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The old man sipped his scotch and paused for
a moment, his whole being frozen, focused entirely on savoring the
flavors of the golden fluid. Or he was trying that hard not to spit
it out. To my tongue it was fairly foul. Cheap whiskey is improved
by neither water nor experience. Even excessive consumption doesn't
always do the trick.

“You were saying,” I prodded him.

After all, I was in this miserable bar in
Calcutta, paying triple for cheap scotch, and risking kidnapping,
disease, and worse for a reason. And it wasn't to broaden my world
view or enjoy the ambiance. I was looking for information.
Information that the old man was supposed to have.

“First met Foz the spring of seventy four,”
the old man smiled wistfully, “Was young then. Strong. Useful. A
ranger on the Serengeti. Protected the herds from poachers.”

He lapsed into silence, his fingers toying
with his glass and his eyes looking across the room at something
very far away.

“But about Fonsy,” I drew him back from the
mists of the past.

“I had a horse. Kinjan. He was dearer to me
than any woman, more faithful than any friend. Lived in the field.
Life was simple. We ate, fought, and slept. Life was good.”

Again he lapsed into silence as the memories
overwhelmed him. I tried to contain my impatience. I knew about his
life as a ranger, they had told me at the ranger station. A
miserable affair in a miserable land, plagued with flies, snakes,
and lions. I didn't want to hear about that hellhole. I wanted to
hear about Fonsy.

“Foz came to us like a summer storm.
Unexpected, yet unstoppable. Deadly to those foolish enough not to
respect his presence,” the old man smiled, “He had a horse, too. A
beautiful creature, not from Africa. That horse was a kingly beast.
White coat, well built, and faster than a thought. Magnificent. It
was the winter of seventy four.”

#

It was a beautiful morning, the heat of noon
approaching but not yet arrived, and Kazeem lounged in the
watchtower, slapping at flies, watching over the ranger station. It
was an idyllic duty. Poachers had attacked at the end of last
summer, but the rangers had been forewarned by their scouts and had
driven off the attackers with few injuries. Kazeem had captured the
fine rifle now leaning against the rail in the action. There had
been no reports of poachers since the rains ended and Kazeem was
not worried about an attack.

A borogrove chirruped its song from the
branches of the jub-jub tree just inside the gate and Kazeem
turned, his eyes scouring the flowering foliage in search of the
elusive avian. Which is why, from the corner of his eye, he caught
the jolting movement of a horse and rider galloping over the far
ridge. He scrambled for his field glasses, borogrove forgotten, and
focused them upon the straining pair.

They were fairly flying across the dry plain.
The horse's hooves seemed to scarcely touch the earth and the rider
was stretched forward over his mounts neck like a jockey, urging
his steed on to greater speeds. A perilous position, for a minor
misstep, the slightest stumble, and the riders weight would prevent
the horse from recovering its balance, casting both to the ground
in a jumble of thrashing hooves, bruised bones, and shattered
shins. Even for the best of reasons, it was desperate
horsemanship.

Kazeem swept his glasses up their back trail
and bared his teeth in a warrior's grin as the situation became
clearer to him. A mounted band, some half dozen armed men, rode
over the ridge and after the lone horseman. His heart beat rising
at the prospect of action, Kazeem seized the knotted rope by his
head and rang the bronze alarm bell with all his might.

The metallic muster banished the morning
peace as the station erupted in a flurry of activity. Baba burst
from the barracks, barely awake but clutching his rifle and racing
for his position at the gate. Abu ran from the latrine, trying to
hustle as he pulled up his pants. Jafar managed to move faster than
all of them, appearing beside Kazeem suddenly, a half eaten scone
in his hand, demanding to know the cause of the commotion. Other
men raced about the yard, fetching ammunition and manning their
posts.

Kazeem handed his glasses to Jafar. Though
the rider was now close enough to be seen clearly without them, his
pursuers were still far behind.

“A horse thief, perhaps?” Jafar was looking
at the lone rider.

“Perhaps,” Kazeem shrugged, “Looks like
poachers chasing him though.”

