted it as such. The tracker's eyes were fixed on the northern horizon, and Edward could see him calculating distances, estimating travel times, reading the weather in the way the heat shimmered above the road. Rashidi had not asked about payment or equipment or the size of the party. He had simply come because Edward had asked him. That kind of loyalty was not given lightly, and Edward felt its weight.

Baraka shifted his weight off his bad hip and looked at the northern horizon. “I was carried out of the bush the last time,” he said. “I do not want to be carried out again. But I also do not want to stay behind while other men go. That is worse than the limp.”

His jaw was set in a way that reminded Edward of the old porters, the ones who had died or disappeared on that first expedition. Baraka was not their replacement. He was their survivor and witness, the one who would carry their names into the north and speak them over the campfire when the work was done. Edward nodded at him, a small gesture that said more than words could.

Edward turned to the lorries. “Then we go.”

The convoy pulled out of the trading post before noon, Edward behind the wheel of the first Bedford and Biko in the passenger seat beside him. The two lorries groaned under their loads as they turned onto the northern track. The second lorry carried the porters and the bulk of the supplies, driven by a Kikuyu mechanic named Wangombe who had worked for Hargreaves for years and knew the northern roads better than most white men knew the streets of Nairobi. The tarmac ended within a few miles, giving way to a dirt road that wound through settled country where farms gave way to ranches and ranches gave way to open grassland.

They passed through police checkpoints at two river crossings, where tired African constables waved them through after glancing at the paperwork Hargreaves had provided. The passes were official, stamped with the Game Department's seal, and they opened gates that might otherwise have remained closed. At the second checkpoint, a constable asked Edward where they were heading and why. Edward told him they were going north on official business. The constable looked at the lorries, the rifles visible through the rear canvas, at the faces of the men in the passenger seat, and nodded as if he understood something that had not been said. He waved them through without another word.

The landscape changed as they drove. The green of the settled highlands faded to yellow and brown, the grasses growing shorter and the trees sparser. Herds of skinny cattle appeared on the horizon, tended by young boys in ragged clothes who waved at the lorries as they passed. Dust rose in clouds behind them, settling on everything and everyone, turning the canvas roofs of the lorries a uniform shade of ochre. The road became rougher, the corrugations shaking the vehicles so hard that Edward could feel his teeth rattle. Biko held onto the door handle with one hand and his walking stick with the other, his expression unchanged.

They stopped at a trading post in the early afternoon, a single building with a notice board nailed to the post and goods stacked under the eaves and a woman selling roasted maize from a charcoal stove. Edward bought several maize cobs and passed them around, the kernels hot and sweet, the first proper food they had eaten since leaving Nairobi.

Walker took photographs of the woman and her stove, the light catching the smoke in a way that made the scene look older than it was. The woman did not smile for the camera, but she did not turn away either. She simply continued her work, turning the cobs on the charcoal, accepting the coins that Edward offered without counting them.

Biko pointed to a line of hills on the northern horizon from the passenger seat. “Beyond those hills,” he said, “the country changes. Fewer settlements. More bush. The tracks become harder to follow.”

Edward nodded, keeping his eyes on the road. “We will make camp before we cross into the empty country. I want everyone fresh before we start looking for spoor.”

The second lorry carried a team of porters that Edward had not worked with before, men hired through Biko's connections in the northern districts. They were Kikuyu and Kamba and a few Maasai, selected for their strength and their knowledge of the land they were about to enter. They rode in silence for the most part, speaking in low voices when they spoke at all. Edward had learned their names during the loading: Mwangi, Kimani, Muli, Ole Ntaila, and half a dozen others whose faces he would remember long before he remembered their names. That was how it worked in the bush. Faces came first. Names followed if the men survived.

As the sun began its long fall toward the western edge of the world, Edward pulled the lorry off the track and called a halt at a rocky outcrop that offered shelter and a clear view of the surrounding plains. He killed the engine and stepped out, his boots crunching on the dry gravel. Biko climbed down from the passenger side and stretched his legs, his eyes already scanning the outcrop for defensive positions and good ground for the tents. The second lorry pulled up behind them, and the porters began to descend, their movements stiff from hours of sitting on hard wooden benches.

The porters set to work with practiced efficiency, unloading tents and water drums, building a fire ring from stones, and preparing the evening meal. Within half an hour, the camp had taken shape: a row of canvas tents facing the fire, a cooking area sheltered from the wind, a latrine dug at a respectful distance downwind. Edward watched them work, noting which men took leadership roles and which men followed. Mwangi seemed to be the natural foreman, directing the placement of the tents with quiet authority. Ole Ntaila, the Maasai, took charge of the fire, selecting stones with the care of a man who had built a thousand such rings on a thousand nights in the bush. Meat was already in a large iron pot over the flames, simmering with onions, while maize meal was being stirred in a second pot for ugali, a thick maize porridge.

Walker wandered to the edge of the camp with his camera, capturing the last light as it painted the hills in shades of orange and purple. He moved carefully, avoiding the thorn bushes that seemed to reach for his sleeves, and Edward saw him wince once when a hook thorn caught his new shirt and tore a small hole in the fabric. Walker examined the tear with an expression of mild annoyance, then shrugged and continued shooting. His clothes would not stay new for long in this country. Nothing did.

Baraka helped where he could, his limp slowing him but not stopping him. He gathered firewood with the other porters, carrying bundles to the fire ring despite the unevenness of his gait. When Ole Ntaila tried to take a load from him, Baraka shook his head and kept walking. The other porters watched this exchange in silence, and Edward saw something shift in their expressions. Respect, perhaps. Or simply recognition that this limping man was not to be pitied.

Edward stood apart from the activity with Biko beside him, watching the northern hills darken against the fading sky. Somewhere beyond those hills, men were killing elephants for their tusks and rhinos for their horns. The answers waited there.
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Elephant Kill
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The old bull lifted his head from the acacia branch and tested the wind. His trunk curled upward, the sensitive nostrils sampling the air for danger. Nothing stirred from the east, where the sun had begun its morning climb. A light breeze carried only the scent of dry grass and distant water. He resumed feeding, tearing the thorny branches with a sound like tearing canvas, leaves disappearing into his mouth with each deliberate chew. Gnats circled his eyes and the fresh wounds on his shoulders where parasites had burrowed into the thick hide. He ignored them with the patience of an animal that had endured such annoyances for many years.

Three hundred yards away, downwind and hunkered behind a termite mound, Mwita watched the elephant through a pair of old safari binoculars. Their leather casing was cracked and stained, their lenses scratched from years of hard use. His tracker had done his work well, following the spoor since first light, reading the story in the bent grass and the scattered dung. This bull was alone, which was rare for this time of year, and old, which made his solitude even stranger. Most old bulls gathered in small groups as their teeth wore down, helping each other find soft browse and reliable water. This one had chosen a different path, either driven out by younger males or simply preferring his own company. Sweat trickled down Mwita's spine beneath his khaki shirt, and he shifted his weight to keep his legs from cramping.

Mwita lowered the binoculars and turned to the men crouched behind him. He raised two fingers and pointed left, then three fingers and pointed right. His riflemen understood without words. Ole Simel would take the left flank, Daudi the right. Juma would stay with Mwita in the center. Two laborers, Kioko and Mwangi, would remain at the rear with the transport ropes and the canvas sacks. Njoroge, the new boy, would stay with Juma and do exactly what he was told. The men nodded in silence, their faces betraying nothing of what they felt. Fear was a luxury none of them could afford.

Githinji knelt beside Mwita, his rifle held close against his body, ready to be raised at a moment's notice as his eyes scanned the bush. Other men called him the Butcher, not for any unusual cruelty in the way he killed animals, but because his name in Kikuyu carried that meaning. He had earned the nickname honestly during three years of working alongside Mwita, and he wore it like a badge of honor. No one in the gang used his real name anymore. He was the Butcher, and he kept the men in line when Mwita was occupied with work that required his attention. A thin scar ran from his ear to his jaw, a souvenir of a knife fight in a lodging house in Nairobi. He never spoke about how he got it.

Wind held steady from the east, putting the men upwind of the elephant. Their scent blew away from him, the sounds masked by the rustle of the dry grass. Mwita had learned this lesson in the Italian campaign, where a shift in the wind had cost his platoon three good men. He watched the leaves on the acacia trees now, checking for any change in the breeze. The air remained still and predictable. Good. He tapped Githinji on the shoulder and pointed toward a thicket that would provide cover for the first phase of the approach.

