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One
THE FIRST explosion rolled through the mid-morning heat and haze, reached down, and touched Durell in his sleep. He turned over on the bed in his room in the dilapidated Pakuru River Hotel, thinking it was no time for more trouble.
The second blast was closer, somewhere in the sweltering capital of Pakuru itself. A soft mist of powdered plaster drifted down over the tattered mosquito netting. Durell opened his eyes. The bed shook. The window rattled.
"Get out of my bed," he said firmly.
"Sam, please. I'm so frightened."
"Out!"
"It's the Neighbors. The Ndohuzas." She used the Pakuru word for the new, copper-rich nation to the north, a word that Pakuru had traditionally applied to the adjacent tribal conglomeration. The word Neighbors was always used by Pakuru for the People's Democratic Republic of Ndohuza. "Sam, they're all around the city. You must help me."
He felt the weight of her thigh across his belly, the sweat-slick smoothness of her breasts. It was too hot for it. He turned and lifted her bodily and dropped her on the floor beside the bed. The mosquito netting tore. Outside in front of the ramshackle hotel there was shouting in Banda. A whistle blew. A truck snorted into life.
"Sam ..."
Her head came up over the edge of the sweaty mattress.
"Sally, I told you to sleep on the floor."
"It's so hard! You're so cruel!"
She was very pretty, one of those marvelous African strains of Boer and Chinese and Banda. She had a tattered British passport and an address in London, and he had already checked on it before the power lines were knocked out by the unfriendly Neighbors. There was no such address in London, and the job she claimed to have, writing for a little sociologically oriented magazine entitled Toward Sunshine, did not exist. The magazine with the unlikely name was actually published, but they had no Sally Hukkim on their payroll.
"Sam, I think it was the airfield," Sally said.
"I'm sure it was."
"And the town generator. There are no lights."
"Get dressed, Sally."
She watched him slide his snubby-barreled .38 S&W from under the depressed pillow. She had eyes like gold coins, and they were wide with what she tried to project as pure fright. He did not think anything in the world had frightened her ever since she was five years old. "What are you trying to do?"
"I think you should put some clothes on," he suggested.
Her body flowed like a liquid brown snake up and over the edge of the bed. "Is Prince Tim coming today?"
"I hope so."
"I heard he was still out in the jungle with the Army, playing games with the Nieighbors."
"Yes."
"When he comes in, you're leaving with him, aren't you?"
"I hope to."
"Will you get me out of here with you, Sam?"
"No."
'Please! What will I do here in this awful place with all this fighting. I'm not a war correspondent, I'm just a stupid little sociologist studying tribal customs. The Neighbors!" she snorted delicately. "They just want the railroad for the Chinese right-of-way."
"I suppose so."
"What will I do?" she insisted.
"Write a little article on the social impact of tribal, jungle, ideological warfare for that magazine of yours."
"But I couldn't get it out. I can't even get out myself! None of us can. But you've got that Mooney plane out at the field. You can help me, Sam. I'll do anything you say. I mean anything. I'm counting on you."
He said nothing, but got up and moved across the big, high-ceilinged hotel room for his clothes. It was like walking through thin, warm molasses. The gun felt slippery in his fingers. There was more shouting in the Banda tongue down on the road through the giant eucalyptus trees that only added to the smothering heat. From the window he could look down at the dusty front of the Pakuru River Hotel. Some local constabulary stood there, big black feet splayed in the dirt, their uniforms long having lost the smartness designed by Prince Tim. Their automatic rifles were Chinese-built, Russian-designed AK-47 assault weapons. Their eyes were frightened, and they didn't seem to know what to do.
Over the town that sprawled in the cup of the valley— the newly designated capital of the tiny, independent nation of Pakuru—a mushroom cloud of black smoke still billowed up from the reed-thatched tribal palace area. Durell looked northward to where he had left the Mooney four-seater that had flown him from Johannesburg. Another cloud of smoke came from the airport, and he swore softly, seeing his problems doubled and quadrupled. Two of the constables went and sat under the eucalyptus trees across the road and lit brown Portuguese cigarettes. Nailed to the trees over their heads were several signs in Chinese, painted in red calUgraphy, echoing the thoughts of Chairman Mao Tse-tung. The signs had been dutifully planted here in southeast Africa by the Peking corps of engineers who had lived in the Paturu River Hotel while trying to make a deal for the right-of-way across Pakuru to the sea from the copper mines at Mbuli. Durell stared at the battered signs and wondered how Prince Tim had ever gotten the nerve to kick them out of his little country.
"Sam, you can look at me now," said Sally. "I'm all dressed. I think you're afraid of women.*'
He only smiled.
"Or afraid of just little me.''
"No," he said. "I simply don't trust you."
"But you know all about me. That's your business, to know about people, isn't it? It's your job?"
"What does that mean?"
"Well, everybody knows," she said defensively, "that you're an American spy. A CIA agent. From K Section, isn't that right?"
He hadn't told anyone. He hadn't brought any papers with him from the briefing he'd had with Johnny Redwing, the Shawnee, in Johannesburg. Nor did he talk in his sleep. He had been checked out for that long ago, at the Maryland Farm where he'd been for retraining and rest after his last bit of work in Tokyo.
He stared at her.
Her golden eyes fluttered and dropped. She stood near the door of the big, plaster-walled room, near where she had first dropped her battered traveling kit when she had come in last night and appealed for a place to stay. She wore a Pakuru dress, an intricately dyed and designed skirt in native patterns, a kind of light cotton shawl, and a band of golden beads holding her hair back from her forehead. Durell kept staring. Sally Hukkim was a tall girl, almost as tall as he was, with the proud and erect carriage of the Pakuru women. She fastened golden hoop earrings in her fine ears while he watched, her pale yellow eyes serene, smiling secretly. With her faintly slanted eyes—her heritage from the mysterious Chinese ancestor —and pale brown skin (from the Indian merchant who had fathered her?) she looked like the best of the Pakuru girls, perhaps several shades of coffee color too light to match their rich brownness. More important, Durell thought, was her innate pride and bearing in that outfit. She could have been local royalty, and he looked at her twice, wondering what bothered him about her appearance but unable to put his finger on it precisely.
"You like?" she asked demurely.
"I like indeed."
"You silly man, throwing me out of your bed."
"My choice. No regrets for either of us."
She watched him move to the door. "Where are you going? It isn't safe out there, is it? I mean, terrorists— those explosions—"
"I have to see if the plane is still in one piece."
"I'm hungry," she said.
"There's no food in the hotel."
"Will you give me a lift into town then?"
He nodded and opened the door. He had been only half listening to Sally. All through their conversation and dressing the chattering voices of the tattered, frightened police down on the road had provided a background of sound counterpointed by a chittering of monkeys and a twittering of birds in the leafy green heat of the eucalyptus woods bordering the sluggish brown Pakuru River. Once there had been a lawn and elegant tennis courts, and tea was served to the British colonials who had ruled this tiny enclave in Africa, living their London life usually better—certainly better serviced—than at home.
Now everything had gone silent outside.
Suddenly Durell wished he had never heard of Prince Atimboku Mari Mak Mujilikaka, Elephant Emperor, Lord of Lions, Master of the Moon, Stars, and Sun, hereditary king and prince of the complicated tribal chiefs and clans of the convoluted Pakuru society.
Prince Tim, the State Department people called him, not without a perverted sense of affection. A whole new bureau had been built up in Foggy Bottom in Washington dedicated to the proposition that Prince Atimboku, B.A., M.S., Ph.D. at Yale University (Durell's own alma mater), onetime militant member of SDS with a lengthy police record of arrests for rioting, window smashing, fire bombing, illegal protests, and possession of pot, hash, and LSD—all this in the person of the Lion of Lions of
Pakuru was suddenly dear and precious to the security of the United States of America.
Durell listened to the silence outside the hotel.
"What is it?" Sally asked.
"Be quiet," he hushed her.
"Why has everything gone so still?"
He opened the door and found out.
They were surprised in their stealthy approach down the long, wood-planked corridor from the lobby stairs. There were three of them, black tribesmen from the Neighbors, that friendly coimtry that prated of peace in the United Nations councils and systematically organized terror and sabotage in adjacent, newly independent nations of southeast Africa under the guise of local PLMs— People's Liberation Movements. The fact that Pakuru had just celebrated its second anniversary of liberation from colonial rule made no difference to the railroad-building, copper-mining Neighbors. They wanted more, assiduously borrowing Peking's money, arms, and terror techniques to get it. And they had sent the trio of murderers standing at the top of the stairs to insure their getting that one little piece more to finish their jimgle railroad.
There were two screams—one from the hideously painted leader of the trio, the other from the girl behind Durell. A Thermit bomb flew hissing through the air in the brown corridor. It missed Durell, slid along the plank floor, and burst into flames against the wall. Sally screamed again. Durell's gun was ready. He fired at their knees three times. One of the men went yowling and screeching headfirst down the staircase. The second collapsed like a bowling pin. The third kept coming, shouting, ''Kande nendi shum pego!"
Which meant, Durell supposed later, "Death to colonial imperialists!"
He aimed for the leg, missed because Sally screamed again, and then the sweaty, jangly-beaded body crashed into him, and a machete whirred through the air with enough strength to decapitate him. Durell ducked, brought his knee hard up into the man's groin, swimg backward, and carried the struggling PLM fire bomber with him until they crashed into the wall. Smoke began to thicken in the hallway. The other man's breath smelled of pushd, native beer. His teeth were rotten. His eyes were maniacal. Durell did not want to kill him. Durell was, after all, a neutral in the war between Pakuru and the Neighbors. He yanked the man forward, slammed his head into the wall, spun him around again, and hurled him down the corridor toward the flames. Durell glimpsed white, crazed eyes in a contorted face and heard a high, ululating scream followed by a crash of glass as the man kept going and flung himself through the far window.
Durell drew a deep breath and walked to the one with the shattered knee. The man was crawling slowly backward down the steps to the deserted hotel lobby.
"Who were you after, shumba?" He gave the man the Banda name for pig. "Was it me?"
Through the man's pain came a toothy grin. "Partly, laki/' He returned the compliment by calling Durell a carpet snake. "Only partly."
"The girl?"
The man said nothing, looking down the hall at Sally Hukkim's aristocratic figure in her native outfit. He spat on the floor. There was blood in his spittle. Durell felt the heat of the fire at his back.
"Well?"
"You, laki, Yankee imperialist spy."
Sally came up behind them, her face shining from the crackling blaze. "Sam, let's get out of here!"
"Help him down."
She was repelled by the suggestion. "I wouldn't ever touch him!"
"Why not? He's harmless now."
"He—he tried to kill you."
"That's right."
"Lordie. I thought—I hoped—I'd be safe with you."
Ruefully she walked past Durell, still with her head held regally high, and descended the steps to the empty lobby. Durell picked up the wounded man, slung him over one shoulder, and followed.
 
Two
"HARVEY," Gloria said, "get up.''
"Hmmm?"
"Harvey!" she shouted.
Harvey Gladstone lay in the sling bed, arms and legs dangling, his worn, bearded face up tilted to the rafters. His eyes were open, but they were unseeing. Sweat dribbled down his dangling arms. It was only nine o'clock in the morning, but the heat was already suffocating.
"Harvey, aren't you going to do anything?" Gloria asked. Her voice held the shrill, nagging, shrewish note he had come to know only too well. There would be no escape from it. It would simply go on and on and on until he responded somehow.
"What do you want me to do?" he asked.
"Something. Anything! You promised me you'd get us out of here once and for all. Golly, I'll be glad to get going."
"There is no way out," he said flatly.
"But they're coming closer!"
"Sure, sweetie."
"They'll kill us!"
"You maybe. Ravished. Raped. Enjoyed by all those Neighbor bucks. Not me. They'll need me. I'll be all right."
"You son of a bitch," she whispered. "You got me here. All those promises. Those fancy words. Now you'll get me out. I don't intend to be spread and pinned by a gang of—"
"Shut up." He knew her choice of words, and in Pakuru it was dangerous to talk like that. He knew everything about Gloria, past, present, and future. He could predict her every mood, her every ploy in conversation. She lived only in her crotch, he thought, and added tiredly to himself, You're not man enough to fill the bill. No man would ever be for Gloria.
The trouble was he had gone all the way and married her. Harvey Gladstone, chief of operations of Pakuru National Railways, state adviser on economic and industrial development to Prince Atimboku Mari Mak Mujili-kaka, pride of the British Colonial Affairs Officers in the good old days—^he, Harvey, was now down to six hundred miles of rusting rails, an empty office, a bombed-out yard, sabotaged engineering works, and a bitch of a wife. He had married Gloria four years ago on leave to the States. He had found her in Sweeney's bar in New York, and she was one of those New York career girls, slick and glamorous, still honeysmooth with her North Carolina accent, and twenty-five years younger than he.
Well, hell, he had been glamorous enough to her, too, even though pushing the mid-century mark on his birthday calendar. Big African white hunter railroader type, taming the jungle, living off the fat of Pakuruland. Lots of changes since then. In Africa, in Gloria, in himself. He wished bitterly he could have seen the future in Sweeney's mirror that night he first picked her up and took her to his hotel suite.
The fat of the land. Funny thing. That was the same time the CIA type from Washington, all Ivy League and smooth talk, had recruited him for part-time work in Pakuru. "Just to keep an ear to the ground for us, Harv. Nothing to it. A monthly report, that's all, just a precis on odds and ends you pick up. We're quite interested in what happens over there, you see. Peking is talking about building a railroad, a big three-hundred-milHon-dollar credit to that crazy Commie outfit running the country just north of Pakuru. Might be nothing in it at all. But you can use ten thousand a year just for that, can't you?"
He had tried to protest that he, as general manager and chief of operations, didn't need bribes. But it turned out that the white-haired, youthful-faced CIA type knew all about the gambling debts he'd run up in the Casino at Pakuru that the English had built. Knew all about the native girls, too. Knew his bank balance to the penny. Knew about his crazy need for Gloria.
Nothing to it. Not for four years. And now this fellow, Sam Durell, had shown up to collect his money's worth on all that salary.
He felt a deep, squirmy feeling in the pit of his stomach and knew he was scared.
Afraid of the past, the present, the future.
Afraid of Durell.
"Harvey, please," Gloria said, wheedling now.
"Is there anything for breakfast?"
"I've gotten a couple of eggs from Ntsu."
"Those native marbles? Didn't a shipment come in from Johannesburg that last run we made on 907?"
"It's gone. It went to the palace naturally. The regent took it all—for the people, he said. As usual the people are starving."
Harvey Gladstone rolled out of the sling bed, wearing only his soiled underwear, and looked for the Gilbey's bottle. The gin was gone. Gloria moved in front of him so that he finally had to meet her stone-blue eyes, her angry slash of red lipsticked mouth. She was still built as lusciously as when he'd first met her, the heat of Africa and the Pakuru diet hadn't bothered her too much. Hell, she wasn't more than twenty-five, still taking her youth for granted. There was a little puffiness around the angry eyes, the nose wasn't as delicate as it used to be, and the white-blond hair tied with a black grosgrain ribbon, black that matched the jet earrings in her small-lobed ears; why did she have to wear earrings at nine o'clock on a son-of-a-bitch morning when the Neighbors were blowing up half the town? No, she hadn't changed much.
She had begun to nag him early about getting a decent job back in the States, instead of playing big frog in this jungle pond. When he told her that railroading was dead in the USA, at least the railroading he had been born into, she told him to get into another field. But Harvey's grandfather and father had cut their teeth on the spikes of the Denver & Rio Grande, and the glamour and history and all the lore of the D&RG and its counterparts had become something permanent in his blood. He refused to give it up and paid for the refusal with four years of bitching and nagging. He'd offered her a divorce, offered to send her back to Manhattan. Contrary, she had refused. And looking at her as she bent to pick up a pack of cigarettes, watching the smooth swell of her hips and buttocks, he felt a perverse, hot need of her, an immediacy that infuriated him with his own weakness.
"Gloria . . ."
She recognized the look in his eyes and returned it with contempt. "For God's sake, Durell will be here any minute, the town is infested with Neighbor terrorists, and you—^you look at me like—"
"Anything you say, Gloria."
"Well, clean up and shave at least. The way you've fallen apart like a tired old man—"
"All right, Gloria."
They lived in one of the European bungalows not far from the royal compound where the Queen Mother, the She Elephant of Pakuru, normally resided with her retinue of tribal chiefs' wives and the children of the old king, father of Prince Tim, who had died of gluttonizing the second day of independence for Pakuru. Prince Tim had been in the US then, still at Yale, Harvey recalled.
He wandered through the big, airy living room of the bungalow, Gloria behind him, nagging on about finally, at last, thank God, they were leaving this place. Harvey paused in front of the gleaming model of Old 79. Other white men in Africa mounted elephant tusks, rhino heads, buffalo horns, native spears, shields, and wood carvings as trophies in their homes. Harvey had all that, of course. But they were relics left by the British colonial administrator who once had lived here. Harvey's contribution was the three-foot scale model of Old 79, the first locomotive used on the Pakuru National Railway.
He'd built it himself, machining each brass part with loving precision, the drivers and rods and steam box, the pistons and lights, piece by piece, riveted and brass screwed, enameled and lacquered until it was a thing of gleaming beauty that always lifted his heart when he paused to stare at it.
Gloria thought it was a waste of time. "Retreating from reality," she said once. "Playing with that toy."
Old 79 was not a toy. Any railroad man would give his eyeteeth to own her. And he would have to leave her, he thought, maybe today or tomorrow when Durell came to collect.
He turned away and began to dress.
He knew why Gloria was preening herself this morning. She had her eye on Durell. He knew the signs. She letched for Durell from the moment he first came here only forty-eight hours ago to find Prince Tim and get him out of the country.
The worst of it, he thought, was that he no longer cared. Not about Gloria, Pakuru, or anything.
He just wished he could take Old 79 with him.
Three
IT WAS a mile walk from the Pakuru River Hotel into the town itself. There was no transportation available at the hotel. Sally, matching Durell's long stride, carried her small suitcase that presimiably contained all of her pitiful belongings. She adapted herself to Durell's silent wariness as they proceeded on foot along the river road under the smothering eucalyptus trees. The constabulary had vanished. Behind them the hotel crackled merrily, adding its smoke in the blue African sky to that from the airport and the fire blazing somewhere near the Queen's palace. The Indian owner and the lackadaisical help had all vanished promptly along with the police when the three terrorists had appeared.
The smoke over the town cast a pall over the hot, pale African sky. Pakuruville, the capital of the small kingdom now independent after sixty years as a British protectorate, was an odd mixture of tribal provincialism and modernism. The old town was little more than a native village on the northern flank of the steamy valley, home of the Elephant Queen and the royal cattle, set in an enclave of beehive thatched huts that surrounded the circular cattle enclosure. In other huts around the relatively modem royal palace were Prince Atimboku's royal wives —none named queen as yet—and still other huts housed embassies from subsidiary tribes and courtiers from the scores of clans. The government set up by the British when they lowered the Union Jack was a National Council of such tribal emissaries, plus various ministries of National Affairs, Education, and Transportation. Harvey Gladstone was the only white who served in a ministerial capacity, since only he seemed able to keep the railroad running—until the Neighbors went on their rampage, goaded by Peking's insistence that the right-of-way for their railroad had to go through Pakuru's territory.
To the west of the city was a high veld, rich and fertile, and mountains that yielded some promising mineral exploration. East and south were salt flats and the infested swamps of the so-called Emerald Lake, habitat of rhinos, hippos, crocodiles, and imiumerable flocks of great and pink flamingos.
Qn hearing that he had been named head of the new Pakuran government. Prince Atimboku Mari Mak Muii-likaka had pronounced, "I shall lead my nation across the dismal swamps to a safe and peaceful haven."
It had become the motto of the newly independent and sovereign nation.
In his plush suite at the Waldorf in Manhattan Prince Tim had then taken off his tattered blue jeans and fringed Buffalo Bill shirt and donned his best native costume, an oxtail cape and otter fur cap decorated with the tail plumes of the widow bird and red touraco feathers. He trimmed his wild beard and hair and assumed the role of the Lion King.
The first thing he did was order the group of Chinese engineers out of his country.
The second thing he did was order the imprisonment of all rivals to his princely stool—some thirty-eight princes and princesses of rival clans and tribes. Flying in a privately chartered Pan Am 707, he assumed control of the government, forsaking his hippie collegiate ways, leaving behind his guitar, pot, hash, and all the sycophants around him, disdaining the Black Panthers and upstarts and aliens. He moved into the Victorian plantation house that was his palace in Pakuru.
War came immediately, declared by the Neighbors who charged Prince Tim with being the imperialist, warmongering tool of Western capitalism.
Nominating a certain Colonel Abdundi as commander of the Army, Prince Tim promptly took to the field—or the jungles—to conduct the fighting along the northern frontiers.
The trouble was that the Neighbors infiltrated all around his ragged forces, burning villages to his rear, seizing river boats, blowing up bridges, terrorizing tribes, and running off cattle after setting torches to the mealie fields.
When Prince Tim disappeared, Durell was sent in to find him and bring him to safety.
"Sam," said Sally, "I'm splitting."
"Going your own way?"
She looked back at the smoke over the burning hotel. "Doesn't it bother you? They came after you, darling. Because of you old Implana's hotel is gone, three men have been hurt—maybe killed—and here you walk along cool as a cucumber."
"Not quite that cool."
"Well, I'm not hanging around you any more. It's too dangerous. It was a mistake."
"All right."
"I don't think any of us will get out of here alive."
"That remains to be seen."
"Your Prince Tim is a coward!" she said angrily. "He's vanished, right? Nobody heard that he's dead, so he's probably reneged to the Neighbors. Or else he vanished with the royal treasury and is headed for the Riviera or Gstaad or PortolBno to live it up, and the people who named him Lion King be damned." The tall girl's voice was surprisingly bitter. "Why doesn't he have the guts to show up? He ought to be right here taking care of things. I guess he finds reality a lot different from schoolboy window smashing, right? The bastard! He belongs right here, right here helping the people out of their demoralization. He should be sitting on his stool and giving orders instead of playing cowboys and Indians out in the bush."
"What are you so upset about?" Durell asked.
"I don't know. It just gripes me." She pushed back her dark hair with long, sensitive fingers. The heat didn't seem to trouble her. She still kept her long, strong pace adapted to Durell's stride, her haimches swinging to keep up with him. Beads and gold hoops around her neck occasionally rattled, jingled and clacked with her movements.
"Where will you go?" Durell asked.
"I'll be at the Casino with the rest of the refugees."
"Good luck," he said.
She halted abruptly in the dusty road. "Sam—"
He looked at her tall, royal figure. "Yes?"
"Don't you care, Sam?"
"About what?"
"You and me—"
"There never was a you-and-me, Sally."
"I know, but I'd hoped—"
"I have work to do."
Her golden eyes flashed in her brown face. "Oh, you are a cruel man."
"Write me up in Toward Sunshine," he said. He turned and walked on.
The greater part of Pakuru across the valley from the royal kraals and beehive huts was relatively modem. There were two wide boulevards planted with palms and hibiscus shrubs and oleander. There were perhaps a hundred private cars in Pakuru, two buses, a few thousand bicycles. The European part of the town consisted of neat, multicolored bungalows staggering up the hillside toward the Casino's mountain crest, where whites from South Africa and Rhodesia were encouraged to come and spend their vacation money and gamble on the wheels and baccarat tables. High up there was a modern golf course, two swimming pools, and the gaunt ribs of a modem steel-and-glass-cubicle hotel halfway through construction.
When the railroad and the highways were blocked by Neighbor troops, the exodus was halted. The bridges and roads were utterly dangerous. Nobody had come in or out of Pakuru for the last ten days except for Durell in his chartered plane from Johannesburg. The runways at the airport had been bombed and not repaired, so jets could not land. Over the heat of the morning came the wailing of fire sirens as the two fire engines of the mimicipality raced from one point of alarm to another.
Durell was crossing the bridge to the modern town behind two creeping truckloads of ragged, frightened militia when he spotted the taxi with the yellow-fringed roof and hailed it. He considered himself lucky when the brown-skinned driver swerved to the paving and picked him up.
"Where to, sah?"
"The airport," Durell said.
"No airport there no more, sah."
"Take me there, anyway."
"It will be fifty grunwabis, sah."
"Fair enough." It came to five dollars.
The airport stank of burning wood and cordite and some unmentionable odors Durell did not care to identify. The airport was only a narrow strip of pavement running along the river bank with a low, wooden immigration shed and a concrete block waiting room for the tourists who came up from South Africa to relax at the Casino. The hangars were of corrugated steel, and they were blackened and twisted by the terrorist raid. Smoke still curled from the skeletal wreckage of several planes.
"Here you are, sah."
"Wait for me."
"I don't know. Them Neighbors might come back."
"No, they won't. There's nothing left here for them to blow up."
A few soldiers stood or squatted here and there in the dust around the runway. An ambulance was parked in the thin shade of the immigration shed, a high-bodied square vehicle with a peeling red cross painted on its sides. Durell hoped he would never need Pakuru medical aid. He got out, feeling the sun hit the back of his neck like a branding iron, and wondered for the dozenth time why the capital city had been located here instead of in the cooler, high veld to the west. His pilot. Hank Sansom, provided by the Cape Town Central of K Section, had been bunking in the immigration shed. He headed there, walked around the ambulance, looked inside it, saw two dead soldiers in their Pakuru uniforms, and walked on, skirting the smoldering wreckage of a truck and a jeep and a dead goat.
A small group of Pakurus, some in European clothes, others in patterned native skirts and skins, stood in front of the wrecked building. One burly man, several shades darker in color than the others, with a small squad of armed men loitering behind him, saw Durell and broke off his conversation and came striding across the hot dust toward him.
"Ah. M'sieu Durell?"
It was Colonel Armand Abdundi, head of the Pakuru Army. He was supposed to be somewhere up north directing the defense against the terrorists in the bush.
"Colonel," Durell nodded.
"Terrible tragedy. Disgraceful. Merde. You have my apologies." Abdundi spoke English with a French accent.
His uniform was trim with the polished brass and a number of unidentifiable medals and ribbons strung across his burly chest. He had high cheekbones under slightly slanted, muddy eyes, a scar across his neck, other tribal scars on his cheeks. His mouth was wide, full lipped, and hard. His dark eyes regarded Durell with neutrality. "If only I could have foreseen this. But these devils strike here, there, and everywhere." He gave an expressive shrug to his huge, meaty shoulders. "I am truly, desperately sorry."
"About my plane?"
"It is wrecked, of course. Hopeless."
"And my pilot?"
"Come."
Durell followed Colonel Abdundi's massive, slightly swaggering figure through the dim, smoky interior of the gutted plane hangar. Abdimdi talked in a rambling voice of the suddenness of the terrorist raid, of the collapse of the defensive front along the northern boundary, of the retreat of the Pakuru Army harassed by groups of the PLMs, of falling back on the capital.
"And Prince Atimboku?" Durell asked finally.
"Ah."
"Well?"
"His Highness has vanished, sir. But he will be here."
"When?"
"His Highness should be here now."
"But he isn't," Durell stated.
"His Highness will be here."
The hangar had an L-shaped appendage to the rear which the fire bombs hadn't succeeded in wiping out. There was a flight of steps going up under a thatched roof to a series of little cubicles used by airport personnel, some as offices, some as rest rooms. Hank Sansom had chosen to stay here near the Mooney until Durell could get Prince Atimboku and fly him out to safety, if possible, where the State Department could discuss his country's future with him. Hank Sansom was a young man whose services, engaged by Cape Town's Central, had been invaluable so far. A Texan accustomed to range flying, he knew the African bush, swamps, and mountains intimately. There was something irrepressible about Hank, who had taken to K Section employment with gusto, looking forward to his tasks with enthusiasm. Durell, who was a senior field agent under Gen. Dickinson McFee for more years than he cared to remember, was of quite a different mood.
"I am sorry," Colonel Abdundi said, opening one of the cubicle doors.
Durell stepped in after waiting to see if the Pakuni would precede him. He did not like to have anyone at his back. He was a careful man and counted on that caution to keep him alive a little longer, even though his survival factor in the psych charts kept by Dr. Samuelson at No. 20 Annapolis Street in Washington indicated that his time had long run out. He saw no way to ask the huge colonel to go ahead of him without giving inexcusable offense.
"We have not touched him," Abdundi murmured.
Flies made a persistent buzzing in the room. The cubicle was small, hot, and airless with a tiny window overlooking the wreckage of the runway. The glass was broken, but whether it had been smashed recently or not, Durell did not know. There was the unmistakable smell of death in the humid, fetid air.
Hank Sansom sat with his long legs splayed out before him, his Texas boots newly polished and shining. His lanky frame had slid forward on the wooden chair until he seemed to be hanging on the edge of it by his lean hips. His young face smiled under the screen of wet, blond hair. His eyes had the look of an idiot's surprise.
He had been split from crotch to chest with a native tonga knife which lay abandoned, trailing blood and internal matter, on the plank floor of the little room.
Colonel Armand Abdundi brought some bottled South African beer and set it on the charred hood of a wrecked jeep inside the hangar door. "You have had some experience in these matters, I am sure," Abdundi said smoothly. His brown lips curled in some kind of secret amusement. The sight of Hank Sansom's multilated body had not affected him at all. "One must consider the meaning of it. Naturellement, it was not an accident. He did not die as an innocent bystander to the bombing of the runway."
"He was murdered," Durell said.
''Oui."
"He was a prime target of the PLM."
"Well, we don't know that—"
"So am I," said Durell. "A target, I mean."
In the splash of sunlight that came through the still smoldering hangar doors, Durell looked tall and heavy, a big, muscular man with black hair streaked at the temples with gray. He moved lightly for all his size, and his hands were a gambler's hands with long, deft fingers. He knew how to kill with those hands and had done so when it was necessary and knew he would do so again. Some of this showed in his dark blue eyes, made darker by his present anger. He had put on a khaki bush jacket back at the hotel with brown boots and an open-collared shirt. There were dark stains of sweat across his broad shoulders. He did not look away from Abdundi's bland, brown stare.
"I have considered your credentials, Mr. Durell," said the colonel. "There are some aspects in them that are quite questionable. Are you a mercenary looking for employment with our armed forces? We could use a man like you."
"I'm not for hire."
"Why do you say you are a target for murder?"
"Perhaps there are elements here who would not like to see me help his Highness Prince Atimboku out of a difficult situation. As governing head of this nation—"
"That is a debatable matter," Abdundi said bluntly. "Completely debatable."
"Only if Prince Atimboku is dead."
"No. There have been questions raised as to his legitimate claim to the Lion Stool." Abdundi's eyes might have smiled; Durell was not certain. "The old king, Ngatawana IV, had many sons and daughters. It is customary in our country for the eldest of whatever sex to succeed to the stool. Of course, many of Prince Atimboku's brothers and sisters from different mothers have disappeared. Some, I must say, under strange circumstances. Does this seem odd to your western mind?"
Durell's business with K Section had taken him to many strange and obscure corners of the world. The war in which he was engaged as field agent for the troubleshooting branch of K Section of the Central Intelligence Agency was silent and unsung, conducted in a dark and dangerous world. You did not turn a corner without care, enter a room without precaution, accept a stranger at face value. Durell was equally at home in the jungles of Asia or Africa, the sands of the Sahara, and the cosmopolitan centers of the world's huge cities. Danger lived with him in luxury hotels in London and the slum quarters of Tokyo and Kuala Lumpur. It had become a way of life with him that set him off from other men, and perhaps this was what Colonel Abdundi saw as they drank their beer together. Durell had a gambler's instinct about the men and women he met in his business, a heritage from his old Grandpa Jonathan, who had been one of the last of the Mississippi riverboat gamblers. He had been brought up by the old gentleman on the hulk of the old sidewheeler, the Trois Belles, in the bayous of Louisiana at Peche Rouge. He had learned about men, gambling, and hunting from the old man, and had not forgotten his lessons even after he went on to Yale and a law degree that eventually brought him to K Section's innocuous looking headquarters at 20 Annapolis Street.
"What will you do about Sansom?" he asked.
Abdundi shrugged his heavy shoulders. His medals and ribbons glittered on his broad chest. "My country is at war. One death, even the death of an American, is of no importance."
Their eyes met, blue and brown. "I see," Durell said. "Of course, the police are not functioning too well, under these—ah—unusual circumstances." Durell added flatly, "Will Pakuru fall. Colonel?"
"It seems inevitable. The Neighbors are well armed—from Peking, of course—and we have only primitive tribal weapons. I am a soldier, not a miracle worker or a witch doctor to effect peace with incantations at the UN."
"How much time do we have?"
Abdundi smiled. "None at all."
Four
"THIS way, Cajun," said Harvey.
"What are you nervous about?"
"I'm not nervous."
"Afraid? Worried?"
"No, no. It's my wife."
"She's a beautiful woman," said Durell.
Harvey stopped and sighed. "You, too?"
"I didn't mean anything."
"No. No, I suppose not. Sorry."
The heat haze hung over the valley like smog from the New City to the kraals of the royal compound across the river. From the veranda of Harvey Gladstone's bungalow Durell could see the people bicycling along the wide, modern boulevard as if nothing were happening. Perhaps they don't care, he thought. They haven't been educated long enough to democracy to give a damn about it. Paku-ru was not the only place in the world to suffer from such a malaise.
Gladstone had a nervous laugh. "I never really expected to see one of you fellows here, you know."
"Why not?" Durell asked.
"Well, you know—an obscure place like Pakuru— nothing ever seemed to happen here—"
"A lot has been happening this morning."
"Yes, of course, but—I can't see that Prince Tim is important to anyone, really. He's not even the confirmed constitutional monarch of this silly country."
"Why do you call Pakuru silly?" Durell asked.
"Why is it important?" Harvey countered.
"The Chicoms think it's important. If they seize Pakuru land for their railroad right-of-way, they'll make big strides with their invective and propaganda, maybe turn a big part of Africa against the West just as Moscow managed to do in the Middle East by building the Aswan Dam for Egypt."
"Oh, possibly, possibly. In any case there seems litde we can do about it."
"Where is your Central?" Durell asked.
"Right. Of course. This way."
Harvey Gladstone led him back into the bungalow. Gloria was seated in a fine Bombay chair in one corner of the big living room, painting her fingernails. Her young face was set, hard, and angry. She had her long legs tucked up under her generous, curved haunch; her pale eyes regarded Durell objectively with a cool appraisal that went without inhibition from his face to his boots. She managed a small smile.
"Are you really going to get us out of here, Mr. Durell?"
"I've just come for a bit of help from Harvey."
"A fat lot of good Harvey'll do you," she snapped.
"Gloria—" Harvey began.
"Oh, shut up. You make me sick, you're such a coward."
She lowered her head and concentrated on her fingernails. Durell felt slightly embarrassed for Harvey, whose flushed face reflected a mute, inner agony. Harvey shrugged and muttered "Come on" and led the way up steep, ladderlike stairs that began near his glass-encased model of Old 79. Durell paused to examine and admire the gleaming, meticulously polished brass model of the old eight-wheeler.
"Where did you get this?"
"Oh, I made it," Harvey said. His eyes, however, lit up immediately. "Took four years. Occupational therapy you might call it. Do you know anything about locomotives?"
"A little. I worked as a boy in the Bayou Peche Rouge roundhouse for the L&GD," Durell said. "In my high school summers. But there were no engines like this there, of course, and they were switching to diesels even then."
"Yes, this one's pretty old. Built by Pittsburgh and Western, consolidation type, a 4-4-0. Lots of power for a wood burner. She dates from 1885. She has seventeen-by-twenty-four-inch cylinders and sixty-six-inch drivers. Wagon-top boiler, extended front end, wooden stave pilots. An amazing history, this locomotive had, long ago—"
"Where did you get the prints for her?"
"Oh, she ran on the Hawthorne Coal & Oil Company line in West Virginia on her first service, then was sold to the D&RG, and retired to yard work on the MK&T. Pakuru National Railroad bought her thirty-five years ago when the Jukiwati copper mines were first exploited. She was still running when I came here. Marvelous machine, marvelous. She'd still do fine if she hadn't been neglected by lack of decent engineers and roundhouse workers. There was a master mechanic named McKutch-in who completely overhauled her, broke her down and put on a new stack to replace the diamond stack she originally had, built all new water injection valves in her—"
Harvey paused, wiped away the sweat on his round, eager face. "I'm sorry. I'm apt to run on too much about old locos. You've got a lot to do this morning, and I'm afraid I haven't been too close to the actual rolling stock of the Pakuru National from my manager's office these last few years. You're not interested, I'm sure. You have a busy morning."
The secret room under the attic eaves was unbearably hot, dark and stifling, airless, and filled with the smell of rotting thatchwork on the bungalow roof directly overhead. The bare rafters grazed Durell's head as he entered through a hatchway, and he had to duck.
"This way," Harvey said. He turned his head, again apologetic. "Not the most comfortable of places, but my instructions were to maintain secrecy, and the radio and all the equipment sent up to me from Cape Town by the Shawnee had to be kept somewhere."
Durell had seen worse. Gladstone's engineering habits had kept the Httle cubicle immaculate, impressively organized with an almost paranoid tidiness. There were a large filing cabinet, a desk with a gooseneck lamp, a cleanly swept floor, and a GK-12 transceiver with which Gladstone had sent in his reports for the past four years while on K Section's payroll. An old wooden swivel chair stood beside the radio. A faded souvenir cushion from Johannesburg with the date 1947 on it made the chair a little more comfortable.
Harvey was eager to please. "Everything all right? You're the first to actually inspect the place. Actually, I somQtimes felt as if I was quite forgotten, you know. I sent off my reports into a void for all I could tell."
"They were received, appreciated—and paid for," Durell said quietly.
"Well, yes." Harvey's face gleamed with sweat again as he turned on the gooseneck lamp and took a pipe from one of the desk drawers. "Can't really smoke up here. The roof thatching, you know."
"May I see your recent files?" Durell asked.
"Matter of fact, I received a message early last evening. Have a buzzer next to the bed, wakes me up. Gloria thinks it's all nonsense. Calls me a boy playing at secret agent stuff."
"Been married long?"
"What? Uh, of course, just a few years. Wonderful at first. But Gloria isn't meant for Africa. Took her out of her milieu—^New York, you see—and things are pretty dull for her here. You must forgive her if she says anything a bit snappish."
"The message," Durell said.
"Uh? Oh, right, right. Here."
Harvey Gladstone kept his files in neat, engineer's order, precisely labeled in his precise typescript. Durell noted that the HV-4 lock was kept shut, that the cabinet that contained the coding device was secure and clean.
"Here it is," said Harvey.
He stepped back a bit, sucking on his empty pipe. Durell scanned the sheet of flimsy paper:
FROM: BROKEN AX TO: WOODCHOPPER CLASSIFICATION: URGENT III
Can you bring home cordwood soonest? The ranch is anxious. Iron horse must be stopped. Powwow next moon may upset tribal peace. Our sachem needs Great White Father backing at council in sky.
"Funny, isn't it?" Harvey Gladstone said. "Cape Town has a sense of humor."
Durell looked at him without smiling. Johnny Redwing, the Shawnee, was K Section's man down there in South Africa, calling himself Broken Ax. Woodchopper was Harvey. He understood that the ranch, which was the State Department, and the White House (Great White Father) had something lined up to recognize Prince Tim— the cordwood—in a session of the UN (council in the sky) as the legitimate head of the Pakuran government. Military and economic aid could then be offered. It would give weight to a solid effort to stop the Neighbors from seizing the railroad right-of-way.
"It's a bit like a bad TV western," Durell said.
"That part about tribal peace and the next powwow," said Harvey. "You've heard that the Queen Elephant still refuses to recognize Atimboku Mari Mak as the next king? The chiefs have been coming into the compound at a great rate the last few days. While Prince Tim is missing, the opposition is making plans to kick him off the royal stool."
"Why?"
Harvey shrugged. "Old Ngatawana IV had lots of other children, you know—mostly girl children, it seems, but in Pakuru society a woman could succeed to the ruler-ship, too. It's even been written into the new constitution." Harvey paused. "Would you like some tea?"
"No, thanks."
"I come up here often," he said. "To think about things. Broken Ax isn't sore at me, is he?'*
"Why should he be?" Durell asked.
"Well, they had to send you in. I've been paid for years and seem to have failed. Couldn't come through when finally needed. I feel badly about it. Sort of guilty, as if I haven't earned my salt, so to speak."
"You'll earn it, Harvey."
"But you and Hank Sansom will fly Prince Tim out—"
"Hank is dead," Durell said.
Harvey Gladstone lifted his round head with a jerk, took the pipe from between his teeth, and stared at Durell's tall figure. "Yes," he said sighing. "I heard the explosions at the airport. A pity."
"He was murdered," Durell said. "Carefully and deliberately. Someone didn't want him to fly that last plane out of Pakuru. So they blew up the Mooney and sliced Hank from crotch to chin."
"Oh my," Gladstone murmured.
Durell waited, but the engineer added nothing, looking down into the empty bowl of his pipe. From outside the bungalow came the sound of a single car going down the street. Durell listened to it. The engine sounded like that of a military truck. He waited until he was sure it kept going.
"So someone knows I'm here to pick up Prince Atim-boku, if he ever comes out of the bush. Three Neighbor goons also tried to get me at the hotel."
Harvey rubbed his face nervously with the flats of both hands, squeezing his cheeks up and down.
"That's bad. I'm sorry about Hank. I didn't know this business would be violent when I first agreed to do this work. It's—really not my line, you know. I'm managerial. I know railroads. I'm more Pakuru than American now, actually. Don't know much about your sort of thing."
"It was all explained to you," Durell said, "when you agreed to go on the payroll."
"Yes, but I didn't think it would be like this. Murders, bombings—"
"You didn't have much to do for some years," Durell said. "Now we need you."
"Yes, yes, I understand that, but—I don't see what I can do, really. Not really."
"State thinks that we need Prince Tim," Durell said drily. "Ours is not to reason why . . . You may be the only man who can help me get him out of Pakuru and to the UN. It's just an idea. We'll see. But I'd like to radio to Broken Ax first to see if he can send in a replacement for Hank Sansom and a new plane to carry the cordwood out."
"Right." Harvey was obviously relieved to have something specific to do. "I'll get on it now." As he turned to the radio, he looked curiously at Durell. "Were you thinking of using Old 79 if it doesn't work—about the plane, I mean?"
"Possibly."
"No, sir. Impossible. She hasn't been fired up for ten years."
"Nothing is impossible," Durell said. "You may have to make her run somehow." He touched the radio. "See if you can raise Broken Ax."
"Yes. Yes, but—"
The single electric bulb hanging from the roof beams suddenly flickered and dimmed.
Then it went out altogether, and they stood for a moment in darkness.
"Batteries?" Durell asked quietly.
"No. Too far a range. I've always had to use public power," Harvey whispered.
"Then the radio is dead?"
"We're cut off," Harvey said. "I think we're all dead."
Five
GLORIA Gladstone was drinking pink gin when they came down from under the roof. It felt relatively cooler on ground level. The bungalow was large and airy, and although the air conditioners were dead, Gloria used a large ceiling fan which she moved back and forth with her big toe hooked into a lanyard. Her extended legs were tanned, firm, and well fleshed. She saw Durell look at them and smiled.
"Everything in Pakuru is going to pot. Are you two boys finished playing your little games?"
"Not quite," said Durell.
"Harvey," she said, "all the servants have gone, did you know that?"
"Yes, yes," he told her. "The people are upset, they don't know what's going to happen."
"Do you know?" she asked pointedly. "After all, you are the Minister of Transportation, right? You ought to know. You're in charge of lots of things."
"There is no transportation." Harvey flapped his arms helplessly. "Please don't get on my back now, Gloria."
Again Durell heard the sound of roaring truck motors on the wide, palm-planted boulevard near the bungalow. Some shots were fired, but there seemed to be an exuberance to the noise, which was underlined by distant shouting. Gloria stood up and smoothed her skirt and slid long eyes toward Durell as he went to the door. "It never seems to end this morning," she complained.
Harvey was nervous. "Are they coming this way?"
The noise of the trucks and the random shooting at the blue African sky was definitely louder. Durell stepped out on the veranda and saw the first of the vehicles rock toward the bungalow, raising a plume of red dust behind it. Gloria moved so close to him that he could sense the heat of her body.
"What do you suppose they want here?" she murmured.
"Me, I think," Durell said.
The trucks were filled with a ragtag platoon of wild looking soldiers armed with Russian-made Kalashnikov rifles. They looked as if they had just come out of the jungles and swamps. Some wore tattered bandages over their wounds, and there was a look of fever that glittered in their eyes. The second truck followed, and both jolted to a halt in front of the Gladstone place. Seeing Durell and the Gladstones on the veranda, several of the half-naked troopers with bandoliers over their black chests jumped off the tailgate and began shouting threats in Banda and pointing their guns at them. Gloria took the opportunity to press even closer to Durell in apparent fear.
"What do they want?"
"Take it easy," he said. He watched the powerful figure of Colonel Armand Abdundi climb down from the truck cab. It didn't make DureU feel any easier to note that the French-speaking colonel had drawn a pistol from his holster.
"Durell?" Abdundi called. "You, Gladstone! Et toi, chere Madame Gladstone. Come, vitement!"
"What is it?" Durell asked.
"Arrest, if you please."
Harvey spoke up with surprising force. "But we do not please, Armand. I'm the Minister of Transport and have certain rights—"
"Precisely, M'sieu Minister. There is no transport in Pakuru, and therefore you have no further rights. For your safety's sake do not argue."
"Any charges?" Durell asked quietly.
"It is precautionary. Protective custody, let us say."
There was no arguing with those gims and the fevered, bloodshot yellow eyes. Gloria began to protest that she needed certain things from the house, and Harvey looked grimly satisfied when Abdundi refused her. In a moment they were shoved and herded into the second truck, and they roared off into Pakuru's blinding, mid-morning heat.
A row of thorn trees looked dusty along the railroad tracks that ran along the river's edge. High above them loomed the thick green forest of the valley's side, crowned by the white cubicle of the Casino. Along the tracks were native shanties built of tin and rags and bamboo and a few genuine beehive huts. The river was a muddy brown. The tracks were torn up and rusty. No one stood at the switchman's gate, no one was at the grimy little station, no one worked in the engine sheds and yard spurs. There were a few bomb craters here and there that had done much damage. The repair shops were open sided for the most part with high roofs of corrugated tin on tall poles under which the vague shapes of forges, repair pits, overhead cranes, and machine benches looked dusty and deserted, like ancient monsters. The trucks bounced angrily over the tracks, turned right along a line between two spurs empty of freight cars, and roared under a signal bridge that obviously had no power to light the round telltales. Harvey Gladstone stared about him with sad interest.
"The yards and terminal facilities," he said quietly, "were sabotaged by the PLM people some time ago. Two weeks back, I thiiJc it was. Everything useful was blown up."
A larger building loomed ahead, obviously the central administrative building of the defunct railway. Built of concrete block without adornment, it stood in the hot sun with a single Pakuru red, gold, and black flag hanging limply from a wooden pole in front of it. The bushes and landscaping had not been attended to for some time. The grass was knee-high. But the place looked as if it had been built like a fort. More ragged soldiery lounged in the shaded areas nearby as the trucks came to a screeching halt.
"Out," Abdundi snapped.
They were pushed and shoved toward the building entrance. The armed guards with their bandoliers—one had a BAR of World War II vintage set up in the tall reeds at the river's edge—gave way reluctantly and hos-tilely. There were air conditioning units in some of the windows, but they weren't working. It was hot and shadowed inside.
"My ministerial suite was upstairs," Harvey murmured sardonically.
"That is where we go," Abdundi grinned. His teeth were long and yellow in his chocolate face. ''Apres vous,"
They stumbled up a stairway to the second level of the railroad building and down a long corridor.
A man stood there waiting for them.
Gloria sucked in a deep breath and shivered as if she were about to be raped.
Prince Atimboku Mari Mak Mujilikaka, Elephant Emperor and Lord of the Lions, stood six feet six inches tall, naked to the waist except for another of the cartridge bandoliers across the broad, rippling pectoral muscles of his massive young chest. He looked enormous, strong, and proud with an aura of power that struck them like a blow. He wore a headband of ocher-stained pegs above a broad forehead and a fierce, straight nose. He also wore a leopard loincloth, mihtary boots, and the dark tail plumes of the widow bird in his hair.
"Oh my," Gloria breathed. "What a man!"
Durell smiled. "Prince Tim? I'm glad you made it."
"Thank you. Please enter." The gesture of the strong arm and hand was intensely royal. Prince Tim's brown eyes gleamed with hidden amusement, but there was cold cruelty there and even some apprehension, Durell thought. "You are the American, Durell?"
"Yes."
"I understand your plane was destroyed?'*
"Yes."
"I was ready to go with you. It is urgent that we leave Pakuru at once. It is not a matter of flight from the enemy, but a need to appeal for help to the conscience of the world."
Gloria did not hide her disappointment at being ordered into another room with her husband. Prince Tim scarcely spared her a contemptuous glance and gestured Durell ahead into a large office in which the steel furniture had been shoved toward the windows to make a fire barricade. Prince Tim stank of jungle and swamps and masculinity like a magnificent, giant cat. There were bottles of Cape Town brandy and Johannesburg beer on top of one desk, together with primitive wooden platters of some grayish food. Two Sten guns and an Israeli Uzi automatic were propped in one corner of the room near the liquor.
"Sit down, Durell."
"When did you get back from the front?"
"Front? There is no front, man. The Neighbors slid all around us like a flood. We never had a chance. I haven't slept for three nights. Those cats play rough."
"They're not playing," Durell observed. "They mean to take your country away from you."
Prince Tim nodded. "Drink?"
"No, thanks."
The Pakuru stared at him moodily. "You may be right. They preach 'Black is beautiful,' y'know? But I wonder how the Chinese will treat us if they get their candidate on the top stool here. When I first came back from New York, they did nothing but chant praises and get the Liqoqo —that's the Royal Council—on their knees to me. The minute I told the Neighbors it was no deal—about giving them half the countryside for their railroad—everything changed. Man, it's a real bust."
"Are you giving up?" Durell asked. "Running out?"
"I've got enemies everywhere. Everywhere.'*
"I'm here to help you if I can."
"So I hear. But can you?"
"I'm going to try."
"I can't trust anybody. Not here, not in the jungle. Too many others in the royal family want the stool."
Durell decided to try the Cape Town brandy after all.
There were no glasses. He found a wooden cup and poured three fingers for himself. Hitting his stomach, the fiery liquor made the day's heat seem temperate. He watched Prince Tim's tall, leonine figure stride back and forth in the abandoned, wrecked office and tried to equate this man with the campus radical who had been in the forefront of violent demonstrations in New Haven and New York. Prince Tim carried himself well, but there was a desperate quality to his eyes and face, to the way he handled himself, to the quick turns of his head, and the red-brown glare in his eyes as he stared at Durell.
"Are you laughing at me, man?"
"No," Durell said.
"Think I've blown it all?"
"Almost. Not quite."
"Well, you're honest, anyway."
"Where have you been all this time?" Durell asked bluntly. "You can be honest with me, too. Have you been fighting in the jungles or doing something else? You had plenty of word that we were ready to help you get out."
"I didn't want to run," Prince Tim said sullenly. His voice was deep and harsh. "The way I figure, the whole world is watching me, considering my record when I was at school in the States. Most would like to see me go imder, I guess."
"I think you're right," said Durell bluntly. "And you'll be in even more of a spotlight in the days to come."
The Pakuru prince stared at him for a long time. Outside they heard the purling of the river, the low murmuring of the soldiers, the squawk of a bird in the trees along the riverbanks. Metal out on the railroad yards suddenly cracked and sang, expanded by the sun's intense heat. Durell's tanned face gave nothing away, but Prince Tim jumped a little at the sudden sound.
"I don't make you, Durell. Why should you help me?"
"It's my job. I do what I'm told."
"You could get killed real easy, man."
"I'm aware of that."
"And you don't much like me, do you?"
"Not particularly," Durell said.
"But you'll get me out?"
"I'll try."
Prince Tim spoke with explosive anger. "Your people won't use me, understand? I won't let anybody use me."
"The State Department understands that."
Prince Atimboku turned away, his broad naked shoulders gleaming with sweat. He picked up a tonga knife, a wickedly curved blade two feet long, and suddenly splashed impotently at the air with it. His mouth dropped downward, and he looked at Durell from under lowered eyes.
"It's like in the days of Shaka. Do you know about Shaka?"
Durell nodded. "He was a great killer over a century ago. Your mothers here still frighten their children by telling tales about him. It was during the time of people movement, as Pakurans call it. Invasions, massacres, whole tribes wiped out."
"But Pakuru survived," Prince Tim said.
"Do you intend to emulate Shaka?" Durell asked flatly.
"I can't. The Neighbors are too strong. The Chinese Reds have armed and helped them, trained them, backed them with money and materiel. Man, I came home to become king here, and I stepped right into a snake pit. Not just the foreign enemies either. Enemies here at home. Pretenders to the stool. Lots of them."
"I've heard that you've killed off some."
"There are plenty left."
"Do you intend to eliminate the others if you can find them?"
"I don't know. I'll do what I can." Prince Tim leaned back against a battered desk and shook the tonga at Durell. The hot sunlight ran wickedly along the razor-sharp edge. "Will you get me to the UN? It's my only chance to protest, to tell the world what's happening here. A naked power play, an open-faced grab of land and people. I'm the legitimate, hereditary ruler of Pakuru, a constitutional monarch, and I intend to keep my country and my people whatever it costs. Not for you and not for them but for Pakuru itself, understand?"
"I'll try to help," Durell said.
"That son-of-a-bitch Harvey," Prince Tim said. "He was supposed to keep communications open. There isn't a plane, a train, or a road available. How can we get out? We sure as hell can't walk."
"There's one locomotive left," said Durell.
Prince Tim stared at him. "And the tracks?"
"We can take a work gang with us."
The Pakuru was silent for a moment. "It will be murder. Something like six hundred miles. The land is infested with the Neighbors and their Chinese Red advisers."
"Take Colonel Abdundi with us and some soldiers."
"I don't trust him," Prince Tim said. He put down the tonga knife decisively. "All right. Get the locomotive fixed up. Get Harvey off his ass and away from that zaftig wife of his. We don't have much more than twenty-four hours before the balloon goes up. If they get me here, I'm done for." Prince Tim looked suspicious. "You think it's funny, don't you?"
"No, it's not funny."
"About me, I mean. The boy rebel. All those headlines back in the States. Peck's bad boy, huh? Real revolutionary I was. Now I've been given a chunk of the Establishment, and I'm fighting hke hell to keep it. But don't get the wrong idea, y'know? I'm going to run Pakuru the way / want it, not the way your State Department would like to see it go."
"We won't mind that."
"I'm going to stay on the royal stool if I have to wipe out every one of these httle ignorant local bastards who claim it, too."
"We won't interfere with domestic policy either," Durell said flatly.
Prince Atimboku laughed suddenly, showing strong white teeth in his handsome face. "You're pretty cool, Durell. I've got some personal news for you. I'm not the only one the Chinese are after. Did you ever hear of a man named Yi Chen-Chuan?"
"Who?"
"Colonel Yi no less."
Durell took a deep breath. Many things suddenly fell into place for him. "Where did you hear that name?" he asked.
"You asked me where I've been for the past few days while you were waiting for me. Well, I've been with the Man. The Man from the other side. I tried to make a deal with them to leave me alone. Does that surprise you?"
"No."
"You don't take anything for granted, do you?"
"No. About Yi—"
"Make you anxious? Well, Colonel Yi tried to buy me —and the stool. If I don't play ball with him, he says, they've got another candidate." Again there came a change over Prince Atimboku. From grim humor his brows lowered until his eyes looked suspiciously paranoid. "As I said, there are plenty of other candidates. I barely escaped and got away. Who is he?"
Durell said, "Colonel Yi Chen-Chuan is second in command of the Peacock Branch, Black House, Peking."
"Intelligence?"
"Yes."
"Well, he knows you're here, Durell. He's gunning for you. Why?"
"I hurt them once. It's another story."
In the files of the dreaded Black House Durell's name was marked with a red tab ordering execution on sight. He had frustrated them twice on past assignments, and he knew a little about Colonel Yi—enough to make him shiver inwardly. A round, Buddha-like figure with a smiling and benign face, Yi was infamous for his penchant toward incredibly sadistic tortures. A historian of the Middle Kingdom who had specialized on the more brutal aspects of the emperors' methods of removing enemies, Yi was now regarded kindly as the hatchet man of the new emperors of China in modern day Peking. Colonel Yi's presence in southeast Africa indicated the importance attached to the successful completion of their railroad project for the Neighbors. More, Colonel Yi had a personal enmity toward Durell. In Japan not long ago Durell had killed the man's brother. It explained the attack on him this early morning, which would be only the opening of Yi's campaign to eliminate him.
He would have liked to have a couple more fingers of the Cape Town brandy, but he was aware of Prince Atim-boku's eyes watching him. He stood up. The morning heat was like a heavy weight across his forehead.
"That Gloria," Prince Tim said abruptly, smiling.
"Harvey's wife?"
"Hell. I'd like her to come with us."
"I wouldn't—"
The huge Pakuru laughed. "I'll pick the passengers. You get the train running. Remember, we have less than twenty-four hours to make it. And I've been without a woman for some time. She's more than willing, I think."
Six
"IT CAN'T be done," Harvey said.
"Why not?"
Harvey flapped his arms. "It's hopeless. She's a wreck. Her boiler could burst, that pilot wheel that's cracked, the matter of fuel, water stops—"
"She's a wood burner?"
"Yes, but—"
"We can get a gang of men chopping eucalyptus logs for firewood around the clock. Use one of those two old coaches," Durell suggested. "Load it with cordwood."
"We need a welder, a forge man, tools—"
Durell said, "Harvey, do you want to live?"
Harvey Gladstone made his eyes round. "Who doesn't?
But you're asking the impossible."
"Do it," Durell said.
"We have no electric power for the winches or the overhead hoist—"
"Use steam."
"Steam?"
"That donkey engine over there. Come out of it, Harvey. You're an engineer. You can rig it up."
"Maybe. But the railhead here in the yards—the bombs made spaghetti out of them."
"I saw a stack of rails down by the riverbank under a thatched shed. Rusty but serviceable. Use them and load any spares in with the firewood in case we run into some bad spots going east."
"Sam, I don't think—"
"Do it," Durell said again. "Old 79 is our only way out."
The ancient locomotive stood in the shadows of the engine shed, dusty, rusty, and forlorn. Her splendid red and gold paint had long peeled in great strips from her rusting boiler, her pilot staves were broken, and one pilot wheel was indeed cracked and needed replacement. Her high stack almost touched the sheets of corrugated tin that lay askew on the iron beams that formed the open workshed. Her pressure gauges and throttle in the square wooden cab looked frozen, the glasses cracked, the numerals on the dials almost illegible. On a parallel track two once elegant first-class coaches of the Pakuru National Railway still reflected some of their Edwardian splendor. One coupler would have to be replaced, but there were an overhead crane, winches, a workshop, a huge pile of metal debris from which parts might be forged. Durell climbed into the locomotive cab, and the smell of old iron and oil touched off memories of his boyhood when he had worked those long summer days in the Bayou Peche Rouge roundhouse.
"Where is Gloria?" Harvey asked plaintively.
"She's safe in the Ministry of Transportation building."
"With Atimboku?"
"She'll be all right," Durell assured him.
"Did you see the way she looked at him?" Harvey complained.
"Don't worry about it."
Harvey sighed and looked around the hot gloom and, dust of the engine shed. "I'll see what I can do, Sam."
Durell went out into the glare of simlight outside. The neat webbing of tracks that formed the terminal yard was indeed a mess, pocked by dynamite craters, rusted, signal towers canted, and the switching tower collapsed in a heap of rubble. He put on his sun glasses, and a small boy came running toward him across the rusty spiderweb of steel.
"Mister! Mr. Durell?"
"Yes," Durell said.
"Come quick. Telephone."
"Where?"
The boy pointed. He was naked except for a tiny pair of khaki shorts. His white teeth gleamed in his dark face. There was a shanty across the yards once used by a watchman perhaps, hard against a tall bamboo fence.
"Does the telephone work?" he asked.
"Yes, sir, yes, everything works fine in Pakuru!" the boy said proudly.
No one interfered as he walked across the tracks toward the high fence. The guards around the administration building where Prince Atimboku Mari Mak Mujili-kaka had made his headquarters were not interested in anyone going away from the place. He was watched but not stopped. He noted that Prince Tim's truck was gone and thought that ought to make Harvey feel better about Gloria, but then he didn't know if Gloria had gone with him or not, and he decided not to report it to Harvey.
The shack was empty, smelling of stale food, vermin, desolation, and old smoke from the burning when the yards had been sabotaged by the PLM. The sun hit the back of his neck Uke a fist. There was little relief from the heat inside the shack.
"There, mister."
Durell stared at the small, ragged boy. "How did you know where to jfind me?"
"The lady say you be here. I look everywhere and find you. Not hard." The boy grinned. "The lady anxious to speak you."
"What lady?"
The boy shrugged. "I don't know name."
Durell gave him some coins and watched him trot off with the dogged stride of a Pakuru tribesman. He stood very still in the hot shadows, touching nothing, only his eyes moving. There was a straw pallet in one corner, a broken desk tilted on three legs, a radio-telegraph table holding smashed equipment. A telephone dangled off the hook, fastened to a plank on the wall. He did not touch it immediately. Listening, he could hear the birds again on the other side of the bamboo fence on the river bank. Sweat ran down his back and soaked his shirt.
Nothing ticked or whirred or hissed. Very gingerly, he pulled open one of the desk drawers. It was empty. He tried the others. They were all empty. He toed the mass of straw that had served as the watchman's bed. No bombs were hidden there either.
He picked up the telephone.
Someone breathed quickly and shallowly into his ear.
"Sam? Sam?"
It was Sally Hukkim.
"Hello, Sally," he said.
"Oh, thank goodness. The boy reached you. Sam, I'm in terrible trouble. Someone ratted on me. They're after me."
"Who? About what?"
"Please come. I think they're going to—^well, I'm really scared, Sam. Help me!"
"Where are you?"
"On the Hill. I went to the Casino, but it's awful there. The Europeans and South Africans expect a massacre. So I got out. Out of the frying pan, Uterally."
"Then where are you on the Hill?"
She gave him directions. Her words tumbled out too fast, and her breathing fluttered with fright. He was to
take the Casino road, then turn left toward the former Government House. She would be waiting at the gate there.
"Sally, I'm busy."
He heard her draw a deep breath. "I think you know I'm not what I said. I can teU you all about your precious Prince Tim. You're making an awful mistake about Atimboku, believe me. I'll really level with you, Sam. Just hurry, please. Otherwise, I'll be stone cold dead."
"Is Atimboku after you? Is that why you hid with me?"
There was another long pause. "He wants to kill me. He has to get rid of me before he gets out of the country with you."
Seven
WHEN you have been in the business long enough, you take nothing for granted. It is not a business where Galahad is rewarded with the fair maiden's favors after slaying the dragon. You are trained to consider calls for help with the greatest suspicion. You trust no one, neither the maiden nor the dragon. Sometimes the dragon even turns out to be a friend. You proceed on the rule that both your superiors and your friends and allies have double and triple motives in their speech and acts; to do otherwise is to invite a stupid and mocking death.
Durell checked his gun and stepped out of the shack and walked through the heat to the enginehouse and the repair sheds across the yards.
Harvey had apparently gotten himself in hand. There were two dozen men gathered there already, several working at the donkey engine, the others being handed axes and saws and piling into a truck headed for the eucalyptus woods. Guards now stood about the antique locomotive, watching the railroad workers gather oil cans and tools. A winch screeched, motivated by brute manpower. A fire had been started in one of the forges. Hammers rang on rusty steel. Harvey was in the engine cab, stripped to the waist, dismantling the gauges.
He looked different. The sudden activity had shaken him out of his despair. His eyes grinned through his smudged glasses as Durell called to him through the thunderous noise.
"Yo!"
"I need a jeep," Durell said.
Harvey said, "I don't think we'll make it, Sam, but we'll have a try, right? Old 79 isn't as bad as I thought she was."
"A jeep," Durell repeated.
"What? Sure. Take mine over there."
"Tell these triggermen not to shoot me, will you?"
Harvey grinned again. "Right."
There was a brief exchange in Banda, and Durell walked to the jeep parked in the shade of the enginehouse. Even though the vehicle was not in the direct sunlight, the wheel was almost too hot to touch. The keys were in the ignition. He started up and jounced out of the rail yard.
Smoke stained the blue sky beyond the valley where Pakuru sprawled. In the city itself some order had been restored since the morning's bombing. Bicycles swarmed over the bridge between the native city and the section built by Europeans in past decades. Except for the plentiful evidence of Colonel Abdundi's armed men, Pakuru seemed at ease. It was a kind of self hypnosis that ignored the ominous pall of smoke to the north that indicated the approach of the Neighbors' forces and the PLM guerrillas.
Traffic eased as Durell turned the jeep onto the new concrete road that led up the Hill toward the distant Casino. There were cracks in the highway already, and quick sawgrass had begun to sprout, eager to take advantage of neglect. Beyond the valley none of the roads were open or safe to the outer world. Enemy roadblocks, blown bridges, and booby traps made any vehicular operation beyond ten miles from the city a matter of sure suicide.
The Casino loomed on the crest of the Hill, a gleaming white cube fringed with green palms and flowering shrubs. Halfway there a smaller road diverged to the right over the flank of the mountain. Durell turned the jeep that way into a tunnel of trees. The Governor's House had been abandoned in the enthusiasm of Independence Day when the Pakuru insisted on centralizing the administration down along the riverside. The building, in any case, served to remind them of colonialism, and Durell was surprised that it had not yet been torn down.
In the two years since independence the jungle along the secondary road had grown back much more than on the main road. Vines and creepers brushed the jeep as Durell took the once manicured drive deeper into the overgrowth. The sunlight was reduced to a dim flicker between the leafy branches high overhead. He watched for mines and trip wires. The cracked and weedy drive seemed safe enough. Birds called, and he saw the quick flash of a honey hunter in the foliage.
At the entrance the stone pillars with their emblems of the British Empire were impressive even now, although the iron fence and gate had long since been removed. The driveway swept in a wide circle over former lawns and flower beds that had yielded to the African bush and waist-high grasses. From here the valley below was clearly visible with the town steaming along the sluggish riverfront. Durell stopped the jeep beside the gatehouse.
No one was in sight. A dusty Land Rover was parked behind the white stone cottage that had once been the guardhouse for imperialism. The door to the cottage stood open, but the shadows were too deep to see inside. Birds chattered in the nearby trees, and a hot wind bent the tall grass. Durell sat in the jeep for a moment, then suddenly jumped for the cottage wall, took out his gun, and held it in his left hand.
Nothing happened.
He moved again, slowly and without sound, feeling his way around to the shaded side of the cottage. There were two small windows, barred against vandals. Wooden sun blinds were also shut, their painted slats peeling. Something flapped on the front seat of the dusty Land Rover parked there. It was a brightly colored woman's scarf. Sally Hukkim had worn it.
"Sally?" he called softly.
No one stirred. Insects bit and stung his flesh. He moved around to the front door again. No trip wires were visible. Without warning he plunged into the shadows of the dark opening.
He knew what was going to happen. He was ready for it, almost welcomed it in the hope it would bring fact out of uncertainty. He saw movement to his left— he was expected to have his gun in his right hand—and something crashed down at his head. He saw the shape of a man and another, taller figure but not too clearly. He let himself go down, taking the biggest risk of all, and out of the darkness came Sally's calm voice:
"Don't kill him, love. Not yet."
Eight
SOMETHING in Sally's voice kept him from pulling the trigger. He could have put a bullet into the belly of his attacker from the gun hidden in his left hand, but instead he rammed the muzzle into the hard pressure of muscle against him and spoke quietly. "Back up, please."
The uplifted arm froze over his head. "Oh, hell."
"Exactly. Back up. You too, Sally."
Carefully they both retreated. Durell stood up. His eyes adjusted to the gloom inside the empty cottage, and he saw there was no furniture in here, just the dust and grime of long disuse. The room was square with two small barred windows in the rear that let light filter through the overgrowth of vines and creepers. Sally stood in tall elegance, still wearing her native costmne with all its jangly bangles and bracelets. The dim sunlight glistened on the opulence of her necklaces and shining wristlets.
The man with her looked innocuous enough. He was small and stout with a Japanese face. His belly made a little pumpkin under his khaki shorts and shirt. He had round knees and wore high black socks, and his khaki shirt was newly torn from when he had jumped Durell.
Durell looked at him, dismissed him, and smiled at Sally. "I thought you were in such terrible trouble."
"I was, Sam."
"Tell me about it."
"Well, somebody tried to kill me at the Casino. I don't know if it was the PLM's or one of Prince Atimboku's assassins."
"Does Prince Tim keep hired killers around?"
She looked grim. "He's killed some of my friends."
"But why should he want to kill you?"
She glanced at the stout little Japanese. "I—I don't know. I just don't, Sam. An5rway, I ran, and they were following me through the bush, but Lev—he's an old friend, you see, we've known each other, worked with each other for years—he came along and fortunately scared them off. This was after I'd already tried to reach you from the Casino. I felt trapped there. I really felt trapped. I thought I'd never get away. I was just dumb lucky. Lordie, I'm glad you're here, Sam."
"I'm not so sure about that," Durell said.
"Please. You can trust me, Sam."
"Not out of my sight."
He turned to consider the roly-poly Japanese. Aside from the awkward looking tourist shorts and chubby knees, the man had a round, partly bald head that showed fiftyish gray hair. His slightly slanted eyes were mild and innocent, and his mouth smiled in a rather cherubic fashion. He put aside the knob of hardwood with which he had tried to knock out Durell, and Durell felt his memory click.
"Levemore Oyashi. You once worked for us."
Oyashi smiled. "Quite possibly,"
"A fact."
"You are certain?"
"You helped Tom August on the Yamati job. You're native American, Nisei, bom in Oakland, California, 1916. You began with G2 on Saipan, World War II, came to K Section in 1964. We never met, bue I've seen your dossier in the basement at No. 20 Annapolis Street. You did some other odd jobs with Hannigan out of Singapore and some part-time work in Hawaii with the Fire Storm branch. You're older than the picture we have of you. You left K Section to become a free-lance agent—^for the Deuxieme Bureau in Paris, some mysterious oil company job in Libya, the Rumanian Green Force, and even the Israeli Shin Bet outfit. Your code name there was Jeremiah, your signal Aleph Yod. Israeli Intelligence number 5-AY-2. Are you working here, Oyashi?"
"You do have excellent recall." Oyashi looked amused. "Wonderful mnemonic training K Section gives you."
"Answer my question. Are you working in Pakuru?"
"I've retired. Can you believe it?" Oyashi's smile became a bit sad. "I'm diabetic. How can an intelligence agent operate when he needs insulin shots every morning? It got ridiculous. So I farmed myself out—literally."
"You were pretty good in your time. We were sorry to lose you, Oyashi."
The Japanese made a deprecating gesture. "It was long ago. All forgotten. I'm a peaceful farmer now."
"In Pakuru?"
Oyashi grined. "I ran a pig farm in Jersey for two years. Exclusive Sunnyside bacon and ham for Happy Day Supermarkets. I like animals. I like growing things.
Didn't the dossier you read state that I have a degree in agronomy?"
Durell was conscious of the wind in the tall weeds outside. Birds squawked in the flame trees. He looked at Sally's lovely golden, slightly Mongolian face. "And how did you and Lev Oyashi get to be such good friends, Sally?"
"I lived for a time in the same kibbutz in Israel, a place called Kar Hdem. Lev was working there, too. I wanted to learn how it was done—turning wasteland and desert into farms and forests, I mean. Lev and I became friends there. I was just a youngster then. He was like a father to me."
Oyashi said, "I should explain that after I became dependent on insulin, I retired to an agricultural station in southeast Pakuru. I came up to town just before the trouble with the Neighbors broke out and haven't been able to get back. The Ngamis—the tribesmen I'm teaching farming to —will be missing me."
Durell turned to Sally. "When you were at the Israeli kibbutz, was it on an assignment for Toward Sunshine?"
Her rich mouth quirked. "I wasn't working for them then. I did it to try to help my people, just as Lev is doing."
"You're really a Pakuru?"
"Of course."
Durell said: "I know who you really are, Sally."
"Well, don't tell anyone," she smiled.
"Prince Tim will call you a spy."
She said seriously: "Aren't we all?"
He looked at the odd pair—the gentle, middle-aged Japanese and the gorgeous, barbaric girl.
"You'd better come with me," he said.
Nine
THINGS had changed at the railway yards. It was past two in the afternoon, and a cordon of militia stood around the area with a few jeeps and one rusted, armored car that Colonel Abdundi had salvaged from somewhere. Work gangs labored at repairing the torn-up yard switches. Other gangs brought cordwood in trucks and stacked it in one of the coaches which had been stripped of its seats and other amenities. The donkey engine huffed and chuffed, and the overhead cranes and winches swung back and forth, hauling steel parts for Old 79, which seemed to be sitting back like some stubborn, prehistoric monster determined not to be annoyed by the ants swarming over it. A group of half-naked black men sweated at the forge, which spat flames into the overheated air and added to the impression of hellish bedlam.
Sally said, "I just want to sneak in and hide somewhere if you don't mind, Sam."
"Do you mean you want to make the run with us?" Durell asked.
"I have to. I must! If you'll take me."
"Prince Tim will be alone. That's the object of the whole thing—to get him out and to the UN. And you say he wants to eliminate you. We have six hundred miles to go—if we ever get started—and you'll be on the train with Atimboku."
"I'll be all right with Lev if I can stay out of Tim's sight."
Durell shrugged. "It's your neck. Use that shack over there for now."
They were grudgingly admitted to the yards by the armed militia. Sally and Oyashi went into the watchman's shanty where Durell had used the telephone. Durell looked for Gloria and found her in the plush, paneled coach reserved for the few passengers who would join in the attempt to escape from Pakuru. Above the clamor of the forge and the hammering on steel, he heard the dull crump of a mortar far in the northern distance. It only served to accent the fact that their time was rapidly running out.
Gloria sprawled on the plush red seat of a private compartment in the passenger coach. Her long blond hair hid part of her face as she bent intently at the task of painting her toenails. The steamy heat did not seem to bother her, but there was a faint flush on her pouting cheeks. Inside the coach, men in ragged shirts and women in bright cotton wraps worked at boarding up the glass windows and cutting gun ports in them. Durell did not know whose idea that was. The engine, Old 79, had been moved—probably with winches—and stood on jacks to support her ancient 175-ton weight while a new pilot wheel was fitted. The passenger carriage was paneled in fruitwood, upholstered in green leather, gilt lettered to proclaim the Pakuru National Railway, the script all Edwardian curlicues and exaggerated serifs. The clamor of workmen inside the engine shed did not drown out three more mortar explosions in the far distance. Some of the workmen looked up nervously but did not stop their labor when the soldiers menaced them with their Kalashnikov rifles.
Gloria smiled, showing even white teeth. "Hi. I wondered where you got to in this madhouse."
"You seem calm enough," Durell said.
"Well, I'm really all butterflies inside. Harvey was looking for you, by the way. He's in seventh heaven, the poor fool, playing with a real locomotive again. Like a kid."
"Why does that make him a fool?"
She smoothed her long hair and pointed her pedicure file at him. "Well, you know how it is with us, I'm sure."
"Does Atimboku bother you?" Durell asked.
She regarded him steadily. "He's quite a man, that Prince Tim. Yes, he bothers me. You know where."
"Be careful, Mrs. Gladstone."
"My, you're such a formal man. But I couldn't care less about being careful. You hear those explosions? They say the Neighbors will be in Pakuruville by tomorrow morning."
"Well, we won't be here. We'll be gone by then."
Gloria was dubious. "Can Harvey do it?"
"Harvey must do it, or we'll all be dead."
"Pooh," Gloria said. "A lot of the refugees up at the Casino—the Europeans and South Africans—got wind of this train." She looked up at him with sly eyes. "They all want to get aboard. Prince Tim is allowing a dozen or more to come along. Some journalists, mainly, to back up the story he wants to sell to the United Nations. They'll all be here tonight." She chuckled and waved her long nailfile again. "This trip will be just a ball, a lot of fun and games with all of us jammed in here."
Durell felt annoyed with the big blonde. "Do something for me, will you? Just don't upset Harvey with talk like that right now. He's the only man who can get this train going again."
"Harvey will never make it. He's weak."
"Well, don't make things worse, right?"
Gloria unflexed her knees and sat up on the green leather seat. "Listen, I'm sick and tired of catering to Harvey. I've got my own ideas about the future. A girl has to look out for herself in this part of the world."
Durell grinned. "Do you have any ideas of becoming the Queen Elephant of Pakuru?"
She was not offended. She said blandly, "Why not? Atimboku likes me. I can tell. The way he looks at me, I know what he's thinking. Anyway, there are a couple of other big shot Africans who've married white wives. Like that Sir Somebody-or-Other in Grotwanna. An English girl married him. I read about it in a movie magazine. She's living high on the hog, all right. So why not the same for little Gloria?"
"The first thing," Durell said softly, "is for all of us to get out of here alive. In order to do that you must not upset Harvey, understand?"
"Fine," she said absently. "He can play with his little train all he likes."
Harvey's face was smeared with grease and oil, but his eyes gleamed happily. "Hello, Cajun. What's up?"
"Come down out of there for a minute, will you?"
Harvey climbed down from the wooden cab. Some cordwood had already been stacked in the tender. His gauges and dials lay in a careful arrangement on the steel-plated deck, and a pile of rags and a long-nozzled engineer's oil can were gripped in his hands. The boiler door had been removed, and there was a muffled hammering and scraping from inside the bowels of the engine.
"How many times have you made this trip, Harvey?"
"Couldn't count 'em. I know the track like the palm of my hand."
"How long does the trip normally take?"
"Two days, two nights."
"What about water stations?"
"No problem. Plenty of rivers."
"Suppose you get a hot box?"
"I can fix it," Harvey said.
"All right. Can you find a ballast car to hook up in front of the engine?"
"A ballast car? Oh. Maybe. There's an old ore hopper up in shed three. Steel sides."
"That would be fine. Better get it. In case of mines or an attack."
"Right."
Durell considered the middle-aged man. "Do you honestly think we can make it, Harvey?"
"Honestly? Well, I don't know. People are starting to get in my way. The project should have been kept secret, of course, but all this work can't be done quietly. Too
much native help is needed, and too many people in town can't be trusted since they sympathize with the Neighbors —or rather, they don't care too much for Prince Atim-boku. He's been giving a lot of orders that tend to foul things up, by the way. I wish you'd speak to him. He's got a little clique of hangers-on that he wants to take out of the country with him.'*
"So I've heard."
Harvey's face changed. "Have you seen Gloria?"
"She's fine."
"Look, will you keep an eye on her?"
"I'll do that."
"We don't have much left, Gloria and me, but stiU— well, you know how it is."
"Take it easy, Harvey. Stick to Old 79."
"Yes, but—"
"Can you work around the clock?"
Harvey flapped his greasy hands. "We'll have to."
Thunder rumbled to the north, but it was not thunder. From the railroad yard Durell saw bursts of smoke in the hills at the far end of the valley where some of Colonel Abdundi's troops were replying to the guerrilla mortars. Pakuruville beyond the yards had gone quiet in the afternoon heat. The streets had emptied as if on some mysterious signal that had reached every native hovel and shack around. The bicycles had vanished from the modern boulevards, and there were no loungers under the traveler palms that lined the wide, sun-struck paving. The only movement or sound was the crumping of mortar shells still miles away, and the occasional racket of an Army truck rushing more men to the head of the valley.
Prince Atimboku had found a new costume befitting his claim to be a royal personage. For all of his towering size, he had worn a look of youth and even betrayal on his face. He had taken off his leopard-skin outfit and now wore his oxtail cape and red touraco feathers. His yellowish eyes were bloodshot and suspicious when Durell walked into his quarters in the building at the other end of the rail terminal.
"Is it going all right?" Atimboku asked abruptly.
"The best we can hope for," Durell said. "Harvey is doing fine, but he has a handicap."
"Well, fix it, Cajun."
"He's worried about Gloria. That's why I'm here. He can't concentrate on the job while his mind is on her."
"He's one of your people, isn't he?"
"I don't know what that means."
"He's one of your spy pigs, isn't he?" Atimboku's voice was a savage lashing of the air. "If you hire incompetent, love-sick old men, that's your lookout, not mine."
"Just remember, Tim, that Gloria is his wife."
"His wife?" Atimboku laughed. "Jesus, she's the one with the hot pants, not me. You should have seen her a while ago when she was here. A man isn't safe where she can reach for him, Durell."
"Well, just leave her alone,"' Durell said.
Atimboku's manner changed. "Are you giving me an order?"
"Let's get this straight right at the beginning. If you want help from me, then you take orders from me—starting right now."
The Pakuru's eyes dropped; his mouth was angry. "You forget, I'm prince of this country. I run it, I run—"
"You don't run anything," Durell interrupted. "By morning, if you're caught here, you'll be sliced into little pieces and thrown to the crocodiles. Not too many Pakurus would cry over that either. You know it, I know it. If you want to play ball, fine. If not, to hell with you."
A thin bead of saliva dripped from a comer of Atimboku's quivering mouth. His fury was enormous. He lurched up again to his full height, his big fist raised.
"Once a pig, always a pig, huh?"
"I'm not a cop," said Durell, "and you're not playing schoolboy games around here."
"Man, you take some wild chances with me."
"We've got a tough road ahead of us. Either we run the train together with just one of us in charge, or we forget it here and now." Durell did not look as if he were bluflfing. His gambler's face was hard and imcompromising. "I know you can have me shot right now. But if you do, you'll never get out of Pakuru alive."
"The Neighbors—and Colonel Yi—would like to get their hands on you too, man."
"That's right."
"They want you as much as they want me."
"It's possible."
"And you still insist on giving the orders?"
"I do."
Atimboku sat down slowly and regarded Durell from imder heavily lowered Uds. A look of true paranoiac rage crossed his handsome brown face. His huge chest lifted and fell as he fought to control himself. Durell waited. Then all at once the Pakuru began to laugh softly, almost without meaning as he glared at Durell.
"Okay, pig. But later we'll settle up. You've got me now. Between you and Harvey, I can't get you out unless you help. But we'll wait for that later. I've got friends in your State Department who will be interested in my report to them on your attitudes."
"Say anything you want. Report the worst. Just leave Gloria alone."
Atimboku spread his hands. "Yes, sir."
"One other thing," said Durell.
"I'm listening, man."
"This Sally Hukkim. Who is she? More important, what is she?"
This time Atimboku's face became a bland, inquiring, innocent mask—the sort of expression he might have practiced back in New Haven when taken in a police car after smashing a few windows or throwing steel spikes at the police. His voice went up to match his innocence.
"Sally Hukkim? I don't know her."
"She's a relative of yours, I think," said Durell.
"Oh, man, you're really reaching."
"Is she?"
"I've got dozens—a couple of hundred relatives. Old King Natawana IV—my papa—liked two things: pushti, our local beer, and all his wives. He used both in good
health, so I've got half brothers, half sisters, cousins, uncles, aunts, nephews and nieces that I can't even count."
"And all of them want the royal stool?"
Atimboku said, "That's right. But I'm the first, shumba." He used the native term for pig again. DurelFs face showed no reaction. "Are you finished with your ultimatimis?"
"You haven't answered the question."
"About Sally Hukkim?"
"That's right."
Prince Tim said, "You tell Sally that if I see her, I kill her. That's all. Simple. I thought you knew your business. Don't you really know who she is? She's a spy, man. For the Man on the other side. For Colonel Yi, your special friend from Peking. She's got some Chinese blood in her—^Papa Ngatawanna IV had a taste for variety in his wives. That magazine she writes for— Toward Sunshine —ought to be labeled 'The East Is Red.' It's a front for that Peking outfit you mentioned—^the Peacock Branch, Black House. Now go away and think about that some, Bwana Durell."
Ten
HE DID not feel particularly heart-broken about the ruins of the Pakuru River Hotel. When the Neighbor killers had wakened him that morning with their fire bombing, almost everything he had brought with him to Pakuruville had gone up in the flames. Almost everything. Wisps of smoke still curled from the blackened timbers of the room where he and Sally had slept. The heat along the riverbank was oppressive, and the river looked brown and sullen. The constabulary no longer guarded the road. Nobody was in sight. Nobody waved a tonga knife at him or jabbed a Kalashnikov rifle in the air when he stopped his borrowed jeep and stepped carefully into the acrid-smelling, ruined lobby.
The signs in Chinese erected by the Peking railway engineers before Prince Tim ousted them still creaked from the limbs of the eucalyptus trees along the river. A new portrait of Prince Atimboku Mari Mak Mujilikaka hung askew across the desk that had been used by old Implana, the owner of the hotel. Somebody had slashed it with a knife, but the strong, idealistic countenance still looked fiercely out over the smoke-blackened ruins under the motto in Banda, "I shall lead my nation across the dismal swamps to a safe and peaceful haven."
"Implana?" Durell called.
There were two doors behind the lobby desk. One was burned and charred and looked unsafe to enter. The other to the right had been spared by the capricious flames. Someone coughed back there, coughed again, and moved. A timber came crashing down. The sound was enormous in the smoky silence.
"Come on out, Implana."
"Yes, sir."
The old Pakuru gentleman appeared in the doorway. His ancient, weathered face, that might have served as a model for the local wood sculptors who lived on tourist money, was creased and blackened even deeper than his natural pigment by the smoke. He clutched two ledgers close to his skinny chest.
"Ah, Mr. Durell." His rheumy black eyes moved this way and that, not really settling on Durell at all. "I am alone here. Everyone has gone."
"So I see."
"I must send a cable to London, you know. To Lloyds. I'm insured, you see. To the hilt, as you say. Do not mourn for my loss today."
"I'm glad, Implana."
"Everything was insured. I shall be rich. I intend to leave Pakuruville if I can, as soon as the check comes. It will be for $316,220 in American money. I shall go to the Riviera and find a new wife."
"About my package, Implana."
"It is safe, sir."
"Then let's get it."
"I saved my books, you see. The proof that Lloyd of London will require to make good on my loss." The old eyes were shrewd. "I have made up an afiidavit that will require a witness' signature to the effect that the fire was a total accident and not the result of civil disturbance, riot, arson, or war."
"That's cheating, Implana."
"Ah, sir, the world today is full of cheats." The old man bobbed his long head at Prince Tim's portrait over the desk. "That one may be the biggest cheat of all. Will you sign my aflSdavit, Mr. Durell?"
"And my package?"
"It is safe. Down by the river. I shall get it promptly when my papers are completed."
"Sounds like blackmail. You make make me a party to a conspiracy to defraud," Durell said mildly.
"Insurance companies, I believe personally, are in a conspiracy to defraud their poor subscribers. It aU comes out even in the end."
"With a villa on the Riviera?"
Implana smiled. He was toothless. "And a new wife. A young one, of course. I am still a healthy, very virile man."
"Give me the affidavit," Durell said.
The JCT-Mk9 radio transceiver was in an innocent looking canvas pack made up to look like a piece of luggage. Old Implana had hidden it under a dugout drawn up in the reeds along the bank of the muddy river. Durell checked the lock. It was intact. Implana, hugging his ledgers and the signed affidavit, trudged away. Insects whined and sang in the thick foliage. The river murmured. Mortars thumped in the far distance. Durell snapped the catches open and tested the batteries. The instrument hummed happily, a successful product of K Section's laboratory men with bits and components swiped from NASA's technologists.
The long whip of the antenna leaped up incredibly high above the reeds where he crouched when he touched the appropriate button. In a moment he began to transmit.
"Redwing, Redwing, from Cajun. Shawnee come in."
He switched over and waited for a reply. It was almost a thousand miles to Cape Town, and K Section's Central there, run by Johnny Redwing who had helped him on his way here into Pakuruville, should be waiting. The JCT-Mk9 was supposed to have double that range. The lean, casual, and ultraproud Shawnee Indian, Johnny Redwing, had promised to keep a twenty-four-hour monitor on Durell's frequency.
He signaled again.
He heard the machine hum, the insects whine, the river murmur. A hot wind suddenly blew across the brown water, rippling it toward him, making the reeds bend over his head.
He signaled a third time.
The voice that returned was an easy drawl. "Yo, Cajun. Stay classified, huh?"
"Trouble?"
"Big diplomatic hoo-hah. You're walking on coals."
"I know. I can't get out."
"What about Woodchopper?"
"Doing his best. We have the firewood."
"Is he flammable?"
"A few knots in his belly. My wings are clipped, Shawnee. We're using our own iron horse."
"Understand the road is blocked," said Redwing.
"I'm busting out anyway."
"Be careful with our sachem. The ranch is putting heat on me. Get him out safest, soonest."
"Can you send wings?"
"Impossible."
"Why not?"
"Diplomatic block."
"No way aroimd it?"
"No way, Cajun. Or I'm out of buffalo range." Johnny Redwing meant that his own position at Cape Town had become almost untenable. The flight in here with Hank Sansom had been illegal in the first place. There had probably been repercussions from the South African authorities, who were not particularly concerned with the safety of Prince Atimboku's skin. There was a note of anxiety detectable in the Shawnee's electronic voice. Durell said: "There are more complications."
"The Great White Father won't like that."
"Can't be helped. We may have a better candidate."
"What?"
"Female."
"Listen, Cajun, don't put me on—"
"Legitimate."
"Hell."
"True. There have been some purges—"
"We've heard rumors," Redwing interrupted.
"—but this one escaped so far."
"Good for her. Beautiful maiden?"
"A princess. I'm bringing her out, too."
"What for?"
"Let them fight it out for the stool."
"That will be against the big lodge's policy. You know our sachem is the favorite."
"I'm still bringing her out," Durell said.
"Look, I'll get instructions—"
"No matter. I'm the judge."
"You'll really walk on coals if you—"
"It^s my decision."
Over the miles of jungle and desert, mountain range and veld came Johnny Redwing's long sigh. "I think you'll hang, Cajun."
Durell shook his head, looked over his shoulder, and said, "I think I'm facing a worse fate right now, Shawnee. Good luck."
Standing above Durell as he crouched in the reeds beside the river were three enormously tall, seven-foot warriors dressed in formal tribal costume. They were armed with equally enormous, long spears tufted with red feathers, and the three sharp points were each aimed directly at Durell's heart.
The tallest of the trio reached over and picked up the JCT-Mk9 transceiver and casually tossed the thirty-pound weight into the river. It carried Johnny Redwing's last protest with it as it splashed and sank out of sight.
Eleven
"YOU come," said the tallest warrior in Banda.
"Where?"
"You come," said the man. "Now."
"You threw away a ten-thousand dollar instrument, you idiot," Durell said in English.
"Friend, you want a shiv in your gizzard?" came the reply also in English.
Durell laughed. "Where did you learn the language?"
"UN. Harlem. Let's go."
"Where?" Durell asked again.
"The Queen Elephant wants to see you."
"Old Ngatawana IV's chief widow?"
"Who else?"
Durell looked at the other two warriors. They wore feather anklets and feather headdresses and had cruel tribal scars on their black cheeks. He stood up slowly and very carefully, aware of the sunlight glinting on the sharp spears. He didn't think he could get to his gun before they could get to his gizzard.
"All right," he said.
"The procedure," said the first man, "is to enter the royal kraal backward. In the palace you drop to hands and knees and put your forehead to the ground. You do not look up until you are spoken to by the Queen Elephant."
"How did she ever hear of me?"
"She knows all."
"What does she want of me?"
"Her Highness did not say."
Durell wished he could have had a few more words with the Shawnee in Cape Town. Walking back to the road in front of Implana's hotel, he heard more mortar fire from the head of the valley. It sounded sharply closer. He wondered how Harvey was getting on with Old 79. His plan was beginning to seem like an impossible nightmare.
Sunlight filtered through the leafy, pungent eucalyptus trees. The ruined Pakuru River Hotel still sent Up wisps of smoke from its charred timbers. Black paint had been smeared over the Red Chinese signs nailed to the trees. The thoughts of Mao were now illegible. A heap of rags lay in the middle of the road. The shaft of a spear stuck up from the middle of the pile. The rags consisted of the mortal remains of old Implana, the hotel owner.
Durell stopped walking. "What happened to him?"
"He has been punished."
"Rather severely, I'd say," Durell said.
"Yes. Did you not know he was a spy for the Neighbors? He was most friendly with the Communist Chinese engineers. It is time to count friends and enemies now."
"Who gave the orders?" Durell asked, looking down at the old, dead hotel keeper.
"The Queen Elephant. Do you wish to lie down beside Mr. Implana?"
"Not exactly."
"Then keep walking."
Durell stepped over the ledgers that had ben spilled in the dust of the road. He wished he could have retrieved the affidavit he had signed, but thought it best not to stop. Old Implana's face, wrinkled and worn, looked surprised and a wee bit disappointed.
So much for a villa on the Riviera and a young wife to warm an old man's bed, Durell thought.
Twelve
SHE looked so incredibly ancient that she could have passed for a mummy out of some antique Egyptian tomb—dry, weathered, almost as if a caul of dust shrouded the head she so carefully inclined forward. Her actual age, Durell knew, was only fifty-two. Ancient for Pakuruville, ancient in its infinite, painfully accumulated wisdom in the sequestered house in which she had lived all the days of her life.
"We may dispense with formalities," she said in a voice as dry as dust, as distinct as a Hogarth etching, as imperative as any ancient Caesar's consort. "You may rise, Mr. Durell."
"Thank you. Queen Elephant."
"I detest the name. Do I look like an elephant?"
She couldn't have weighed more than ninety pounds, sopping wet. This was Prince Atimboku's mother. He looked into her eyes. It was like falling into a deep, deep pool of blackness that went far back into the brain that inhabited the delicately shaven skull. She sat, not on the traditional stool, but in a large Bombay chair, and the fan of woven wicker around her tiny figure seemed to enshrine her like the image of a medieval saint. Her black eyes were incredibly alive but also incredibly remote. She wore a scarlet and orange robe and had great loops of gold hanging from her ears and around her neck. Her small hands were quietly folded in her lap.
Behind her stood the three warriors, any of whom could have qualified as a premium for the Knicks basket-
ball team. Inside the royal kraals where cattle grazed and tribal chiefs had their quarters while attending the Queen Elephant's court, there was no hint of the catastrophe impending from the Neighbors' forces battering at the head of the valley. The huge beehive structure that housed the Pakuru royal mother was larger than it seemed with immense, gray cool spaces under the high thatching. Gaudy Arab rugs were scattered on the hard-packed dirt floor. Life-size wooden sculptures of ebony and mahogany stood about, of a quality to make any Madison Avenue dealer drool.
"My husband," the Queen Elephant said, "was a lusty man, my dear Durell. Once this house was filled and overflowing with children. Legally mine, although many were born of his other wives, the daughters of powerful tribal chiefs. I understand such political marriages were not uncomm.on at one point in your own cultural history— liaisons for diplomacy's sake, though not polygamous, I suppose."
Her English was perfect. Her voice was dry and controlled. But her left hand trembled faintly, and she held it tightly in her lap with the other. Again her shaven head with its golden hoops pendant from her ears bent fragilely forward.
"Of all my children," she said, "eleven were bom of my own body, and four died at once, and two more died in childhood, and three were taken by the British for their wars and were killed honorably in battle. Two survived to grow to maturity in Pakuru. One, of course, is the man you sponsor, Prince Atimboku."
She seemed to spit the name from her dry lips.
"I don't sponsor him," Durell said. "He has appealed for help and justice against international aggression, and my country has agreed to assist him in making his appeal to the United Nations."
"Do you approve of Atimboku as a man?"
"I have no judgment on that."
"Of course you do. I can see the kind of man you are yourself. But you do your duty.'*
"I try."
The Queen Elephant looked up at the thatched ceiling. "Atimboku is insane," she said. "He has already eliminated—murdered—most other contestants for the royal stool of Pakuru."
He said nothing.
"One only remains," said the Queen Elephant.
"I know."
"Ah. Ah. I had hoped it would be so."
"What do you want of me?" he asked.
"Times change and men change, and laws that were the immutable rules of life from generation to generation between the tribes and clans of the jungle and the desert are now declared obsolete. But the heart of a good man and the heart of a good woman obey the rules of goodness forever. Pakuru is now a nation, not a colonial possession, not a warring collection of enemy tribes. The people are one. They must remain one. But it cannot be done with fire and sword. It cannot be done with pacts made with enemies to the north, whom we have always called simply our Neighbors. More, it cannot be done while the needs of the people are ignored. Only one that I know has the proper heart for such things. Only one that I know should speak for us to the world about our troubles. You must help us, Mr. Durell, or Pakuru will go down in blood in a struggle between father and son, mother and daughter, brother and sister."
"I must help Atimboku," Durell said.
"You must help the girl you know as Sally Hukkim. She is my true daughter, the true sister of Atimboku, and he will kill her. In her heart is goodness for the people. Her name is truly Salduva Mutwiwa Mak Hamapana." She leaned forward again, and there was a faint change in the dusty caul that seemed to shroud her. "You must tell me where Salduva is. You must tell me the truth immediately."
"She is safe, I think," Durell said.
"Ah."
"Atimboku says she is an enemy of the people."
"Atimboku is mad. And he lies for his own purposes. Where is my darling Salduva?"
"I hope to take her with me on the railroad."
The old eyes darkened. "With Atimboku?"
"I must."
"He will kill her. One way or another he will eliminate her. My daughter has the true claim to the royal stool. Her brother knows it. He has been hunting savagely for her ever since his return. A madness grows in him; even if he is my son, I will see him destroyed if he touches my Salduva." The tiny woman sighed and stood up. Her three warriors immediately stepped forward, but she whisked them back with a wave of her hand and nodded to Durell. "Come with me."
He followed her beyond a reed wall in the beehive palace and into a smaller, cooler room furnished with native chairs, stools, and a simple table. There were no windows. A brilliantly colored bird rustled in a bamboo cage and fixed bright pink eyes at Durell's height. The Ught was dim, filtering through the loosely woven mat wall. In one corner of the room was a heavily carved chest of black wood. A snake was coUed on the top of the chest, its fine diamond-patterned yellow skin looking ominous. The head came up and the tongue flicked tentatively at Durell.
"He—the snake—is very poisonous," the tiny woman said. "In Banda he is called jikwalla. Very rare. He is my pet."
"Not my taste," said Durell.
"Do not go near him."
From outside in the kraal came the sudden lowing of cattle and the brief, deep beat of a drum. Feet tramped by. The Queen Elephant paid no attention but proceeded with tiny steps across the bright rug to a comer of the room where small, twin elephant tusks rested against the woven wall. She picked one up and went toward the snake, saying, "Stay where you are, Mr. Durell."
"I intend to."
''Jikwalla has never harmed me." As she spoke, she reached for the snake and dropped him into a hollowed-out end of the ivory tusk. As far as Durell could see, the snake was passive enough under her touch. She took a leather cap and covered the end of the tusk, and Durell let his breath ease out. The little woman smiled. "Jikwalla guards my treasure. I have no problem with palace thieves."
"I can see why."
"I offer you what you wish from this chest to guard my dearest Salduva and keep her safe from her brother." She opened the black lid of the chest and let him look inside. It was, he thought, the granddaddy of all pirate treasure chests. There were jewels, diamonds, and emeralds in exquisite gold settings and jade and ivory carvings and huge heaps of Maria Theresa dollar coins together with bundles of modern currency tossed carelessly in among the gold ornaments. It was a king's ransom, Durell thought. Or rather, the price of a Pakuru princess.
"I don't want money," he said.
"It is to help my Salduva."
"I'm not for sale."
"No, I can see you are not such a man," said the little woman. "I only wish to be certain that my Salduva has her chance. She is Pakuru's only hope. With Atim-boku, although he is bone of my bone, I fear the nation will die. We shall never find his safe haven beyond the Great Swamp."
"He's done well resisting the Neighbors."
The wrinkled face wrinkled some more. "Only to save what he wants for himself. The people do not concern him. Their welfare is not in his heart. My Atimboku is strong and handsome, but he is not a man. In your country where I sent him, he never grew up. His mind is a child's, subject to a child's whims, a victim of greed and petulance."
"I agree to that."
She dipped into the chest and came up with her tiny hands dripping a small fortune. "Then may I employ you?"
"Not for gold or jewels."
"You will not help Salduva?"
"I didn't say that," Durell replied.
"What do you say, American?"
"I can understand how you feel about Sally—Salduva. I feel as you do about Atimboku. But I am ordered to bring him to safety to the UN to make his appeal for help against the Neighbors' aggression. When he does this, my country may provide economic and technical aid to Pakuru. Nothing has ever been said about a Pakuru princess."
The aged, fathomless eyes regarded him, her hands holding the hollowed elephant tusk vrtth its deadly jikwalla snake. Something like a smile wrinkled that ancient face. He wasn't sure it was a smile; he hoped it was. She said, "You are pleased with Salduva?"
"She's quite a girl."
"And you are sure she is safe at the moment?"
"Yes."
"You will take her with you out of Pakuru?"
"I've already promised her that."
"And I can pay you nothing, Mr. Durell?"
"Nothing."
"You are very professional, Mr. Durell. You remind me of my husband Ngatawanna when he was young.'*
"How so?"
"He was a great warrior," said the Queen Elephant.
 
Thirteen
DUSK came, filling the African sky with colors beyond description. The shack in the railroad yards hard up against the bamboo fence along the river bank was shrouded by shadows. Durell crossed the tracks, noting that the switches had been repaired, new rails laid, and more new rails stacked in the extra coach which was now chock-full of firewood. The forges still burned brightly in the engine repair shop, however, and Old 79 hadn't moved. He felt tired from the long day and the oppressive heat. No breeze came from the river. Fires burned in the hills at the northern end of the valley, and the sounds of fighting were much closer. The town of Pakuruville was empty. The people had all vanished now, slipping away into the jungle and fields and hillsides around the city.
"Oyashi?" Durell called quietly.
"Here."
The Japanese appeared behind him, an Uzi automatic cradled in his hand. Durell was a bit surprised that Oyashi had been able to get around him so silently. The door to the shack was closed and padlocked.
"You're pretty good, Levemore," Durell said.
"Your own people trained me."
"Is Salduva—Sally—in there?"
"Ah. You know her true name?"
"Is she safe?"
"So far. There was a search for her. Your Prince Tim is anxious to find her now that he knows she's around."
"He's not my Prince Tim."
"The State Department's then."
"Maybe I can change their minds," Durell said.
"You make me feel better," Oyashi replied.
Durell started into the shack when the roly-poly little man unlocked the padlock, then he paused. "Have you enough insulin to carry you through?"
Oyashi nodded sadly. "Don't worry about me."
"I don't," Durell said.
He went inside. Moving quickly, Sally came up off the pallet in the far corner of the shack, and then she sighed with relief. "Oh, Sam."
"How are you?"
"I trust Lev. He made me sleep."
In the dimness inside the little structure her looped earrings and bracelets gleamed but not as brightly as her long, slightly slanted eyes. She stood straight and tall, almost as tall as he, and showed no fear in her lovely face.
"Salduva, Fve seen your mother."
"You what?"
"The Queen Elephant."
"Oh, Lordie."
"It was one of those things: 'You are invited, and will attend.'"
"I'll bet she showed you the snake."
"She did."
"And offered you money."
"Yes."
"She loves me," Sally said.
"She does. She's a remarkable, wonderful woman." Durell paused. "Is that snake really poisonous?"
"She has had it ever since I can remember. That one or another exactly like it. She claims it's the same snake. Once a tribal chief tried to steal the treasure. It bit him, of course, and he died before he could even turn around from the chest. It's poisonous all right. No one else can touch it but the Queen Elephant."
"How does she do it?"
"I don't know."
"Can you handle Colonel Yi the same way?"
Her face was innocent. "I don't know Colonel Yi."
"He's the same as your mother's Hkwalla."
"I haven't inherited her magic. Who is Colonel Yi?"
"Your brother Atimboku insists that you've sold out to him."
"Atimboku is a homicidal paranoiac."
"Aren't you afraid of him, Sally?"
"Of course I'm afraid of him. But I must do what I have to do."
"Do you trust Oyashi? He's been a double agent for half the countries in Europe as well as the US."
"Lev is my friend. I've seen him in the fields in the wheat and the flowers. He's working with my people, the Ngamis, to teach them better methods of agriculture. His whole life is now devoted to that. Yes, I trust him. He's a dear and true friend. I'd trust him with my life."
"You may have to," Durell said.
Fourteen
STEAM hissed. The boiler roared. Against the darkness of early dawn the engine shed was lit up with a hellish red light from the open boiler door as Harvey Gladstone heaved two more eucalyptus logs into the fire and slammed the iron entry shut. The old locomotive trembled like ^n old man getting up from his rocking chair and leaning on his cane.
"Will she go?"
"She's got to go, Cajun."
"I don't like that pressure gauge.''
"It's all right."
Durell had slept for four hours in a niche among the cordwood in the tender. He was aware of the workmen and the heavy footfalls of Abdundi's soldiers moving about on the roofs of the coaches and along the tracks. He was aware in his sleep of the sharp crackling of rifle fire in the outskirts and the distant streets of Pakuruville. He did not expect to sleep much in the next two days and decided this was as good a chance as any to get his last rest for that time.
"How much longer?" he asked Harvey.
The engineer's grimy face looked haggard. "Twenty minutes."
"We may not have twenty minutes. The Neighbors have broken into the city."
"Yes, I hear them. Listen, Sam—"
Durell waited.
"Is Gloria all right?" Harvey asked. "Please check on her. Please, Sam."
"You'll drive yourself crazy, Harvey. K she has a letch for Atimboku and he wants her, nothing can stop it."
"I'll stop it," Harvey said. "I can nm this train or keep it here or wreck it. Or kill him somehow."
"She isn't worth it, Harvey."
Harvey said, "It is the principle of the thing."
"I'll check," Durell said.
He walked along the tracks. A babble of voices came to him from the coach crowded with refugees. Durell did not know who most of them were. They were black, brown, and white, and they had either found a seat or were standing, with promises to Atimboku or Abdimdi for one thing or another. Steam curled around the corrugated roof of the engine shed. There was a pearly mist in the air as if dawn were about to break. Something caught his eye, and he looked up at the roof of the passenger coach. Three taU, seated silhouettes were black against the gloom. Their spears made wet looking slivers of bloody hght against the steamy roof of the enginehouse. The Queen Elephant's three warriors. Durell lifted a hand in greeting to them. They did not wave back.
He stopped. They stared down at him as if carved from mahogany. "Come down here," he called.
They took their time discussing it. Then the tallest, the leader, jumped down from the top of the coach. It was at least a twelve- or fifteen-foot drop. He kept his spear in hand and looked down at Durell from his tall, spindly height.
"Do you have a name?"
"Khwama. In England they called me Hogarth."
"Why?"
"I don't know. In Harlem when I was with the UN they named me Khwamahogar. It is the closest you can pronounce my name."
"All right. Did the Queen Elephant send you?"
"Naturally."
"To protect Salduva?"
"Her Highness owns our lives." "Fine. I may need you later." "We shall be on hand." Durell did not doubt it.
There were only moments of darkness left before the dawn came. Rifle fire began to crackle in the narrow alleys beyond the railroad yard. A mortar crumped, and the shell splashed into the river. Some- of Abdundi's soldiers began running across the tracks, holding their Ka-lashnikov rifles. Durell walked back to the locomotive,
"Are you ready, Harvey?" he called.
"Another ten minutes."
"We don't have ten minutes, Harvey."
"I can't—"
"You have to."
Another mortar shell hit the administration building far down the tracks. The blast made yellow and red flowers bloom in the predawn darkness. Chunks of concrete and steel and glass showered down on the yard.
"Hop aboard," Harvey said.
He twisted handles for a moment, biting his lip. His face was still grimy, and his eyes were red rimmed from lack of sleep. His hands shook a little, and Durell did not think he could keep going much longer. But then Harvey pulled back the throttle. The steel plate of the cab floor trembled. Steam jetted up around them. There came a groaning sound, a more violent shaking, a great chuffing noise from the boiler, a screak of steel. Harvey was sweating.
"I'm not sure—"
"Go ahead."
There came a jolt, and the great sixty-six-inch drivers suddenly spun wildly on the rails, spitting sparks. The old locomotive shook savagely, then settled back as if about to give up, and abruptly rolled forward. Harvey's lip was bleeding. Durell leaned out of the cab window and stared as far ahead as he could. The locomotive began to roll forward with a heavy panting and wheezing. Black smoke poured from her antique stack.
"Pick up the ore hopper first," Durell shouted.
"But Gloria—"
"We'll back up for the coaches."
"All right."
Colonel Abdundi's men were scrambling into the hopper, which was as solid as an armored car. Old 79 rumbled out of the shed into the misty, pearly light of dawn. Durell could see rifle and machine gun fire about five hundred yards down the tracks. Men ran and fell and screamed. Harvey eased back on the throttle lever, and Old 79 coupled into the hopper with a delicate crash. The locomotive stood still, panting.
"Back now," Durell said.
He opened the boiler door and stared at the roaring flame in the metal guts of the engine, tossed in a few more logs, and looked backward. The two coaches were in line, but the switch hadn't been thrown yet. He swung down, judging the distance, and ran for the hand lever. The locomotive and the ore car backed creakily down the track toward him. A bullet whined over his head. Above the ponderous thud and hissing of Old 79 came a heavier burst of fire. Bullets whined off steel, screaming out over the river. Another mortar shell burst, this time to the rear far away. There were dim shouts and yells of panic from the refugees jammed into the coach.
Durell threw his weight on the switch handle and turned it. The tender with its two Pakuru firemen squatting on the cordwood took the rail with clicks and deliberate thumps of steel flanges, and the coaches were coupled with only a delicate jolt as Harvey manipiilated the throttle.
"Now hold it," Durell called. "We have two more passengers!"
"Is Gloria aboard?"
"I'll check."
Durell ran instead for the little shack up against the bamboo fence that bordered the yard by the river. In the shadows were Oyashi and the tall, statuesque Sally. Durell felt someone behind him and turned suddenly. The three tall, spear-toting warriors led by Khwana had trotted in absolute silence behind them.
"You have to get aboard now," he told Sally. "These gentlemen will help you."
She said, surprised, "They're my mother's guard."
"I think they're shadows now."
"What about Atimboku?"
"So far he doesn't know you're around. We'll have to keep you out of sight and hope for the best. I think I've got a way to keep him busy for a moment. When Harvey blows the whistle, all of you make a run for the tender. You can make a little cave in the cordwood there for yourselves."
"What about water and food?" Oyashi asked.
"We'll worry about that later. Just let me see to it that Atimboku is preoccupied for a minute or two, all right?"
Sally said, "I trust you, Sam."
Durell looked up at Khwama's grim, towering height. "It's more than I can say for others."
Durell ran back, and Harvey leaned down from the cab. "I think we can make it now. Can we go?"
"In a minute. I'll check on Gloria first."
He went back to the crowded coach. The fire fight between Abdundi's militia and the encroaching Neighbors had reached the far end of the yard. Abdundi's men were grov^ng less enthusiastic as they saw they would be left behind. There were only moments left.
When Durell swung up onto the open end of the coach platform, he was appalled by the people jammed inside. In the gloom of the boarded-up windows he saw only a sea of anxious, frightened faces, black, brown, and white, mostly men but with a few women, including some Englishwomen who were trying to maintain their serenity. It was a motley crowd, and he wished he could have done without them.
At the rear of the plush, paneled coach were the two private compartments, the doors securely locked against the others. He went to one, knocked, and was ad-' mitted by Gloria.
"Hey," she said. "Did my little Harvey really get this wreck going?"
"He's not as small as you think."
"Then why aren't we moving? Or do we all get shot by those savages right here?"
She was made up as if for a heavy date in Manhattan, wearing a tight pants suit that conformed to every voluptuous curve of her rich body. She had a ribbon at the back of her long blond hair, earrings that twinkled beside her powdered face, and eyeliner and fake eyelashes. Her perfume filled the tiny compartment. Her glance shot briefly across the corridor to the closed door of Atimbo-ku's stateroom.
*'He*s in there," she said quietly.
"Why not see him then? Harvey's busy."
She stared from under heavy lids. "Harvey doesn't want me to. You know that."
"But can you keep Atimboku busy for a few minutes?"
"Are you kidding? Right now?"
"Yes.''
She stood up, smoothing her thighs. "Oh, you are a son of a bitch, Sam Durell. Harvey trusts you."
"It's my job," he said.
Fifteen
"NOW?" Harvey asked. He leaned out of the cab window. Men were running toward the river across the tracks. Machine gun fire rattled behind them. A few of the bullets cracked and spanged on the locomotive's sides. Durell was interested to note that Harvey did not flinch or duck away.
"Now," he said.
Harvey shoved the throttle forward. Again Old 79 creaked and groaned, the drivers spun wildly, caught, and the train began to roll ponderously and slowly ahead down the tracks leading out of the yard. A grenade burst behind them. Someone screamed dimly in the passenger coach. Durell reached up for the whistle cord and yanked on it. Harvey turned his head in inquiry but said nothing. The pressure dials quivered. Durell looked toward the shack and saw Sally and Oyashi and the three warriors loping across the tracks toward them. He hoped Gloria was keeping Prince Atimboku away from the coach window. In a moment Sally tumbled aboard, followed by the Japanese and the three Pakurus.
Durell gestured toward the heaped cordwood in the tender. "Make yourself at home."
The switches were thrown for the main line. The train rumbled slowly over them, the heavy wheels clicking. Harvey kept his head out the cab window, although the firing ahead made a gauntlet through which they would have to run. Durell looked at him and thought of Gloria and wondered at the things his job made him do. There could be no compromise of the assignment. You followed orders regardless of who was hurt, the tragedy, the ones who fell or were lost by the side. He pushed his regrets aside. Someone had put a Uzi and an old BAR in the locomotive cab. He picked up the lightweight, accurate Israeli gun and watched a wave of men come running across the tracks toward them. Harvey pushed the throttle farther forward. They picked up a little speed, but he did not dare go too fast until they passed over the yard switches.
A bullet whipped through the cab. Others chocked into the cordwood heaped in the tender. From the hopper up ahead came spits of flame as Abdundi's guards fired back.
Men tumbled and fell in the dawn gloom. A grenade burst on the tracks ahead. The Neighbors looked well armed and efficient. It was touch-and-go. One of the enemy paused in the tracks directly ahead and leveled a burst of fire at them. He did not jump aside fast enough, and his body was caught by the pilot and flung aside like a rag doll. A grenade flew through the cab and went out the other side, exploding, sending steel splinters whining through the air to rattle against the locomotive's side. The sun was coming up. There was a gray mist in the air. Ahead the track now curved through a huddle of native hovels along the riverbank. The trees there looked black against the fingers of color that spread up into the eastern sky.
A group of enemy soldiers ran across the yard at the far end, carrying a huge log, plainly intending to drop it in the train's path and derail the locomotive. Durell sent a burst of fire from the Uzi over their heads.
"Full throttle, Harvey," he said quietly.
Harvey's face was white. He slammed the lever forward, and the locomotive rattled over two more switches, swinging with the curve of the tracks along the river. The gauges and dials trembled violently as the steam pressure went up. The enemy troops, urged on by an angry officer, were still running for the main line. Durell fired the Uzi again. There came a burst of automatic fire in return. The m.en with the log dropped it short of the track and scattered. They were through. The train rumbled past the wreckage of the administration building and into a tunnel of trees. A mortar burst behind them, doing no damage.
The track ahead was clear.
In minutes they were out of Pakuruville, leaving the fighting behind.
The jungle steamed as they rolled out of the valley. The train rumbled along quietly at about thirty miles an hour. The track curved constantly, following the course of the Pakuru River, and there was no way to see for any great length ahead. Harvey rubbed a gloved finger over the glass of his gauges and looked up at Durell with a shy, triumphant grin.
"Well, we're off. Six hundred miles to go."
"Do you want some relief? I can handle the throttle," Durell said.
"No thanks, I'm all right. I was tired before, but I've got my second wind. I'll grab a nap later on." He moved his head to indicate the three warriors sitting on the cord-wood in the tender, their attitudes grave and alert. "Who are they? I've been so busy I never had a chance to ask."
"They're on our side—I think." Durell turned around. "Khwama?"
The mahogany face was expressionless. "Yes?"
"How is Sally?"
"Salduva sleeps. She rests. She is safe."
The three spears were held upright by the Pakurus. Oyashi was curled up on the steel plates of the tender, a log under his head for a pillow. The two native firemen were resting, too. The locomotive chugged along and thundered around a long, gradual curve that descended into the deeper jungle ahead. There were no signs of the enemy behind them, but Durell had no illusions about the long hours to come.
He nodded to Harvey, said, "I'll be back in a few minutes," and climbed back toward the two coaches.
Gloria looked like a great, angry, petulant cat. There was high color in her cheeks, and her eyes flashed.
"Oh, it's you," she said. "Welcome to steerage."
"You're a lot better off than anyone else aboard, except Atimboku."
"Yeah? Well, give me the common people any time."
"What happened?"
*With Atimboku? He's an animal."
"You didn't make it?"
She tossed her head. "Who'd want to?"
Her anger was false. There was a guilty note in her voice, which had coarsened slightly. Durell closed the door to her compartment after noting the rumble of deep voices from the opposite room occupied by Prince Tim.
"Anyway, you kept him busy when I needed it, Gloria. Thank you."
"To hell with it."
Durell smiled. "Did he really turn you down?"
"Listen, no son of a bitch ever turns Gloria down, understand? Not if I really wanted to make it with him. But—"
"He turned you down."
"He clobbered me," Gloria snapped. She whirled away from the crude boarding over the compartment window with fists clenched at her sides. "Oh, I'll get that arrogant | bastard. I'll fix his wagon! I'll make him hurt so he'll I yell 'Mama!' on his knees to me." ^
"He turned you down," Durell said again. "But at least he didn't go rampaging through the train."
The train rocked and rumbled over a culvert. The gloom in the boarded-up compartment made Durell feel claustrophobic. He balanced lightly against the swaying of the train.
"Harvey asked you to take care of me, didn't he?" Gloria asked.
"Sort of."
"And you threw me at that animal, didn't you?"
"I wanted to be sure we got started without his interference."
She sat down on the green leather seat in the tiny compartment. Not until then did Durell see the bruise high up on her left temple. "I'm hungry," she said abruptly.
"Colonel Abdundi will distribute military rations soon, I suppose."
She made a face. "That French-speaking creep. Do you really think we're going to make it?"
"If Harvey holds out," Durell said.
"You're no friend of Harvey's." She eyed him with angry speculation. "Just what are you, anyway?"
"I'm just trying to do a job."
"Atimboku isn't worth it," Gloria said.
He would have marked down her mood as a result of being physically rejected, but there seemed to be more to her attitude than that. He did not press it. He opened the door to the compartment and squeezed out into the narrow corridor. At the same moment the door to Atimboku's room was yanked open.
"Durell? Get in here. Abdundi, stay a moment."
Prince Atimboku towered hugely, savagely in the dim, crowded Hght of the compartment opposite Gloria's. His yellowish eyes were hooded with anger, and his dark skin showed a flush of blood on his high cheekbones. For a moment he still looked young and vulnerable, and he balanced his big frame lightly on the balls of his toes against the swaying of the train. Colonel Abdundi sat in a corner of the seat, smoking one of his Portuguese cigars, not looking at either of them.
"You, Durell. Close the door."
Durell closed the door.
"I'm not even going to talk about that blond bitch across the way. The move was too transparent. You put her up to it, didn't you?"
"I didn't want you to interfere with our departure," Durell said evenly. "I don't think you're reasoning quite straight, Tim. Whatever is bugging you, you ought to control it."
"I will. I can. I'm going to do it, right now."
Abdundi began mildly, "Please, your Highness—"
Atimboku whirled on his military aide. "What? I've had enough of you too, Pierre—"
"Please. What you plan to do is not the thing—not comme il faut — "
"What do you have in mind?" Durell asked.
Atimboku breathed heavily and lowered his head like a bull about to charge. "I've got enemies aboard this train, man. I've been betrayed. Stabbed in the gut. I'm going to get rid of some of our supercargo."
"How do you mean?"
"Come along and see," Atimboku snapped.
Abdundi shrugged and stood up and carried his Sten gun in the crook of his elegantly groomed arm. Atimboku also carried an automatic rifle. Durell did not move from where he blocked the doorway.
"Get out of my way, Cajun."
Atimboku jabbed the muzzle of his gun at Durell's middle. Durell stepped back out of the way into the corridor. For a moment the stocky Abdundi met Durell's eyes with a look of puzzlement, then resignation. Then they stepped from the corridor at the rear of the coach into the main body of the car crowded with the refugees. Atimboku towered over the hodgepodge of people who tmned to look at him with curious fear. Some of the men tried to shrink out of range of his sweeping stare. Atimboku smiled, but his eyes still held that savage light. There was a slight swagger to his walk as he pushed through the crowd of people.
"You, Takale!" he barked suddenly.
A black man in the costume of a tribal chief looked as if he wanted to run; but there was no place to go.
"Step forward, Takale, blood brother of my second cousin Selebe, who tried to murder me when I returned to my home and my country."
The man fell to his knees. "Prince Atimboku Mari Mak Mujilakaka, forgive me, it was not I who tried the foul deed but a misguided relative—"
"Whom I shot," Prince Tim snapped in Banda.
"And will you shoot me, an innocent man?"
"Stand aside. Over there. And you, Aisata-Orapa! You who gathered the Kanmi people to vote against me in the council, who held the Queen Elephant's ear and spoke vile things about my youth abroad—"
A thin, brown man with a dignified lift to his head pushed forward. A woman tried to cling to his striped coat, but he put her hand gently aside.
"I did what I thought was best."
"Then you may join Takale."
"What will you do to us? Are we not- all in danger, joined in a common cause to survive against a mutual enemy?"
"You are in more danger than the rest of us, Aisata. And you, Captain Bowman! Step forward."
A young Englishman, burned nut brown by the African sun, shrugged and detached himself from his wife and young daughter. Atimboku's eyes flicked to the wife, to the daughter, and he smiled.



"You, captain, who think the color of your skin is better than mine. You, who have worked long months before my return to make my country subject to your apartheid policies. Join the others."

"May I ask what you intend to do with us?" "Why, I'm going to kill you," Atimboku said. "And several other enemies who have slipped aboard my train."
Sixteen
"YOU can't do it," Durell said.
"Why not?"
"You can't expect the world to accept you and help you if you execute your enemies like a savage without a trial."
"Ah, you admit they are my enemies?"
"Perhaps so."
"And you admit my country has been brutally invaded, is the victim of aggression and war, and that Pakuru is at war?"
"I won't let you do it," Durell said flatly.
They stared at each other while the victims—nine in all finally—huddled against each other in the forward vestibule of the car. Someone had taken down several of the fire shields from the windows, and Durell could see the deep green of swampy jungle slipping past as the train made its way steadily down the winding track. The air in the coach was already overheated and growing foul, and opening the windows was understandable. He watched a tiny thatched village slip by with the huts built on stilts beside the brown waters of the Pakuru River. He looked into Atimboku's muddy eyes and saw a laughter that was not laughter but madness.
"How can you stop me, Bwana Durell?" Tim sneered.
"You agreed that I was in command of this train."
"After me. After Abdundi."
"Not true."
Atimboku trembled all up and down his huge frame. "What will you pay me for these people? If I use them as hostages, what are they worth to your stupid Western conscience?"
"What do you want?" Durell asked.
"So we can bargain?"
"Name your price."
"Are they valuable to you, Cajun?"
"All life has certain value."
"Very well. We'll make a deal, man. Give me the girl."
"Who?"
"Sally. Salduva. My royal sister." Again Prince Tim's yellowish eyes grew hooded with hatred. "I know she's aboard. I know you smuggled her aboard the train somehow. You've hidden her, haven't you? Give her to me, and the others can go free. They are only gnats after all. The royal stool is mine. The country is mine. They cannot harm me, whatever they say."
Durell said, "You can't have Salduva."
There was a darkness in Durell's blue eyes as Atimboku started forward. Durell blocked his way, tall and suddenly dangerous. The Pakuru breathed hard through dilated nostrils. His rifle came up and Durell saw the look in his eyes and did not let the barrel rise parallel to his body. He did not want it like this, but he saw no other way out. Back in Washington he might face charges of violating the terms of his assignment. He couldn't help it. He stepped back half a pace and kicked Atimboku in the knee. Then he chopped down at the barrel of Atimboku's gun and twisted it farther down and to one side. His opponent grunted, turned partly aside, and fought to raise the gun again. He stumbled, grimacing from the pain in his knee. Durell still held the gun, but Atimboku's finger was on the trigger. He began to fire it blindly, his face convulsed, and the thunder of the discharge made wild, echoing clamors in the crowded coach. There were screams and shouts from behind Durell. The slugs kicked up the rich carpeting on the coach floor. Someone yelled in frantic pain behind Durell's back. He applied more pressure and tore the gun free and lifted it to swing the stock at Atimboku's head. Atim-boku ducked, and Durell swung again, connected with a glancing blow deflected by one of the coach seats, and Atimboku staggered backward, blood running down one side of his face.
"Please, M'sieu Durell."
A gun jabbed hard between Durell's shoulder blades.
"S'il vous plait."
Abdundi's gun muzzle jabbed harder.
"His Highness will have his way. It will be best if you take us to her Highness, Princess Salduva."
Durell dropped the rifle. Atimboku came up with a growl of fury and drove his fist at Durell's face. Pain rapped down the back of his neck. Atimboku hit him again. He felt blood in his mouth from a cut inside his cheek. Abdundi's gun in his back made him helpless. No one among the staring, frightened refugees made a move to help him.
Atimboku swung once more, but this time Durell disregarded the gun pressed against his spine and caught the other's wrist, twisted it, forced the man down and aside—and then something struck the back of his head with blinding force. Durell went down on all fours in the coach aisle. Atimboku's knee came up and clipped his jaw. He felt as if his head had been torn off. He heard someone shout at last in protest, and there was a quick scuffling of feet around him. Darkness roared before his eyes.
"Let's get Salduva," Atimboku said heavily.
He was down but not out. A tentative hand tried to lift him up. He pushed it away angrily and stood up by himself. The train rocked. He staggered against a seat, saw a blur of curious, awed faces around him. It was as if he were swimming in a fog.
"Get out of my way," he muttered.
One of the refugees selected for execution stood blocking his path in the aisle, a small man with fluttering hands. "Please sir, you can do nothing, nothing at all. He has the soldiers, the gims. He is a savage, after all."
"Stand aside."
He pushed at the man and took a few steps down the coach aisle toward the forward end. The people drew aside, their eyes shining as if through a warm mist. He felt the back of his head, and his fingers came away warm and wet wtih blood.
"You are hurt, sir. I am a doctor—"
He paid no attention. He drew his gun, the .38, from his waistband and walked swaying toward the coach door ahead. He could see through the glass, which was adorned with curlicued flowers frosted in the pane, and Atimboku and Abdundi were still there on the front platform. He wondered why they hadn't gone on across to the engine tender. His hand was wet and slippery on the door's lever handle. When he opened it, the roar and clatter of the locomotive burst upon his ears. He felt the hot, damp wind of their passage through the jungle like the slap of a wet towel across his face. Wood smoke from the stack came down in a thick gust and blinded him. Atimboku started climbing across the tender, shouting, "Salduva! You bitch, Salduva!"
Atimboku got on top of the stacked cordwood, bracing himself against the pitch and sway of the tender. The wheels made an extra loud clattering racket. Jungle vines and trees that towered overhead made a tunnel out of the right-of-way, cutting off the direct sun overhead.
Durell saw Sally. She had stood up from her niche amidst the firewood and stood facing the royal brother.
Her face was grave; her eyes were bold. She showed no fear of the raging man.
"At your peril, Atimboku!" she called.
"Do you plot against me?"
"I do."
"You would take my country from me?"
"I shall."
"Then you must die!"
At that moment three tall, black shadows emerged incredibly tall behind the girl's defiant, wind-whipped figure. Their long, graceful spears were silhouetted against the flickering green of the jungle as the train roared on.
Atimboku's progress jerked to a sudden halt. He was only three feet from the girl. She was still defiant. Durell saw Khwama, the leader of the warrior trio, lift his spear. Atimboku stared, frozen, arms spread to balance himself against the swaying of the train. His face was spasmed with shock that had a deeper meaning than the immediate threat from the spear. Atimboku knew that these three had been sent by the Queen Elephant, his mother. And the terror that convulsed his face reflected ancient chains of force and tradition.
He lowered his gun.
Then he raised it again.
"Khwama, you will die, too!" He was going to fire.
At that moment the old steam whistle of the locomotive suddenly shrieked an alarm like an animal in mortal pain. The brakes screamed and the great drive wheels locked, sending showers of sparks along the rusted rails. The sudden deceleration threw Atimboku off balance as he stood on the cordwood. Khwama grabbed the girl and threw her down to safety, and then the whistle shrieked again, and Old 79 jolted, hit something on the track, jolted again. Shouts and screams came from the passengers in the coach behind Durell.
The train halted, panting like an exhausted beast.
Seventeen
DURELL jumped down from the coach platform and ran forward along the embankment toward the engine cab. Harvey's round, soot-stained face peered down at him. His gloved hand waved ahead, and Durell looked that way and then motioned Harvey down from the cab.
"Sam?"
It was Sally. He glanced up at her. "Are you all right?"
"Atunboku fell off."
For a moment Durell thought it would be no loss to go on without Prince Atimboku Mari Mak Mujilikak. Colonel Abdundi jumped down from the coach platform and they walked forward past the ore car that served as their armored vehicle ahead of the engine. The soldiers in there looked anxiously around. The jungle was silent. The heat was steamy, oppressive, now that they had stopped moving. Jets of steam came from Old 79's worn pistons. The locomotive looked all right. But the front of the assault car was buried in a tangle of green vines and creepers, and a thick barrier of fallen trees blocked the tracks ahead. DureU swore softly. It did not look as if this was the work of the enemy. A storm had swept through the swamp and jungle here and left this mountain of debris in its path. He could not see how deep or how far it extended.
Old 79 kept panting at a standstill.
Harvey said, "Hell, it's a day's work."
Abdundi shouted to his men to climb down out of the ore car with their axes.
Harvey said, "We need water, too. I've been watching the gauges. I think the tanks leak."
Durell walked through the steamy morning heat and climbed around the mass of debris in their path. It was hard going. He felt a wave of dizziness, an aftermath from the blow on the back of his head. There was an ache behind his eyes. He put on his sun glasses, but that didn't help much. He heard footsteps behind him and Salduva and the three warriors close at her side came toward him.
"Sam, you're hurt!"
"I'm all right."
"Is this as far as we can go?"
"We'll see."
"Let me help you, Sam."
"I'm all right," he said again. "Where is Oyashi?"
"He was hit by a piece of firewood that slid off the pile in the tender. He'll come around soon, but it knocked him out. The worst is he lost his insulin somewhere."
"Any more problems?"
"Atimboku," she said.
"What about him?"
"I told you, he fell off. But he wasn't hurt."
"Stay close to me then," Durell said.
It was hard work, struggling through the muck and swamp of the jungle floor. The trees that were down had brought with them a vast net of vines as impenetrable as barbed wire. Through it he saw a glimmer of brown water, a portion of a low trestle bridge crossing the Pakuru River. The length of blocked track was at least thirty feet. It would take the rest of the morning to remove the great tree trunks by hand.
He walked back to Colonel Abdundi and his struggling men. Some of the passengers had come down from the coach, but they stood at a respectful distance from the angry soldiers.
"Colonel, we may have to use dynamite."
"Alas, we have none."
"But you have grenades?"
"I cannot permit their use. They may be needed later against the enemy."
"Fire then. Let's bum it up."
Abdundi nodded. "C'est possible. If we shovel out some hot coals from the firebox."
"Get to it."
"I shall." Abdundi looked curiously concerned. "You should have your injuries attended to, M'sieu Durell."
"Was it you who hit me from behind?"
"I had to, m'sieu. My chief, after all, is Prince Atim-boku."
Durell looked at Sally. "You may have to change your allegiance, mon colonel.'*
There came a crackling noise as Abdundi's men threw the coals to the brush and tree trunks blocking the way. Heat waves lifted from the mountainous, tangled pile of vegetation. Brightly colored birds squawked and flew up out of the jungle trees. As the smoke rose into the hot African sky, Durell swore to himself. It couldn't be helped, but the column of smoke made a perfect signal to the enemy as to their position.
He studied the wide river and the trestle bridge for several minutes, then walked slowly back to the halted train. Harvey was gone from the locomotive cab. Sally came with him surrounded by the spear-toting warriors. The refugees from the coach had gathered along the tracks, watching the fire.
"Sally, will you take care of Oyashi?"
"What about yourself?"
"There's a doctor back in the coach."
"What do I do if Atimboku comes after me again?"
Durell looked at Khwama. The tall, thin black man met his eyes blandly. "Do you know what is most important, Khwama?" ' "Salduva's life is my life."
"Okay then."
Gloria had remained in her compartment, scorning the crowd of other passengers along the side of the tracks.
Harvey was there with her. He had been talking earnestly to Gloria, sitting hunched up on the leather bench across from her when Durell came in. Gloria's face was contemptuous; Harvey's reflected an inner pain and an outer exhaustion. When Durell entered, they both looked at him with relief as if glad to drop their conversation.
"You ought to get some sleep, Harvey," Durell said. "Even twenty minutes will help."
"Yes, you're right," Harvey muttered.
"How much farther can we go without more water for the boiler?"
"Nowhere at all."
"Well, the river's straight ahead. I'll get some more men to work on it."
"I'll do it," Harvey said heavily. He stood up. His eyes were bloodshot, and there were tear streaks through the soot on his exhausted face. "Let Gloria take care of those cuts on your head, Cajun."
He lurched out. Durell did not stop him; the train came first. He sat down in Harvey's place, and Gloria gave him a small, tight smile, rummaged in a case she had brought and took out a bottle of Cape Town bourbon.
"Here. You need this, Sam."
"Still think I'm a son of a bitch?"
"What I think doesn't seem to matter."
"How is Harvey holding up? You know him better than anyone."
"He won't make it," she said flatly. "I know him, all right. He can't take it in the clutch."
"Baby him a bit, why don't you?"
"I think you're the one who needs babying." She got up and turned the lock on the compartment door. She moved like a sleepy jungle cat, her haunches rolling. Durell drank some of the bourbon, and the liquor hit his stomach with a warmth he appreciated. His head cleared a little. Gloria leaned over him, her breasts obvious. He tried not to pay any attention. She was perfumed; her hands were quick and deft on his scalp wound. She found some bandages among the stuff she carried in her huge handbag and put them on, pressing her hip against his shoulder. He wished she wouldn't be so obvious. He could feel the animal magnetism in her body.
"I'm going to get that bastard," she whispered.
"Harvey?"
"No. Atimboku."
"Because he turned you down?"
"That's right. Right on."
"Suppose I turned you down, too?"
She smiled slowly, looking down at him, her lips pressed together in contentment. She stood close before him. "You won't," she said.
Far in the distance above the throbbing breath of Old 79, he heard Sally scream.
The fire in the brush piled on the track had reached its peak and was dying out. Ashes and cinders still flew up in the air, and the sky above was stained by the smoke of the flames. Some of the tree trunks still lay across the rails, but they could be pushed aside by the locomotive when they got rolling again.
Durell waded through the ankle-deep mud and water of the jungle floor. He kept his gun in his hand. He squinted up at the sun through the interlaced tree branches and saw it was almost overhead now. They hadn't gotten very far along the six hundred miles of track yet. At this rate they'd never make it.
Sally screamed again from somewhere ahead of him. He heard her now, crashing through the underbrush. Someone was chasing her. He wondered how she had gotten separated from Khwama and his companions. He swore again, raised his gun, and moved through the green heat toward the sound of her voice. Insects bursts from the vines around him in great, noisy clouds of flickering, silvery wings. He heard a shot. And another shot. Then he saw her struggling in the mud of the riverbank. Atimboku was about twenty feet behind her, a rifle in his hand. His face looked enraged. Sally saw Durell and swung toward him, and Durell broke through the last of the vines and came into Prince Tim's sight.
Atimboku halted. His great chest expanded violently with his hard breathing.
"Get away from her, Cajun."
"Put down your gun."
"I warn you—"
Sally said, shuddering, "I couldn't—I'm sorry—I told Khwama to leave me. I wanted to see if I could settle this quietly with my brother. I wanted to appeal to him—"
"Bitch," Atimboku said.
Sally said, "I thought that if Atimboku and I can work together at the UN—if we ever get out of here—^we could try to do something good for our country—"
"You're an idiot," Durell said.
Atimboku stood spread legged in the mud of the river-bank. From the tracks behind them came a sudden blast from Old 79's whistle. The train was ready to go. Dxirell shoved Sally behind him.
"Go back to the train."
"What about you?"
"Atimboku and I will settle everything now," Durell said flatly. "Nothing will matter about the train if you both keep acting like a couple of savages."
Prince Tim sneered, "Man, now the beans really spill out. That's what you really think of us, shamba. At heart you're a pig like the rest of the pigs. A supremacist. You think of us as jungle savages."
"When you behave like one, yes," Durell said.
"I've issued a royal decree. Salduva is to stay in Pakuru, She is disobeying a government order."
"You can cut all that," Durell said. "Half your country is overrun by the Neighbors. In another forty-eight hours you won't be prince of anything."
The whistle screeched again. There came a chuffing sound from the train, invisible through the jungle, as the power was applied to Old 79's drivers. The rumble of its heavy movement seemed to shake the leaves and vines of the jungle. It was plain that Harvey didn't know they were not aboard.
Prince Tim started forward, his eyes surprised, and
Durell leveled his gun and said, "Hold it. We stay here and settle all this now."
"What are you doing, man? They're going on without us! We'll be left here to die!"
"That's right."
"What do you want?"
"Your promise," Durell said. "Your promise to leave Sally alone. To let her arrive safely if we ever get to safety and settle the matter between you amicably."
"You wouldn't believe any promise I made—"
"It would be on the record in my sworn statement to the Department of State—"
Atimboku stared at him with impatient, angry eyes. There came another shriek from the locomotive's whistle. Birds of all colors, red and white and green, burst up like explosions through the treetop foliage, squawking in protest against the alien noise. There came a hiss of steam from the brakes as Harvey halted the train again. They could see it now through the brush, the ore hopper first, crowded with Colonel Abdundi's soldiers, then the pilot and ancient headlamp of Old 79. Someone came crashing through the swamp toward them. It was Khwama and his companions.
"Salduva?" Khwama called.
"Here," she replied calmly.
The three warriors appeared on the riverbank, their long spears ready. Atimboku looked at them and lowered his rifle.
"All right," he said sullenly. "Let's get back aboard."
"You'll leave Sally alone?" Durell insisted.
"I promise."
Sally said grimly, "Now you're on his death list too, Sam."
Eighteen
OYASHI had a white bandage across his forehead. His dark Oriental eyes looked strange, watery. "Very good at binding up wounds, that Gloria is."
"Have you had anything to eat?" Durell asked.
"I don't dare eat. I lost my insulin and my syringes. I think my blood sugar is beginning to jump up like an Olympic pole vaulter."
"What will happen?"
"I can last a couple of days. Then the coma comes on." Oyashi spoke calmly. "Coming here to Pakuru was a calculated risk. I could have stayed near good medical attention in Israel, and I was pretty happy there. A frontier country, you know? And the agronomy there is a challenge. But Sally talked me into coming here to the Ngami people. Organizing kibbutzlike settlements to help the Ngamis become self-sufficient."
"How did you get your medical supplies?"
"Here. Off the train. It used to run three times a week like clockwork, thanks to Harvey."
"The route goes through Ngami country?"
"Once we're beyond the desert, yes."
"Do you have any extra insulin there?"
"No. That was why I came to Pakuruville to replenish the stock. Insulin deteriorates in heat. The refrigeration broke down—the generator that made the power for my box went kaput. So I came to Pakuruville." Oyashi smiled wryly. "My bad luck. You don't have to worry about me, Cajun. I told you, I'm not in your business any more. If I don't make it on this train to the coast, I won't be in any business at all."
"How do you feel now?"
"Just fine."
Durell could see he was lying. "Try to hang on, Levemore. I have the feeling I'm going to need you."
"Secret agent pro tem?"
"Something like that."
Oyashi sighed. "I liked the life. Okay, Sam, I'm on your side—for whatever that's worth."
Durell took the throttle. Harvey had shown him what to do after they had filled the water tanks at the river, and then Durell had sent Harvey back to get some much needed sleep. The engineer had gone quickly to the coach to rejoin Gloria, not hiding his anxiety about her.
Beyond the bridge the jungle thinned out into a wide, watery world of flat swamp and mud. The tracks proceeded on causeways built up above the level of the Great Swamp, sometimes on trestles, sometimes on the mounds of earth that reminded Durell of the old Indian routes through the Louisiana bayous, the chenieres he used to follow as a boy when hunting. Their speed averaged only a bit more than twenty miles an hour. Noon came and went in stifling, humid heat. The sun, no longer hidden behind the interlaced branches of jungle growth, beat down upon the train and the passengers with merciless cruelty. The passengers were given Army rations and little enough of that, and they became restless, demanding more water. The women were irritable; the men angry. Soon enough, however, the heat in the confines of the coach had them panting with silent, sullen exhaustion.
In the two weeks since the railroad had stopped operating, the African green had already imposed its will on the rails and roadbed. Grass had sprung up between the sleepers, and they had to stop now and then to remove great ropelike vines and trees that had fallen across the way. Once out above the Great Swamp the way became clearer, but each trestle bridge had to be inspected before they crossed it to search for rotted timbers or faulty ties.
Abdundi controlled his soldiers with efficiency, using them as labor gangs and guards. Their faces were sullen but respectful, and it was plain that their loyalty depended only on their wages and their immediate well-being. Twice fights broke out between them. Just as they began crossing the swamp, a sergeant was killed after he kicked one of the troopers who lagged in his work. No one bothered to bury the body.
Far off in the southeastern haze over the miles and miles of seemingly endless swamp, a loom of violet mountains apeared. This was about mid-afternoon. Here and there the Great Swamp yielded to patches of veld with fever trees and thorn bushes and eucalyptus on the brief flatlands of the savannah. From the engine cab Durell watched ibis and zebra and a pride of lions in the shade of a clump of shaggy doum palms. At two in the afternoon someone in the passenger coach spotted a laki, a carpet viper, and there was terror and panic until the little snake was caught and killed. No one was bitten.
When they came to another stretch of the veld between long arms of the Great Swamp, Durell told Abdundi to try for some antelope meat since everyone was getting hungry again. The soldiers in the ore hopper tried ineffectually to fire at the little herds of ibis and zebra, but the animals were too frightened by the train's passage to come within firing range.
Sally jumped down into the engine cab from her place in the tender. Behind her the tall, thin silhouettes of her warrior guards were black and stoic against the westering heat of the sun.
"Yo, Sam."
She still wore her native costume, all bright colors and bangles, beads and hoops of gold around her slender neck. The heat did not seem to bother her, and Durell wondered how she kept so neat and cool when everyone else was sweaty and stained with the interminable clouds of soot from Old 79's stack.
"Everything all right?" he asked.
She grimaced. "Kliwama gives me the willies."
"Your mother sent him to keep you alive."
"I know that," she said impatiently. "But I can't even speak to you for a moment alone without their watching us. Do we keep on going without a stop?"
He looked at the lowered pile of cordwood in the tender. "We'll need more firewood and water soon."
"And I want to talk to you alone," she insisted.
"You're not worried about Atimboku now, are you?"
She shook her head and leaned against the cab window. The train was rocking steadily along a narrow causeway that led toward the green glimmer of Emerald Lake ahead. Durell judged they had come less than a third of the distance to safety, and he felt a silent uneasiness because they had not yet encountered opposition to their travels from the Neighbors. Harvey had assured him that the rails south of Pakuruville were undamaged, but he couldn't be certain of that.
"Why do you ignore me?" Sally asked bluntly.
"I didn't think I was doing that."
"Last night at the hotel—did you know who I really was?"
"I had some ideas about it," he admitted.
"But you threw me out of your bed."
"A matter of policy."
She made an impatient sound. "Oh, you're a cruel man! Am I such an unattractive person after all?"
"You're very beautiful, Salduva."
She grinned and made an uncouth sound. "I'm Sally, remember? A rose by any other name ..." She shook her head and made her earrings jingle, then put her hand on his arm. "I want to be alone with you, Sam. I really owe you so much. You've saved my life. Atimboku is power-mad and immature, and I'm the only real opposition he has."
"Aside from the Neighbors," Durell said drily.
"Yes, there's that."
"But would you have stood up to them as he has? He may be slightly insane as you say—and cruel and murderous, too," Durell admitted. "But his politics are approved by my bosses. They want to see him on the royal stool. Atimboku says you approve of the Maoist Chinese."
Her eyes were velvety and unfathomable. "Would that make any difference between you and me?"
"I told you there is no you-and-me between us."
"Not yet," she said.
"I just don't trust you, Salduva."
"But you don't trust your Peck's bad boy, Prince Tim, either, do you?"
"No."
"Suppose I really were a collaborator with the Maoists? Suppose I wanted the royal stool only to turn Pakuru into a Communist state? Would that make such a difference in how you feel about me?"
"Are you speaking hypothetically?"
"Maybe."
"Then I'll answer the same way," Durell said flatly. "I know nothing about you, Sally. You claimed to be a correspondent for Toward Sunshine, an English publication that sponsors Communist Chinese theory and violent tactics of revolution. The British may be tolerant enough about that sort of thing, but I'm afraid that K Section for which I work would not be."
"Yes," she said bitterly. "And your CIA is hardly a gilded hly, either."
"I'm not going to go into dialectics," Durell said. "In my business nobody hands out medals for a big mouth. It's a different world from yours, Sally. A silent world. But it's a world at war, and I work in it, and I do my best, and I've never done anything against my own conscience. The free world has been suffering pressure and endless attacks for a quarter of a century. A great many people back home don't seem to realize that world peace is a two-way street. It takes two sides to make war and both sides to make peace. It can't be done unilaterally unless one side chooses to commit suicide. As long as the enemy is active, seeking power, trying to extend his own ideology over the whole globe, whether or not it's wanted or needed by others, then I've got a job to do, and my business will stay active."
Sally spoke caustically. "I didn't know you were allowed to think that much for yourself. You're a strange, hard man, but I—"

Durell waited.
"Have you ever killed any of your—business rivals?"
"Yes," he said.
"How did you feel about it?"
"Well, usually they were trying to kill me," he said. "Like Colonel Yi would like to kill me."
This time she was silent.
"Do you know Colonel Yi?" he persisted.
She bit her lip. "I've met him. In Pakuruville. We were reasonably well acquainted before Atimboku came back from the States to claim the royal tool."
"How friendly were you?"
She touched the golden bracelets on her left arm. "We talked a lot about the railroad he was building, the one he was in charge of for the Neighbors."
"Yi is not a railroad man. He's in charge of security for the Peacock Branch of the Black House in Peking."
"Your counterpart?"
"Not exactly. But something like it," said Durell. "When were you last in contact with him?"
She turned away. Durell saw Khwama stand up in the tender, his seven-foot height black against the glare of the merciless sun. For a moment Sally looked oddly frightened. Durell suddenly swore to himself.
"Sally?"
"I don't want to talk to you any more," she said.
He called to the sweating firemen and gave over the throttle to the half-naked man, who grinned and bobbed his head and eagerly took the engineer's seat in the cab. Durell had not yet intruded into Sally's little comer of the tender behind the stacks of firewood. Now he followed her, clambering over the diminished pile of logs. She heard him above the rimible and clatter of the locomotive and turned her face angrily toward him.
"Go away!"
Khwama hefted his spear. His expression told Durell nothing. Durell kept after her, and she turned again, her eyes blazing. There was a little pallet that Khwama had arranged for her to sleep on, and at the head of it, serving as a cushion, was Sally's big, native handbag. Without warning Durell swept it up. Instantly Sally grabbed for it. "Give me that!"
The cloth bag was quite heavy, and it bulged with a solid rectangular object. Khwama rumbled something and his two companions climbed down off the cordwood. Durell ignored them. "What do you have in here, Sally?"
"None of your business!"
He opened the bag before she could grab it away. His back was to a corner of the tender, and he could see the tall, looming figures of Khwama and his two men behind the girl's furious body. When he reached inside the bag, Sally launched herself at him, her long nails scratching for his face. He pulled out the small, black transceiver from inside a cloth wrapping. It was Chinese made. He saw Sally's face change, becoming sullen and petulant.
"Did you use this?" he demanded.
"No."
"Is that the truth?"
"I've always told you the truth!"
"Were you planning to call Colonel Yi and tell him where we were on the railroad line?"
Her mouth tightened. She was silent.
Durell weighed the heavy little radio in his hand. Then abruptly he flipped it over the side of the tender as the train rumbled along.
"Maybe," he said, "I should have left you to Atimbo-ku's mercy."
Khwama lifted his spear, then lowered it.
There was a sound in the sky, audible even over the ever present roar and clatter of Old 79's progress.
There were two planes in the pale sky.
As Durell looked up, he saw them peel off in assault formation and come down at the train dropping bombs as they dived.
Nineteen
MANY men at war have described varied reactions to being bombed. To be pinpointed as a target by some alien high above, to know the helplessness of having no sanctuary, can create a paralyzing fear unlike any other fear. Some men react with unreasoning rage—as Khwama did. Silhouetted against the brassy African sky, his tall black figure tilted back as he balanced on the engine tender, and his arm swung and sent his long spear spinning futilely into the blue high above. His companions followed, their primitive reaction being to strike back at the roaring machine that dived for them with all the accuracy of a hawk after a flock of chickens in a kitchen garden. The dark, spinning shafts of their spears made beautiful useless arcs against the sky.
Others on the train were like the chickens, sitting in dumb, hopeless paralysis as they watched destruction hurtle down at them in the shape of black, ovoid bombs. The first blast occurred about fifty yards up the rails, a direct hit on the right-of-way. A gout of flame, mud, wooden sleepers, and twisted steel lifted against the emerald-blue waters of the adjacent lake. The thunderclap of its explosion was followed by two more, one in the water, another directly behind the supply coach. There was a rattle of machine gun fire from Abdundi's men in the hopper car. A few more futile shots ranged from the coach behind. Then machine gun fire came back at them from the sky. Metal clanged, bullets whined, smoke and steam burst from somewhere in Old 79's ancient machinery. Everywhere along the trapped train came yells and curses and women's screams.
Harvey applied the brakes. There was a blast of engine sound as the two planes swooped low overhead. There were no markings on the aircraft, but Durell saw they were old MIG-17s, probably discards from the Egyptian Air Force built up by the Russians. Armament of all kinds had flooded down through the continent, even as far as southeast Africa. Durell was not surprised.
The two jets banked, screaming far out over the low, swampy waters of Emerald Lake, and came back again, this time for a broadside attack.
The train came to a halt just before the area of track torn up by the first bomb. Men and women were jolted off their feet in a crazy scrambled of twisted arms, legs, and torsos. Durell felt Sally's body bump violently against him.
"Get down!" he called.
Her face showed only anger, no fear. She was concerned about Khwama and his men, who still stood atop the cordwood in the tender, defiantly balanced to cast more spears. Passengers came pouring out of the coach, stumbling awkwardly down the shallow embankment to the dubious shelter of the mud and reeds alongside the rails. Machine gun bullets kicked up the water, moving toward them in a pattern of quick, ugly spouts as the planes ranged in on the halted train. Colonel Abdundi's men, routinely trained, flung themselves down in a ragged firing line and began shooting with their Kalashnikovs at the MTGs. Durell threw Sally dovm to the steel floor plates of the cab and tried to shelter her with his own body. With a thunderous, airshaking roar the enemy planes slammed overhead. Wood splintered, metal shrieked, and a man began to scream in a high undulating voice. Smoke drifted over them all.
"Khwama!" Sally called.
"Stay down," Durell told her angrily.
"He'll be killed, the idiot!"
"We can all be killed. Was it you who radioed to Colonel Yi where we could be found?"
"No, I didn't, I told you, no!'' she cried.
Durell turned his head as Harvey climbed back over the tender toward the coach. Gloria was not among the refugees who had fled the railroad car to find concealment in the swampy brush nearby. The planes were commg back for a third run at them. Harvey's face was twisted with desperation. He jimiped across the couplers to the coach as the first burst of machine gun fire in this low flying assault caught him. It looked as if Harvey were caught up and flung like a pebble from his perch on the forward coach platform. He went down, oddly silent, to the cinders on the sheltered side of the track, rolled over twice, and lay still.
Durell swore. "Stay right here, Sally."
"Is he dead? If he's dead, who can help us with the train?"
Durell jumped down from the engine cab and ran toward the fallen man. There were other wounded and dead passengers lying like broken dolls alongside the train. Smoke gushed from the back end of the coach where Gloria's and Atimboku's compartments had been located. He did not see Prince Tim among the people crowded in fright alongside the embankment. Some of them had taken to the swampy water and were bogged down in the mud up to their necks.
"Harvey?"
Durell knelt beside the engineer and gently lifted the man's head. The roar of the planes diminished, then returned for another strafing run. Smoke blew over him, and he coughed. There was blood on Harvey's left leg, and the man's face was paper white. The leg was bent at an awkward angle under Harvey's body. Durell swore again and looked up as uncertain footsteps ran toward him. It was Gloria. Her long hair was disheveled and her face was angry.
"What is it?"
"Harvey's leg," Durell said grimly. "Give me a hand with him."
"He looks badly hurt."
"It's mostly shock from the bullet knocking him down.
You'll have to take care of him, Gloria." "But who's going to run the train now?" "I guess I'll have to," he said.
It was oddly quiet after the planes left. Their squat shapes diminished like angry gnats in the white hot northern sky over the lake. Smoke curled from the fire in the coach, but Abdundi's men were getting the blaze under control, and some other soldiers were already working with picks and shovels to fill in and repair the bomb crater in the track ahead. Durell made a mental note of Abdundi's eflBciency. He counted heads and learned that Khwama and his men and Sally were not hurt. One of the firemen had been killed, and two male passengers, one the little Pakuru that Atimboku had wanted to shoot, another a white man from South Africa. There were half a dozen wounded, and the brown Indian doctor among the refugees worked quickly to do what he could with them. There was a look of shock on the faces of most of the passengers who wandered dazedly about, studying the damage done by the two-minute aerial attack. The worst loss was in the food supplies which had gone up in the brief fire aboard the coach. Everyone now complained again of hunger and anxiety lest they be delayed here long enough for the planes to rearm and return for another attack.
"How do you feel, Harvey?" Durell asked.
The engineer's face now had a little more color. He turned his eyes reluctantly away from Gloria's lush figure and regarded Durell solemnly.
"It hurts, but I'll be okay. How is Old 79?"
"Abdundi's men are working on it. One of the water pipes was hit. But we've found a fitting in the stuff you put aboard the supply coach."
"And the track?"
"It's lucky we took the extra rails. They're being laid right now."
"We've got to get out of here—^fast. How long is it to sunset?"
Durell looked at his watch. "Two hours, I think."
Harvey shook his head. He looked morose. "Our only chance is to get to Mokhehle Station. But that's another sixty miles farther on."
"What's there?" Durell asked.
"Trees. Something to shelter us. Hide under them. Between this point on the lake shore and Mokhehle there's absolutely nothing but swamp, open water, open causeways, and bridges, Cajun. We're sitting ducks imtil we get there."
"All right," Durell said.
Atimboku had joined the soldiers laboring on the track repairs. They were some distance ahead of the locomotive. His huge torso and broad shoulders gleamed with sweat as he swung a pick with the rest of the men. Beyond the bomb crater the track went straight ahead, dwindling in the heat mist of the lake's far horizon. The scene here was utterly flat except for the distant loom of violet mountains to the south and east. The sun was more than midway down in the afternoon sky. The temperature was at least 110 degrees, Durell guessed. Wherever he looked, there was water, the broad, broken expanse of the lake the Pakurus had named the Emerald Lake. It was more of a great swamp than a lake, but there were mile-wide stretches of shallow green water covered with reeds <and pads, and here and there a hummock like a small island broke the flat and apparently limitless horizon. On the islands were a few palms and thorn bushes and fire trees. The air smelled rank from the ooze and muck, and the glare of the western sun on the sheets of calm, flat water was blinding to the eyes.
Prince Tim gave his pick to a passing soldier and straightened his strong back. He nodded to Durell and said, "Come with me. I want to show you something."
There was no hint of the angry, paranoiac lust to kill that had marked him only an hour earlier. His white teeth glistened in his handsome, brown face as he grinned. He said again, "Come along, Cajun. It's interesting. Your little Japanese friend is there, too."
They walked on ahead of the work crew, past tall bamboo growths that obscured a long stretch of the track. Once out of sight of the train Durell was filled with awe for the place. There was a strange, alien beauty to the swamp, far different from the gloomy bayous he had known as a boy. He tried to ignore the oppressive heat and kept stride with Atimboku's long pace. For a short distance out of earshot of the work crew a heavy, somnolent quiet hung over the vista of water, swamp, and hummock. He kept half a pace behind Atimboku, who wore a revolver strapped to his waist. The Pakuru's body moved easily, muscles rippling, apparently reveling in the silent, windless heat.
"How is Harvey?" Atimboku asked in a quiet voice.
"He's out of the running. Broken leg. I'll have to manage the locomotive."
"Can you do it, Bwana Sam?"
"I have to."
"Look, I'm sorry if I—if I acted strangely back there, man. I was carried away by everything that's happened— by everything that's going to happen. We don't really know if we're going to make it, right?"
"That's right," Durell said.
"So I got a little upset. That Salduva—" Atimboku paused beside the railroad track and looked back. The thicket of bamboo hid the stalled train. "Well, she's my kid sister and all that, but she's always been a bit—a little strange. You could never guess what she'd do from one minute to the next when we were kids. I guess I was always jealous of her. She was Nagatawana's favorite—my father was always nuts about her. So she had her way in everything. Me, I had to toe the line, go through all the lousy tribal rituals, all the stupid, boring, primitive diplomatic rites with the local chiefs. So when I was sent to the States and got to Yale—well, I cut loose a bit, that's all. I know what you think of me, Cajun. All the SDS bit and the campus rioting and all that. But I think I've grown up a little. Just lately."
"I hope so," Durell said.
"So you still don't trust me, is that it?"
"Not quite."
Atimboku sighed, expanding his huge chest. He was a handsome, powerful young man with that dynamic aura of leadership that only a few in history possess. His face remained bland and friendly. The sun glittered and gleamed on the peculiariy green water of the lake, and the Pakuru looked off at the flat, shimmering horizon for a moment before he went on:
"I want you to tell Salduva that I'll do my best to get along with her. But I keep the royal stool. That's not negotiable."
"I'll tell her. It's your problem, not mine and not the State Department's. My job is just to get you to the UN. To get you out of here. That's all."
"You don't really think we're going to make it, do you?" Atimboku asked. "But I tell you, we will. We've got to. Listen, everything I've ever lived for is wrapped up in this. You've got my word. I'll behave from now on. You don't have to worry about me now. Just get the train rolling again, that's all. That's your only problem."
"What did you want to show me up here?"
Atimboku laughed. "Your friend, Oyashi. Come on."
They heard the gabble of voices some minutes before they passed through a second, bigger bamboo thicket along the tracks. At this point the lake shore curved to the right, opening into a marshy cove dotted with tiny, palm-grown islets. It was difficult sometimes to tell where the water ended and the land began. The voices grew louder, and Atimboku put a finger to his lips and led Durell deeper into the water. They moved slowly, wading along the oozy bottom until they were thigh deep. Near the edge of the bamboo grove the sounds grew deafening. Up ahead crouching in the water was Levemore Oyashi, intent on the scene ahead.
"Flamingos," Atimboku said. "A rare sight in Pakuru. Some of our tribes consider them sacred, and we do not use them for food. You may never see this again, Cajun."
Oyashi turned his head and motioned them to get down and be silent. Now Durell saw the colony. There were thousands of the huge birds making a bedlam of sound as they fed their young. Their nests were mounds of mud from one shore of the cove to the other, and the gooselike honking of the young huddled between their parents' feet made the sky shake with the noise. As the adults fed, they held their bills upside down in the water and stirred the bottom mud with stomping feet to raise the algae from the ooze. They made several vast, tight rafts in the water, and the parents kept feeding the new chicks with a bright red fluid that they gushed up from their pink and black biUs.
'Thoenicopterus ruber roseus," Oyashi whispered. "Long ago the ancient Romans considered flamingo tongues a great delicacy, Sam. I've often wanted to see this."
"I thought you were going down and out without your insulin," Durell returned.
"It comes and goes. I feel better now."
The great flamingos kept looking about with their clear yellow eyes but did not spot the three men in the bamboo blind. Oyashi's face was transformed by the sight. Durell had expected this from Oyashi, who loved natural phenomena, but he suspected Atimboku's interest even though the Pakuru seemed entranced by the big birds.
Durell felt wary. His scalp prickled. He wondered what Prince Tim's motives were. His promises just made could be a transparent effort to disarm him. He saw that Atimboku's hand rested on his hip, close to the revolver in its holster. As he watched, Atimboku casually moved his hand until it rested on the butt of the gun. He was directly behind Oyashi and to the left of Durell.
Then Atimboku's hand slashed up, pulling the revolver from its holster.
Whatever he meant to do was never known for at that moment there came a distant blast from Old 79's whistle. The shriek of the steam whistle rode high over the insane gabble of noise from the giant birds. At once there was a thud and then a vast storm of pink, flapping wings. As one the entire colony took off, clumsily at first, then as they were free of the mud and water faster and faster, blotting out the glare of the sun, erasing the sky itself.
Oyashi stood up and turned and saw Atimboku's gun in his hand. The Japanese's face did not change.
For a moment the thunder of a thousand wings blotted out his voice as he said something to Atimboku.
Then Durell said, "I guess we'd better get back."
Atimboku put his gun away. "Yes. We'll go back."
Twenty
THE TRAIN rumbled east.
Gloria stood up slowly, smoothed her thighs under the skintight slacks, ruefully surveyed the sweat stains on her shirt, and tried to lift her heavy hair from the back of her neck. Harvey lay on the seat across from her in the small, swaying compartment. His leg was tightly bandaged, and his face looked waxen in the dim Ught that filtered through the boarded-up window. He seemed to be asleep. The little Indian doctor among the refugees had given him the last of the sedatives aboard the train.
"Harvey?"
He stirred and mumbled something.
"Can I get you anything?" she asked.
He seemed to snore.
Gloria stepped out of the compartment and looked forward where the refugees were huddled like cattle, dumb and quiet in their desperation. There was no air conditioning aboard the plush, Edwardian-style coach, which still had some of its signs in ornate Portuguese lettering. She turned in the opposite direction and stepped out on the back platform connected to the supply coach. The wind off Emerald Lake was so hot, and so many cinders drifted down from the engine's stack that no one sought relief out here. Wherever she looked, the world was drowned in the mire and ooze of the primeval swamp they traversed. She had made this trip to the coast several times before in the long years spent in this dump heap of the world, and she knew they had gone less than half the distance although the sun was already low, spreading bloody fingers over the flat sheets of green water as if reluctant to loosen its heated grip on the world.
If I don't do something soon, she thought, I'll just go out of my mind.
The train with Durell at the throttle thudded and clacked steadily along. Now and then there were hollow echoes as they passed over crude trestle bridges between long stretches of causeway. She saw a crocodile yawn at her, and on the distant hummocks some hippos slept. God, how she hated it all! She watched a fish eagle circling in the white sky. A vision of Manhattan, of reassuring buildings and busy people crowding by, touched her mind. Nostalgia was like a sudden ache in the pit of her stomach.
She crossed the platform to the supply coach. It had been altered by having its ends removed to receive the firewood and extra sleepers and rails that Durell had insisted they take along on this futile trip. For a moment she scanned the sky again, but there were no more planes up there—only the fish eagle looking for its prey in this drowned and useless land.
Gloria picked her way farther aft. No one was aboard this coach which had been stripped of its seats to make room for the wood and rusty lengths of rail. Smoke from the funnel drifted down in a thick cloud and made her eyes smart and her throat ache. She thought of Durell up forward and smoothed her thighs again and felt the endless, empty, aching need inside. