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Jim Trevor ushered in the second guest, Dr Paul Brando, into the large lobby of his country house, a one-hour drive out of London. With Paul’s arrival, Trevor was ready to start the meeting and, hopefully, the project he had in mind. A third visitor was expected later. 

He led Paul into a lounge where another visitor, Dr Martha Watkins, who had arrived earlier, was seated. He introduced the two, offered Paul a seat, and took one himself. He had no doubt the project would interest the two and knew it would raise a heated debate in the scientific world and beyond.

The world would be shocked by a claim that the celebrated unveiling of the DNA molecular structure in 1953 was not a new discovery after all. The discovery of the hitherto unknown double-helix structure of the molecule by scientists seven years after the guns of the Second World War fell silent had revolutionised medicine, agriculture and indeed man’s understanding of life in a way not imagined before. Trevor and the team he was assembling would investigate some new information in his possession that suggested someone in the very remote past knew that deep secret of nature. The mere thought that humans possessed such deep knowledge over a hundred thousand years before the three scientists Wilkins, Watson, and Crick re-discovered it in 1953—earning themselves a Nobel Prize in 1962—would be highly exciting. Equally exciting would be the knowledge that those details had been available on a cave wall in a remote, arid location in East Africa for hundreds of generations and had been common knowledge to a small local tribe living there. The team would endeavour to prove or disprove that what was on that cave wall represented the famous molecule at the heart of the propagation and sustenance of life on Earth. But first, he had to convince the two guests and another who would soon participate in a teleconference with them to join him in that daunting task.

He knew the two guests had to contend with heavy London traffic to get to the country house, and for Paul, there was also the hustle of an early morning flight from Lisbon to London. 

He offered them tea, after which he led them out of the room. They got into a wide corridor whose one wall had a row of tall windows that offered a panoramic view of the English countryside, stretching to a raised ground in the distance. The opposite wall was lined with expensive paintings, which left no doubt about the immense wealth Trevor’s family controlled for generations. Several doors were interrupted by the row of paintings, and he took his guests through the last one that led to a big meeting room. In the middle of the room was a large table with high-backed seats on either side, and a ceiling-high, glass-faced bookshelf dominated the farthest wall. The wall opposite that had two windows like the ones in the corridor outside, and sunlight came through them to bathe the big room with golden sun rays. 

He motioned his guests to take seats and took one himself at the head of the table. 

“I once again thank you two for coming despite the short notice,” he started when Martha and Paul were settled. “I know you have tight schedules, so I will go straight to the business at hand. Let me invite our friend to the meeting.”

He admitted another participant to a teleconference. 

“Welcome, Professor Simiyu.” The fourth participant’s image appeared on a screen to his left. 

“Thank you,” responded the newcomer.

“Let’s get to know one another better,” Trevor said. “I know I have talked to each of you about the others, but this is the first time we’re all meeting together.”

Then, turning to Dr Brando, he continued, “So, Paul and David, meet Dr Martha Watkins, the molecular biologist I talked to you about. She has been working with me on the matter that has brought us here.” 

The two men greeted the lady. 

“I’m glad to meet you, too,” she responded.

Then Trevor turned to Martha and said, “And here, meet Dr Paul Brando, the archaeologist from California who I talked to you about. He is in Europe to attend a conference in Spain, and I took advantage of him being on this side of the Atlantic to invite him over,” he paused. “Then, last but not least, is my Kenyan friend Professor Simiyu, the second archaeologist in the team. He couldn’t make it to London.”

The guests nodded respectfully. 

“May I start by telling Paul how this thing started,” he continued. Brando knew why he was there, but unlike Martha and Simiyu, he did not know how it had started. 

“I’m dying to hear that,” Brando responded.

“Very well. It all started with an old belt and a walking stick,” Trevor said.

“An old belt and a walking stick?” asked Brando, surprised.  

“Yes,” Trevor went on and touched a key on the laptop before him. An image of an old leather strap appeared on a raised screen in the farthest corner. “Martha and David have seen this before, so this is meant for you, Paul.”   

“Thank you.” 

“What we have here is a picture of an old leather belt which I bought two years ago from an antique shop in London.” 

He told Paul how the belt came into his possession, and the American listened attentively without interrupting.

“Let’s now take a look at the real thing,” he continued, getting on his feet. Brando followed him. 

They walked to a corner of the large room where a glass-covered display cabinet stood against a wall.

“Here,” he told Brando, pointing inside the cabinet.

There was an old leather belt made of two thinner pieces stuck together. On one end, the two pieces had been separated to expose their inner sides. The opposites of the newly exposed sides looked weather-beaten, thanks to long exposure to the environmental elements. Brando noted that one of the newly exposed surfaces bore two wavy lines running along its length, and the other end of the belt was attached to a flat piece of bone. A similar piece of bone lay near the belt, and it was clear the two pieces were designed to lock together.

“Take note of those wavy lines on the belt,” Trevor told his visitor.

“What about them?”

“They’re part of the reason we’re here.”

“Okay.” 

“Also, take note of the small inscriptions between the two lines.”

“Alright.”

“Without the lines and inscriptions, it’s just an old piece of leather, as it says on the paper,” Trevor went on, pointing at writing on a piece of paper lying next to the belt that read: ‘A leather belt worn by Amalek medicine-men of Northern Kenya’. “Months after I bought it, I accidentally discovered that whatever held the two thin straps together had disintegrated over time and could easily be separated without damaging them. I went ahead and did that.”

“And?”

“I found those lines and inscriptions on the newly exposed surfaces.” 

Brando bent to get a better look. “Interesting!”

“Indeed.”

They got back to their seats, and Trevor continued talking. “I consulted an expert in ancient writings, Mr Michael Doyle, who’ll be joining us soon, and after rigorous scrutiny, he concluded the inscriptions were a writing of sorts but nothing he had seen before. He thought the wavy lines only defined the boundaries of the space bearing the inscriptions, making me even more interested in the belt. Fortunately, the store owner where I got it from keeps elaborate records of what he buys and sells, and he informed me it came from East Africa, specifically from the Amalek people.”

Who’re Amaleks?” Brando asked.

“It’s a small tribe living on the shores of Lake Turkana in Northern Kenya, which Professor Simiyu informed me has less than two hundred members. As an anthropologist, I got interested in the tribe, which I realised would soon disappear. I travelled to Kenya to learn more about them and learnt the belt, which they call atikiri, was very important to the tribe.”

“Why?” 

“It was worn by their head medicine man when conducting important tribal ceremonies. The Amalek chief told us that during a journey to a sacred mountain in the mid-1950s, the head medicine man then and his assistant disappeared, together with the belt. On further investigation, both here and in Kenya, we found out that the two men were shot dead.”

“Who shot them?”

“British soldiers in Kenya fighting Mau Mau insurgents.”

“Mau Mau?”

“Yes. They were insurgents who took up arms to free their country from British colonial rule in the mid-fifties of the last century. The soldiers mistook the two for insurgents who had killed many British colonial settlers in Central Kenya and were on the run heading for the neighbouring country, Ethiopia. After the unfortunate incident, one of the soldiers took the belt from the dead head medicine -man as a souvenir and brought it to England.”

“That’s an interesting story.”

“It is.”

“More than six decades later, the belt ended up in the antique store where I bought it.”

Trevor paused.

“The Amalek will do anything to get their belt back since they claim it’s an irreplaceable gift from the gods.”

“From the gods?” Brando wondered. 

“Yes.”

“Why can’t they make another one? It’s a simple item.”

“Not so, according to them. Customs demand that if they lose one, they wait for five generations before making another one. They have two generations to go.

“Good heavens! Wait for five generations to make a simple leather belt?”

“Mnnh.”

“Unbelievable.”

“Exactly,” Trevor continued. “After realising how important the belt is to the tribe, I promised to give it back to them when I’m done with it, and that bought their cooperation.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“During that visit, I took photographs, including some with their chief. Weeks later, as I was going over them, I came across one in which the chief, in his official regalia, held a staff that had intricate lines and inscriptions on its surface. A closer look revealed the lines and inscriptions were similar to the ones on the belt.” He projected to the screen an image of a long staff curved at the top. “There,” he said, pausing to give Brando time to study the image. 

“Go on,” said Brando, his eyes not leaving the screen.

“I later learnt that similar inscriptions were on many ceremonial items used by the tribe, and wondered whether they were mere decorations or had other meanings.”

“Mnnh.” 

“Then, one of my assistants made a comment that completely changed how I looked at the belt. He quipped that the wavy lines on it and those on the chief’s staff resembled strands of the DNA molecule. I didn’t think much about the comment, but weeks later, I met Martha and repeated what the assistant had said in passing. The biologist in her could not let that pass, and she asked me to send photographs of the belt to her, which I did. Days later, she told me something that shocked me.” He paused and looked at Martha. 

“What did she say?” 

“She said what was on those photographs indeed depicted the DNA molecule.” He paused again. “You can imagine my amazement on hearing that. A DNA molecule depicted on an old belt made by a tiny and near-extinct tribe in the remote semi-desert part of Eastern Africa! My interest in such a claim is what it says about the maker’s history, unlike my biologist friend here whose interest would be how that could be possible. I immediately sent my assistant back to Kenya, where he spent another week and learnt that the inscriptions had been copied from older ones on a cave wall. The tribe claims the ones in the cave were put there by gods who also created their ancestors.”

“By gods who created their ancestors?” Brando asked.

“Yes.”

“What do you mean?” 

“Exactly that. The Amalek claim that the gods who inscribed on that cave wall also created their ancestors.”

Martha suppressed a peal of laughter.

“They also claim that their ancestors were the first humans on Earth. Of course, my man scoffed at that but listened all the same. He requested to visit the cave, a sacred place for the tribe. However, the request was denied because it was during a season when visiting the cave was forbidden, even for the Amalek. That had to wait, and as we did so, I had the belt carbon dated.”

“What age did you get?” 

“Three thousand years.” 

“Three thousand years?” asked Brando incredulously. 

“Yes.” Trevor sat back and sighed. “I couldn’t believe it either. So, I redid it, this time in a different centre.” 

“And?” 

“The results from the second centre were different from the first one by less than a hundred years, and that convinced me that there was a need to do some serious work on the subject.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Brando contended. 

“And Paul, that’s why we’re here,” Trevor finished bringing Brando up to speed. 

“What’s expected of us?” enquired Brando thoughtfully.

“I’m inviting you three to join me in conducting thorough research on that tribe and the mysterious inscriptions in the cave. You’ll agree that a three-thousand-year-old belt would justify such a study, as would inscriptions resembling the DNA molecule inside a remote cave. Also, claims like the one made by that tribe about its origin would warrant anthropologists to try to strip myth from facts around the story,” he sat back on his seat. “Now, in this case, we have all three of those together, making it an investigator’s goldmine, and I can’t think of a better team to do that than the one in this conference.”

“That’s very flattering,” said Brando. 

“Let’s face it, Paul. You’ve always been interested in working in archaeological sites with mythical claims, and this is as good as they come,” he continued, turning to Martha. “As for you, Martha, it’s obvious we can’t decipher what could be a representation of a DNA molecule without a molecular biologist, and a good one at that. Finally, this cave is located in David’s backyard, and he’s already sold on the idea. So, what better team can we have?” 

Professor Simiyu nodded in agreement.

“Dr Watkins, please tell Paul why you thought those inscriptions depict the molecule,” Trevor continued.

Martha cleared her throat.

“After going through what Jim sent me, I was convinced he was dealing with an interesting find, one resembling the DNA molecule, but that was as far as I got initially. However, everything changed when I showed the photographs Trevor sent me to two of my colleagues separately, and both, without hesitation, said they were representations of the famous molecule. That forced me to have a second look at it, and a new reality hit me, and I realised we had to urgently find how and when it was put on that cave wall.”

Brando nodded.

“A finding that the markings were put there before 1953 when scientists discovered the molecular structure of the molecule would have far-reaching ramifications in the scientific world and beyond,” she continued.

“It certainly would,” Simiyu agreed.

“I agree,” added Brando.

“Yes. Such a finding would force a rethink about human history on Earth and who we are,” she said. 

“You’re right,” Brando agreed. 

“You can imagine facing new evidence showing there was a civilisation or civilisations in the very remote past possessing knowledge that came to our possession only a few decades ago,” she continued. “Jim and I debated for days about that and concluded there was no way it could have occurred naturally. Those markings must have been put there by someone, and whoever it was had a very deep insight into advanced molecular biology, which posed a major question.”

“Which one?” Brando asked. 

“If it’s as old as the Amalek claim,” Trevor said.

“To add flavour to the story is the cave’s location,” Simiyu added.

“What do you mean?” enquired Brando.

“The area around Lake Turkana, Sibiloi, where the cave is located, is referred to as the Cradle of Mankind. That’s where the oldest and most complete human fossils have been found. Therefore, the claim by its current inhabitants about it being the location where the first people on Earth appeared would not fail to attract attention,” said Trevor.

“That certainly makes the place more interesting,” Simiyu continued. 

“Besides being home to the earliest human fossils, it also has fossils of ancient trees and extinct animals, cementing its centrality in the history of early life on the planet,” added Trevor.

Brando did not need further convincing about the need to go to Sibiloi. He had been involved in many archaeological projects in many places worldwide, but this one was unique. Unlike others where they dug looking for old objects and signs from the distant past, there were signs already on a cave wall in this case. Their job was to prove or disprove Amalek’s claim and Martha’s hypothesis. Also, in other sites, they looked for evidence of long-gone creatures, humans, pro-humans and their creations, but in this case, they would be interrogating something far deeper, the very essence of life. The thought deeply moved him. Suppose they proved it was what Martha thought and that the Amalek were right in their claim. The implications would be unbelievably great and far-reaching, forcing a total re-think of what we knew about our species’ past.  

“The date of that belt and the Amalek claims about their origin seal the deal. I am in,” Dr Brando told his colleagues.

“Great! We now have the team we require,” said Trevor, unable to hide his joy. Things had turned out the way he had hoped.

A member of his staff announced Professor Michael Doyle’s arrival, and Trevor walked to the door to meet him. 

“Right on time, Prof,” Trevor told the man at the door and ushered him in. He introduced him to the team.

“Please take a seat and join in the meeting.”

Doyle sat, placed his laptop on the table, and booted it up. “I’m ready.”

“I have already told my friends about how we got to where we are and your input. Now that you are here, they should hear it from you.”

“As Jim must have told you, he asked for my opinion on the inscriptions on the chief’s staff and the belt, and after careful study of both, I formed the opinion that they were a form of writing and were not mere decorations.”

“And you say it’s a new form of writing? One not reported before?” asked Brando.

“I was sure about that but sought the opinions of other experts in the field, and all except one agreed with me.” 

“Have you encountered something like that before?” 

“No, I haven’t. I’ve been consulted about many newly discovered ancient writings, all on paper, papyrus or clay tablets. This is the first time I’ve dealt with writings on a cave wall, which I find fascinating.” 

He answered more questions from the team until they had no more to ask. He begged to leave and was excused.   

Trevor was thrilled. He knew many researchers would have given anything to work with him, but he particularly wanted these three. He had worked with them before and held them in high regard. He knew, together, they would make a formidable team. With two archaeologists, Brando and Simiyu, a molecular biologist and himself, they had what it took to get to the bottom of the developing mystery. 

“We can now go to the next stage, which is planning how and when to do the job; for that, I’ll need my assistant. He’ll make most of the preparations.”

He called in the assistant, Mark, and told him to start making arrangements for the four to go to Sibiloi.  

“Plan for a stay of up to six weeks,” Trevor told him. 

“OK.” 

An hour later, the two guests left.

***
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Three days later, Mark reported to Trevor about his preparations. 

“What about flights?” Trevor enquired after the briefing.

“Done, including local ones within Kenya.”

“That’s great.”

“You and Martha will leave for Nairobi on Tuesday night, two days after I get there to make ground arrangements, and Dr Brando will join us a day later. Then you’ll all leave for Sibiloi on Thursday by air. That’s the best way to get there from Nairobi because it’s far and the roads are horrible. A local team that Professor Simiyu has identified will travel ahead of the team by road, carrying what is necessary for a six-week stay in the remote part of the country where the Amalek live. 

“Very well.”

“Professor Simiyu is working on the necessary permits and approvals,” Mark then concluded, “Everything is in here.” He handed a folder to his boss.

Trevor took the file folder and put it down. He would look at it later.

“Excellent. We’re set to go.”

“Thank you.”

“That’s all for now. I’ll let you know if I need anything else.” 

After Mark left, Trevor made a call.

“Paul, this is Jim,” he said when his American friend answered. “Everything is ready on this end and in Kenya.”

“Great!”

“What about your end?”

“Not yet, but I’ll be ready in two days.”

“Martha and I will leave next Tuesday.”

“Mark informed me, and I plan to join you a day later. Just make sure you don’t finish the job before I arrive,” the American joked. 

“I’ll remember that.”

“Thanks for ringing.”

“See you in Nairobi.”

Trevor ended the call and rang Simiyu, then Martha. They had been waiting for his call. 

***
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A week later, ten thousand metres in the sky, Trevor sat up, fully awake. He had slept through most of the flight from London, just like Martha, who was still asleep beside him. The pilot announced they would be in Nairobi in an hour. 

Trevor inclined his seat, closed his eyes, and his mind drifted back to how the belt came into his possession. It had started with a call from an antique store owner, Mr Malik, more than two years earlier.

“Good afternoon, doctor,” the Pakistani had greeted him when he answered the call.

“Good afternoon, Mr Malik. What can I do for you?”

“I have something you would be interested in,” Trevor knew the man knew about his interest in antiques. He also knew that the caller was driven more by the love of money than art. 

“What could that be?”

“A belt.”

“A belt?”

“Yes, a belt.”

“Where is it from?”

“East Africa.”

“Where in East Africa, and who made it?”

“It is from Kenya, and the information I have has it that it belonged to the Amalek.”

“Who?”

“The Amalek.”

“I haven’t heard of them.”

“It’s a small tribe in Kenya, and I gather only a few dozen of them were remaining the last time someone bothered to count. That’s why I thought you would be interested.”

“You’re right on that.”

“Great!”

What Malik had said piqued his curiosity. A tribe with only a few dozen members alive? That would be quite something. 

“Anything else about the tribe or the belt?”

“Yes, the age of the belt. I was told it’s over a hundred and fifty human generations old. That’s how its makers count age, and I must emphasise that’s what I was told. I’ve no proof, so it’s just a story for now.”

“We better treat it as such because for a belt to be around for a hundred and fifty human generations would be quite something. I’ll drop in and have a look at it.”

“When?”

“The day after tomorrow.”

“I look forward to seeing you, sir.”

He hung up, returned to what he was doing before the call came, and did not think about the conversation until hours later, in the quiet of his study. Since he left teaching five years earlier, he had made time for his passion for anthropology. He would take time from his work to travel to distant lands if there was something there to quench his thirst for collecting and preserving items and antiques from small ethnic communities on the brink of becoming extinct. He made it his duty to do whatever he could to save the heritage of such communities. It was his gift to posterity.

He looked up the Amalek, but there was no mention of them in his books or on the Internet. Maybe the Pakistani is trying to sell something valueless to me. He knew Malik dealt with immigrants and asylum seekers, most of whom arrived in Britain with practically nothing. The few who came with anything more than the clothes on them would only have small items they considered of value. He thought it was likely that the belt Malik was talking about came from a desperate asylum-seeker trying to make something to see them through another penniless day. Such people make ridiculous claims about whatever little they have to sell. But his thirst for information on tribes facing extinction could not allow him to forget what Malik had said. He would explore it further, and he knew where to start.

He consulted his watch. It would be early evening in Nairobi. He thought of ringing his friend Prof David Simiyu who worked at the National Museums of Kenya and lectured at the University of Nairobi but thought better of it. You do not ring a respected scholar an ocean and two continents away to ask about an item you have not even seen. He decided the call could wait till he had seen the item. He also decided he would not send an assistant to Malik’s store. He would go there himself. 

He visited the shop two days later, and everything else was history.

“We will be landing at the Jomo Kenyatta International Airport in ten minutes.” The captain’s voice jolted him to the present. Martha was now fully awake.

The British Airways Airbus approached JKIA, Nairobi, from the west and faced the rising sun whose golden-red rays bathed the awakening savannah below. The captain announced the weather, and that delighted Trevor. He had been looking forward to a bright warm day.

The plane touched down not long after, and there followed the process of clearing through Customs and Immigration. Mark and another man, Yusuf, were waiting for them, and before long, the three Britons drove out of the airport with Yusuf at the wheel, heading for Norfolk Hotel. Traffic was light, so they made it to the hotel in less than twenty minutes. 

Mark had planned for Trevor and Martha to get a few hours rest before he briefed them, but his boss would not hear any of that. He wanted to be briefed right away, so after freshening up and taking breakfast, the three sat in Trevor’s suite. It was 9:00 am, and Nairobi had already attained a busy rhythm.

“What’s the schedule for today?” Trevor enquired.

“After this, we’ll go to Langata, which is twelve kilometres west of here, for you to meet the team you’ll go to Sibiloi with. You’ll also see what they have prepared, and after that, you’ll meet Professor Simiyu for lunch.”

“What arrangements have been made in Sibiloi?”

“Simiyu, through the team he has assembled, has made the necessary arrangements with the Amalek chief and local administration. They’re waiting for you.”

Trevor nodded in approval. Mark was one of his best men; he never failed to deliver. He trusted him. That did not lessen the importance of Professor Simiyu’s invaluable input. Still, even with the best plans, you needed someone to follow what was happening at every stage, and Mark was very good at that. The last time he and Mark were in Kenya, they flew to Sibiloi and stayed in a lodge from where they drove every morning to an Amalek village, but it was going to be different this time. They would camp at the site where they would be working, so they needed a lot of equipment and provisions, given the remoteness of the place they would be visiting and the additional members to the team. 

After the briefing, they were ready to leave, and Mark called Yusuf on his mobile phone. The man appeared almost immediately. 

“To Langata,” Mark told the driver when they had settled in the car. They headed west and found that traffic had greatly built up and was hardly moving. Yusuf inched ahead, moving from one lane to the other and taking any opening.

Soon, they were on Langata Road, a less busy road that led to their destination. On their left was Nairobi National Park, the only national park in the world in a city. The park harboured three of the animal kingdom’s big five, and Yusuf could not stop talking about it. He told them they could be only metres away from wild lions or buffaloes on the other side of a bush-covered fence.

Twenty minutes later, they left the highway and got onto a dirt driveway leading to an old colonial homestead behind old cedar trees. In the compound were a large whitewashed house and two smaller ones a short distance away. A bald man in a khaki safari suit emerged from the bigger house and waited for them on its front veranda. 

Their cab stopped next to two grey safari vehicles, and Mark led them to meet the man in the khaki suit who was already coming down the steps. They shook hands, and Mark introduced the man to his colleagues.

“Meet Mr Ng’ang’a, the gentleman making arrangements for the trip to Sibiloi.”

He then introduced his colleagues to Ng’ang’a.  

“Welcome to Kenya,” Ng’ang’a told them. “I’ve heard much about you, Dr Trevor, from our mutual friend Professor Simiyu.” 

“I hope he had nice things to say about me.”

“He did,” Ng’ang’a said, laughing. “This way, please.” 

He led them to one of the smaller cottages some distance from the main building. 

“Welcome to my humble office,” he told them as they got into the cottage, which Trevor thought could do with a coat of paint.

A young lady sat behind a reception desk. 

“Jeanie, tell those guys working in the garage that we have visitors and will need silence until we’re through,” their host instructed the young lady as he led them through another door and into his office.

He motioned them to take seats and took one himself. Then Mark got down to business. 

“This is part of the team that will go to Sibiloi, and they want to know where we’re with preparations,” he informed Ng’ang’a.

“Right. Everything is ready. Vehicles, tents, six-week provisions, generators, communication gear, and the necessary drugs are all in place. As for the paperwork, Dr Simiyu’s letter to the administration explaining what you would be doing up there helped a lot. I’ll leave for Sibiloi tomorrow morning with my men.”

“That list sounds quite comprehensive.”

“It is and needs to be. The place is remote, and re-stocking is a challenge, so carry enough of everything you need.”

“Okay. We’ll join you on Friday, right?”

“Yes.”

“We’re happy with what you have done. Is there anything you need from us?” asked Trevor.

“I have everything I need.”

“Let Mark know if you need anything else.”

“I will.”

“Do you have a written list of what you have prepared?”

“Yes.” 

“Let’s have a copy of it, please. We may want to add something.”

Ng’ang’a was surprised by the request. That told him this was a hands-on customer, unlike other millionaire customers he handled, who just wanted things done without caring to go into details. He also remembered that Mark had told him his boss spent considerable time in the field, so the man knew what he needed. He pulled out a file from his drawer and got a sheet of paper from it. He handed it to Trevor.

“We’ll go through it, and Mark will get back to you in the afternoon.”

“I’ll be waiting. Now let me show you what you’re paying for.”

He led them out of the office and to the back of the cottage, where two vehicles were being readied. One was a truck fitted with seats atop a deck, below which was a space for cargo, and the other a nine-seater safari van. Both were grey; therefore, they would blend well with the terrain they would be traversing in the arid north of the country.

“We’ll take these two vehicles. They’re best suited for where we are going,” Ng’ang’a informed them.

Trevor proceeded to briefly inspect the vehicles. When through, he indicated they should move on and, to Ng’ang’a, the brevity of that inspection meant his new employer was not the technical type, and that suited him. He was perfectly at home with that arrangement and preferred it because the man from England would leave him free to handle the technical side of things without much interference. They moved on to a wooden store where a man arranged provisions in boxes as another checked what went in against a list.

“Meet Kioko and Juma. They’ll be coming with us.”

They greeted the men and took the time to understand what they were doing. They would stay with these people and knew they had better get to know them well. The same went for the provisions they were arranging for Sibiloi was hundreds of kilometres from any pretence of civilisation. 

When they had seen all they needed in the store, they left the attendants to continue their work. 

Trevor and his team were ready to return to the hotel, satisfied that everything was going well. Simiyu had told him that he had known Ng’ang’a for years and that he was the best at organising safaris to the North. What he had seen confirmed that. 

They got back to the cab and headed back to the hotel. Jetlag had caught up with them, and since they were satisfied arrangements for the trip to Sibiloi were going well, they took some rest before the good professor joined them for lunch.

Twenty minutes later, the cab came to a halt outside the hotel, and two and a half hours after that, refreshed and rested, the three Britons sat at a table with Professor Simiyu. 

“We visited Ng’ang’a this morning, and we’re happy with what we saw,” Trevor told him after they made their order.

“The man is good at his work. He has been doing it for a long time, and my department has used his services for years. We’re in safe hands.”

“That’s very assuring.” 

Their discussion shifted to what had brought Trevor and his team to Kenya.

“Do you have anything new about our friends in the north?” asked Trevor.

“The Amalek?”

“Yes.”

“I do, but not much.”

“Anything new is welcome.”

“I found out they have distant relatives in Ethiopia, the Tekerr. Linguistically, both groups are close, but that’s the end of their similarities. Culturally, they are very different, suggesting they parted ways long ago and may not have had much interaction for generations.”

“That’s a logical conclusion. Do the Tekerr have similar claims to those of the Amalek about their origin?”

“No. They just say that they came from the south.”

“Which suggests Tekerrs left the Amalek and moved north.”

“I see what you mean, but it’s not that straightforward in this continent. Populations didn’t necessarily move in clear and predictable directions in search of food or pasture. There were many other factors, such as hostile tribes, diseases and even proclamations by seers, that came into play and pushed people to move in unexpected patterns. You may find a group moving in a circle, coming back to the same place many generations later, and claiming that their new home looks like the one described in their folk stories.”

“That’s interesting.”

Trevor and Simiyu had met when the latter was pursuing a doctoral degree in England, and the two struck up a friendship that had persisted for years. Though in different academic fields, both enjoyed their discussions whenever they had a chance, some of which went on for hours. Trevor, an agnostic, was fascinated by how smoothly Simiyu, a profoundly religious person, navigated through science and religion. Even though the Briton disagreed with the Kenyan on many aspects, they spent hours discussing whatever topic they trailed into. The last time they shared an evening in Nairobi, they had chatted past midnight.

“For how long will we be in Sibiloi?” asked Simiyu, though well aware that no one could tell until they got there and started working. 

“I can’t tell. It’ll depend on what we come up with, but if things move smoothly as expected, we will be there for about two to three weeks.”

“I guessed as much.”

“Let’s come back to the Amalek.”

“What about them?”

“So little is known about them, and I wonder if it’s the same with their neighbours.”

“The Kabros?”

Trevor nodded.

“Like the Amalek, they’re nomads who rear camels for milk and meat and use them in dowry payment. Once in a while, they’ll sell some of them to raise money, but that is rare.” 

Their food was brought to the table, and as they ate, Simiyu told them all he knew about the neighbours of the Amalek and their distant relatives, the Tekerr.

After the meal, they continued talking until the Kenyan was ready to leave, but not before speaking with Mark, who was due to leave for England that evening. He had finished his work in Kenya, and Trevor needed him back in England for other duties.

“I knew I could count on you,” Trevor told Simiyu as he escorted him out of the hotel.

“Thank you. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

The following morning, Brando arrived in Nairobi and over breakfast in the hotel, he was briefed on what had transpired. 

***
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At 9:00 am, the group of researchers, which now included Simiyu, arrived at Wilson Airport in Nairobi, from where they left for Sibiloi in a small chartered plane. The plane took a northwesterly course and maintained it for some time before veering northeast. The pilot explained he did that to avoid bad weather around Mt Kenya, though at the expense of fuel economy. He flew at cruise speed, and thanks to fair weather for most of the flight, they could see the ground below change from lush green in the highlands to brown as they entered the arid northern part of the country.

“We’re leaving the central highlands and entering the dry northern part of the country,” the pilot informed them over the intercom. 

“It looks pretty dry down there,” Brando observed to Simiyu seated beside him.

“Yes, and it’s like that all the way to our destination,” Simiyu said.

“It must be tough for the inhabitants.” 

“It’s hell and will worsen as we move further north.” 

The pilot kept them informed of the areas they flew over. The plane banked and took a northeast direction.

“That’s Mt Kenya on the left,” the pilot’s voice crackled on the intercom. 

“Where?” asked Brando.

Simiyu pointed. “It’s covered by those dark clouds and snow.”

“It must be massive.”

“It is. You can see it clearly in good weather, and its snow-cap is quite a sight.”

The dark cloud shrouding the mountain receded on its northern side, and a clear blue sky lay before them as far as they could see. They were entering the proper perched northern territories where it rarely rains. The country below them was dry, dusty and mostly bare of vegetation. Only occasional acacia survived here and there, and even that was stunted and thorny, an evolutionary trick to cope with the hostile climate.

Two and a half hours later, they started to lose height and far in the north, they could see their destination; Lake Turkana’s majestic jade colour. As the plane descended, more details of what lay below became clearer. Trevor and Brando had been to deserts and other desolate places, but none like this. Below lay not a sandy desert but an endless carpet of rocks of different sizes and colours. It was the same from one horizon to the other; the only contrast was the lake in the distance. 

“This is amazing!” quipped Trevor, referring to the scenery below.

“It’s due to volcanism over millennia,” Simiyu explained, “and passengers coming this way for the first time always marvel at it.”

“The place must have had a very violent past,” observed Brando.

The plane descended some more and, thirty minutes later, landed on a tiny, dusty airstrip inside Sibiloi National Park. Ng’ang’a and Kioko waited for them in the nine-seater Land Cruiser they had seen in Nairobi. 

On disembarking, they were hit by a blast of hot air, and the place’s true nature became clearer. It was a furnace. They were in a rock desert where it took only a few hours of sunshine for the temperature to get to over forty degrees Celsius. 

Ng’ang’a and Kioko helped them transfer their luggage to the vehicle, and after bidding the pilot farewell, they were on their way. The plane also took off. No one wanted to hang around in the scorching sun longer than necessary.

They drove on a narrow track that had been made by clearing a sea of loose black stones that covered everywhere. It was a landscape one had to see to believe; hot, desolate and sterile of visible life. 

“This place must have had a fascinating past,” Brando repeated, not talking to anyone in particular.

“Mnnh,” Simiyu agreed.

“Do you deduce that from the forest of black stones?” asked Martha.

“Yes, and from the sheer scale of the picture. From what I saw from the air, I guess it’s this way for more than a hundred kilometres, which means the responsible volcanic activity was widespread.”

“It’s rare to have multiple volcanoes in one area,” Simiyu added.

“Rare, yes, but it happens. Nature need not follow any logic. It just does what it does when it does,” said Brando.

“You’re right,” Simiyu agreed. 

They crossed a dry riverbed, known locally as luggas/laghas, then went up a steep rise, bringing them to the start of a flat plain. Ng’ang’a pointed out a camp he and his men had set up, and though the place did not look far, it took unduly long to get there. They had to drive slowly to avoid wrecking the vehicle. 

Finally, they were at the camp, which had tents arranged in a semi-circle, with one, the largest, at the centre. The grey truck they had seen at Ng’ang’a’s place in Nairobi stood behind the largest tent. 

They offloaded their luggage, and Ng’ang’a showed them to their respective tents.

“Unfortunately, we’ll not see the chief right away,” Trevor lamented.

“Yes,” Simiyu added. “They have a wedding in the village today, and nothing will keep the chief away from that. However, we’ll see him first thing tomorrow morning, and I suggest we drive around in the afternoon for you to get a feel of the place.”

“That’s a good idea.”

Later, they met in the large central tent for lunch. The sides of the tent were folded up to let air flow freely, offering a fantastic uninterrupted view of the desolate countryside. 

After lunch, they waited for the sun to go down before setting off to visit a site the non-Kenyans among them were dying to see for the first time, the world-famous petrified forest of Sibiloi.

They arrived within an hour, and what they found was beyond the expectation of those seeing it for the first time. Strewn all over a section of Sibiloi Hills were what looked like tree trunks of various shapes and sizes but were peculiar in that some of the trunks shone under the still mercilessly hot sun.

“What a sight!” observed Martha.

“It’s amazing,” Simiyu told her, describing the spellbinding scenery. “What you see here is over seven million years old and was formed when the place was a lush forest.”

“How did it come about?” she wanted to know more.

“There was massive flooding, and sediments covered these tree trunks, then with time, the wood was replaced by an inorganic material. The result of that process was these replicas of the tree trunks, only this time made of stone.” 

They had read about the petrified forest, but it was one thing to read about it and another to see and touch it.

“It gives you a unique feeling of being among organisms that lived seven million years ago,” Martha said. 

“I feel the same,” said Trevor. “Though they’re stones, you feel they differ from other stones since they were once alive.” 

They went up the hill, where they found more of the mysterious gifts from antiquity, and dusk was approaching when they reluctantly headed back for the camp.  
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Early the following morning, they went to meet the chief in his village. There were the occasional wild animals along the way, but they were especially attracted by a herd of giraffes nipping little leaves from stunted acacia trees. 

“It’s interesting how the huge creatures survive in a place with so little to feed on,” Martha observed. 

“I guess they cannot be many,” Ng’ang’a offered.

“Are there predators?” Brando wondered.

“Yes, lions. Only a pride of lions can bring down the huge creatures,” Ng’ang’a said. “We can now see the village ahead of us.”

“Where?” asked Martha.

“At the bottom of that craggy rock formation,” Ng’ang’a pointed. 

“I don’t see any houses over there,” Martha said. 

“Neither do I,” added Brando.

“Some of those boulders are huts,” Ng’ang’a told them.

“Really?”

“Yes, they are built like that deliberately. The Amalek build among huge boulders and make their huts resemble them for camouflage. When you’re few and surrounded by numerous enemies, you do not want to stand out,” Trevor explained. He also could not tell the huts and the boulders apart the last time he was there until their tour guide pointed them out to him.

“I see,” Brando acquiesced. 

“They also don’t light fires outside their huts for the same reason,” Ng’ang’a added.

“Tough life,” Brando said.

“Indeed,” Martha concurred.

There was no road or a well-defined track; therefore, Ng’ang’a kept looking for spaces
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