The stalk began. Men moved forward in a loose line, each man responsible for his own noise and cover. Mwita led them through a dry watercourse, its sandy bottom muffling their footsteps, its banks rising high enough to hide their movements from the elephant's line of sight. They crawled where they could not walk, freezing whenever the bull paused in his feeding to listen. Distance shrank slowly from three hundred yards to two hundred and fifty, then from two hundred and fifty to two hundred. The sun climbed higher, and the heat grew thicker, pressing down on their shoulders like a wet blanket.

A tracker, a thin Kamba man whose name no one in the gang had ever learned, moved ahead of the line with his nose to the ground. He found a pile of dung still warm to the touch and pressed a finger into the soft center. The bull had passed this spot less than twenty minutes ago. He signaled back to Mwita with a closed fist. Close. The tracker's eyes were bloodshot from lack of sleep, but his hands remained steady. He had been tracking since midnight, following the bull's wanderings through the moonlit bush, and he had not made a single mistake.

Terrain changed as they approached the elephant. Open thorn scrub gave way to a belt of taller trees, fig and acacia and the occasional baobab, their canopies shading the ground and making the heat bearable. The bull had come here to rest during the hottest part of the day, forcing the men to kill him in the shadows if they wanted to kill him at all. Dappled light fell across their faces as they entered the woodland, and the temperature dropped by several degrees. Birds called from the branches above, alarm cries that the elephant ignored but the men noted with tense shoulders.

Mwita called a halt at the edge of the woodland. He studied the shadows and the patches of sunlight, calculating the angles and the distances. A shot in this light would be difficult, even for Daudi with his heavy Mauser. The bull would hear the crack of the rifle and would charge toward the sound unless they placed the bullets exactly right. A wounded elephant in thick cover was a nightmare.

Mwita remembered a hunt two years ago, when a wounded bull had caught one of his men. The elephant had lifted the screaming man on its tusks and hurled him into the branches of a thorn tree. His body had hung there, tangled and broken, arms and legs dangling at impossible angles like a doll discarded by a careless child. They had not been able to retrieve the body until the next day, after the bull had finally died. Mwita could still hear the man's voice calling for help long after help was impossible.

He had lost people in the war, friends who had fallen beside him in the Italian campaign, men who had trusted him to bring them home. He had responded to their deaths by becoming harder, colder, building a wall around whatever softness he had once possessed. Mercy was weakness. Weakness got men killed. That was the lesson the war had taught him, and the bush had only reinforced it.

The animals he killed meant nothing to him. No guilt, sorrow, or recognition of the lives he had taken. There was only the ivory and the money and the next kill.

He pushed the memory aside and gave the signal to advance.

The tracker moved into the woodland first, his bare feet finding the silent patches of earth between the dried leaves. He disappeared into the shadows, then reappeared a minute later, his hand waving them forward. The bull was feeding again, moving slowly through the trees, stripping bark from a young acacia with his tusks. The sound of tearing wood echoed through the forest, a rhythmic tearing that masked the men's footsteps as they crept closer.

Men spread into their positions. Daudi found a fallen log and settled behind it, his Mauser's stock pressed into his shoulder. Ole Simel climbed a low rock outcrop that gave him a clear view of the bull's left side. Juma and Njoroge crouched behind a thick fig tree, ready to move if the elephant charged. Mwita stayed in the center, his .303 aimed at the bull's chest, waiting for the moment when the animal would turn broadside and offer a clean shot. Sweat dripped from his forehead into his eyes, but he did not wipe it away. Any movement could alert the bull.

The elephant tested the wind again. His trunk curled upward, sampling the air, and for a terrible moment Mwita thought the breeze had shifted. But the bull seemed satisfied. He dropped his trunk and resumed feeding, unaware that death had surrounded him on three sides. A bird sang somewhere in the canopy, a sweet oblivious song that seemed obscene under the circumstances.

Mwita waited. The bull moved behind a screen of leaves, then emerged again, his tusks gleaming in the dappled light. He was magnificent, a living mountain of grey flesh and ancient bone, his shoulders scarred from old fights, his ears tattered at the edges. He had survived droughts and poachers and the long teeth of time itself. He would not survive this morning.

The bull turned broadside to tear a branch from a low fig tree, exposing his chest. His heart and lungs were visible as a target behind the ribs. Mwita whistled softly, the signal for Daudi to take the shot.

The Mauser cracked.