“Yes,” said Jafar, shifting his gaze, “But
jackals steal from everyone, even lions.”

“They won't catch him,” Kazeem said, “He's
won a good lead and they can't match his speed in any case.”

The poachers seemed to reach the same
conclusion, for they reigned in their mounts. A cloud of dust
billowed around them as they steadied their horses and brought
their rifles to bear on their quarry. Jafar grimaced. He didn't
care for lions or jackals, his policy was one of extermination, but
it didn't do to let them kill each other on his door step. He
looked at Kazeem.

“Are they in range?”

“It's a long shot,” Kazeem answered,
steadying himself against a corner post and the rail, taking his
captain's silence for permission to shoot.

Jafar continued to watch through the glasses.
Kazeem was an excellent marksman but it was a long shot and Jafar
would be surprised if any of the suspected poachers were seriously
wounded. Which was fine, Jafar wasn't over anxious to kill them
yet, just scare them off until he had more of the facts of the
situation.

An angry wasp whipped by and smoke billowed
from the poachers rifles. A quick glance assured Jafar that the
lone rider was unharmed and nearing the gate. He signaled Baba to
open the gate. Then the air split with the thunderous crack of
Kazeem's rifle. A poacher reeled in the saddle but didn't fall. The
sharp metallic snap, clack, whack told Jafar that Kazeem was ready
for his next shot, but the poachers were turning to go and he put
his hand on the rifleman's shoulder.

“Hold,” Jafar smiled, “It was a good
shot.”

“There was a breeze, further out,” grunted
Kazeem, “Next time, I'll do for him.”

“Abu!” Jafar summoned the other ranger to the
tower, “Come Kazeem, let us meet our horse thief.”

#

“I can't believe you thought Fonsy was a
horse thief!” I interrupted, signaling for another round.

“Who said that the rider was Foz?”

“Who else would ride into a ranger station,
seconds ahead of murderous bandits, skirting death by the skin of
his teeth?” I exclaimed, “It's classic Fonsy!”

“Granted,” the old man smiled at my
enthusiasm, “But why chase a man so hard? For woman? Pah! For gold?
Revenge? Horse? Revenge is personal and he was not heavy laden.
Horse made sense.”

#

The gate had opened before the rider and his
horse like a ray of sunshine breaking through the clouds, and they
thundered through, their mad long rush un-halting until deep within
the yard. The rider immediately slipped from the saddle and started
walking his mount slowly about the compound. The poor beast was
quivering from its recent exertion, foam falling from its nostrils
and mouth. The rider pulled a rag from his pocket and wiped the
foam clear as they walked, speaking softly to the horse, praising
him lavishly, but his eyes kept note of the men slowly encircling
them. The rangers made a grim group. Small salaries that were
seldom paid left them to scrounge for themselves and the only thing
that was uniform about their appearance was that each was dressed
radically different from the other. This scavenged appearance
extended to their armament, which ranged from ancient rifles and
pistols to long, wicked looking knives. In fact, they seemed more
akin to the poachers and bandits they hunted then to any authority
figures.

The rider continued to walk his horse, now in
a circle dictated by the rangers and the buildings within the
compound, as several of the men stepped aside to let Jafar through.
Kazeem filled the gap and waited with the other rangers as his
captain joined the rider. They walked in silence for a few moments
before Jafar spoke.

“You show great kindness to your horse.”

“He saved my life,” returned the rider dryly,
“I find it appropriate to show my appreciation.”

“The way a man treats his mount speaks to his
character,” Jafar mused, “You are welcome in my station.”

“Thank you. And thank you for your
assistance. It might have gone badly for me if I had not found a
refuge.”

“Your horse seemed refuge enough. A
remarkable animal. He is not from Africa?”

“The Bedouin I purchased him from said he was
a runner. It would appear he spoke the truth.”

“I presume you retained the bill of sale,”
Jafar said, glancing sharply at the man beside him.

“It is in my bags,” returned the rider
evenly, “Should I dig it out for you?”

“It is unnecessary,” Jafar waved his hand,
“Care for your friend and then we will speak more. Kazeem will help
you find what you need. I must confess, I am most interested in
hearing your story in full.”

The men dispersed back to their chores,
gossiping excitedly about the new comer and his horse. All except
for Kazeem. The lanky ranger moved closer and let the horse smell
him, before stroking its head.

“You rode well,” he told the rider, “But if
there had been a hole,” he shrugged, the following silence speaking
for itself.

“But there wasn't,” the rider grinned up at
him, “Are there stables? And water?”

“Come. I will show you. My name is
Kazeem.”

“Kazeem, Fonsy Parsons. Much obliged,” Fonsy
was cheerful but his eyes moved over the compound, constantly
assessing, as he followed Kazeem.

The sun had reached its peak before Fonsy was
willing to leave his horse. Kazeem led him to a shaded area behind
the barracks where the remnants of lunch was being cleared from
trestle tables. Jafar alone remained seated, two plates of meat and
rice beside him, and he waved the mismatched pair over to him.
Kazeem sat and ate without ceremony, but Fonsy brushed some of the
dust from his clothes and removed his wide brimmed hat before
approaching the table.

“Sit. Eat,” Jafar urged, and spoke not
another word until his guest had cleared his plate, “Now that you
are refreshed, Mr. Parsons, I would like to hear what brings you to
the Great Plain.”

“Please, call me Fonsy. Everyone does.”

“As you wish,” Jafar nodded, “But to my
original question.”

“I am looking for a diamond,” Fonsy chuckled,
“I mean, diamonds. I met a man in Calcutta who told me I should
look here.”

“In the Great Plain?!” said Kazeem.

“It's what I was told.”

“There are no diamonds here,” Jafar said
softly, “In the mountains to the north, perhaps you would have
better luck. The great wealth here is the ivory. But that belongs
to the herd and we protect our charges well.”

“I was also told that the rangers here are
great warriors,” Fonsy said, “Not men to be taken lightly. And
Kazeem proved that without a doubt this morning.”

“He is an excellent marksman,” Jafar beamed,
pleased with the flattery, “These men who chased you. Who were
they?”

Fonsy shrugged, “Bandits? Poachers? I really
don't know them.”

“Then why would they chase you?” wondered
Kazeem.

“I really don't know, gentlemen,” Fonsy held
up his hands, “I stumbled across their camp early this morning and
they certainly didn't invite me in for breakfast!”

“Where is this camp?” Jafar frowned, “My
scouts have reported nothing.”

“There is a cut in the ground, some twenty
miles from here,” Fonsy waved in the general direction he'd come
from, “Trees have grown up around it.”

“I know it,” Jafar paused thinking.

“Odd place for trees to grow.”

“It holds the rain,” Kazeem explained, “Soon
the herd will find it and strip them down but they'll grow back in
a few years.”

“A large band, did you say?” Jafar asked.

“Maybe twenty men,” Fonsy shrugged, “I didn't
think to ask, at the time.”

“A formidable group, captain,” Kazeem put
in.

“I'd like your take on them. Mr. Parsons,
could I ask you to show Kazeem where you found them?”

“After your gracious hospitality, how could I
refuse?” Fonsy smiled, though his eyes glittered.

“Twenty miles?” Kazeem pondered, “A good moon
tonight. It will serve if we leave soon.”

“I'll go get Belleraphon ready then,” Fonsy
shook his head, “Poor chap'll never forgive me.”

Jafar let Fonsy walk a ways before saying,
“He's not looking for diamonds.”

“He's certainly not telling us something,”
Kazeem agreed, “Do you think its a trap?”

“It's possible. Which is why you'll be taking
a few men with you and I will be following with more.”

“If it's a trap, I'm the bait.”

“We won't be far behind. With luck it won't
come to that.”

“Yes,” Kazeem agreed fervently, “With
luck.”

#


“An ambush?” I was flabbergasted, “You
thought Fonsy was setting you up for an ambush?”

“At the time, it seemed reasonable.”

“And you'd ride into it? Is that
reasonable?”

“We thought so.”

“You could have been killed!”

“That is no reason to
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