One bullet struck the bull low in the chest, slightly behind the shoulder. Not a perfect shot, but a good one. Blood appeared on the grey hide, dark and wet. The elephant did not charge. He turned toward the sound of the shot, his ears flaring, his trunk lifting to scream, but no sound came out. He took two steps toward Daudi's position, then stopped, his legs beginning to wobble. The Mauser's recoil had pushed Daudi back against the log, but he was already working the bolt, chambering another round.

Ole Simel fired from the rock outcrop. His bullet struck the bull in the neck, severing the spine. The elephant's hindquarters collapsed, his back legs folding beneath him like a building falling in on itself. He tried to rise, pushing against the earth with his front legs, but the damage was too severe. His head fell forward, his tusks digging into the soil, and he lay there, still alive, his breath coming in deep, ragged gasps. Dust rose around him, mixing with the smell of blood and cordite.

Mwita walked toward the dying animal with his rifle raised. He placed the muzzle against the bull's temple, just behind the eye, and fired. The body went still, the great chest no longer heaving. One eye, which had been fixed on the approaching men, went dark and empty. Mwita looked at that eye and felt nothing.

Silence followed, deeper than the gunfire had been loud. Birds had fled. Insects had gone quiet. Only the wind moved through the trees, carrying the smell of blood and cordite away from the kill site.

Kioko and Mwangi came forward with their machetes. They climbed onto the bull's shoulder and began the work of cutting into the flesh around the tusks. The skin was thick and tough, requiring repeated blows from the heavy blades before it gave way. Blood pooled in the hollows of the carcass, drawing flies from the shadows.

Njoroge stood apart from the others, his hands shaking, his face the color of ash. He had not fired his rifle but had frozen when the Mauser cracked, his finger stuck on the trigger, his eyes fixed on the elephant's charge that never came. Juma placed a hand on his shoulder and said nothing. The boy would learn or he would break. There was no third option.

The tusks came free after thirty minutes of hard labor. Kioko wrapped them in canvas while Mwangi cleaned the blood from the ivory with handfuls of dry grass. His men gathered around to admire the haul. These tusks were longer than a man's arm and heavier than a bag of maize. They would bring good money from the Belgian, enough to feed the gang for months, buy more ammunition, and bribe more officials.

Mwita did not join the celebration. He stood at the edge of the clearing, watching the woodland for any sign of movement. Gunfire had announced their presence to anyone within five miles. Game scouts travelled these northern districts, and some of them carried radios that could call in reinforcements. His gang needed to move, and quickly.

He called out to the men, his voice sharp enough to cut through their excitement. The tusks were loaded onto carrying poles, Kioko at the front and Mwangi at the rear, their muscles straining under the weight. Riflemen formed a perimeter around the laborers, their eyes scanning the bush for threats. The tracker moved ahead of the column, reading the ground for the fastest route back to the trucks.

As they walked away from the kill site, Njoroge looked back once at the bull's carcass. A black-backed jackal had already appeared at the edge of the trees, waiting for the men to leave so it could begin its own work. The boy turned away and hurried to catch up with the column, thinking about the money, his family, and the warm blood that had soaked into his battered boots. 
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Leopard at the Enkang
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The convoy had made camp on a rocky rise overlooking a wide valley where acacia trees dotted the golden grass like scattered coins. Edward stood by the fire, watching the sun bleed into the western horizon, when Biko emerged from the shadows beyond the vehicles. A Maasai elder walked beside him, tall and thin, his red shuka wrapped around his shoulders against the evening chill. The old man carried a long spear and a short sword in a leather sheath. His earlobes hung low and empty, stretched by years of heavy ornaments removed long ago.

Biko spoke first, his voice low enough that the porters working near the supply lorry could not hear. “This is ole Ntarangwi. His village is two miles from here, beyond the ridge. He has walked through the darkness to find us because his problem cannot wait for dawn.”

Edward looked at the elder, who studied him with dark eyes that had watched the sun rise over this valley for perhaps sixty years. The man's face carried fine lines, each one marking a dry season or a drought or a cattle raid that had ended in blood. He asked what kind of problem it was.

Biko translated the question into Maa, the melodic language of the Maasai, which rose and fell like the wind over open grassland. The elder responded at length, his voice calm but urgent, his free hand gesturing toward the eastern ridge where his village lay hidden in the darkness.

“A leopard has
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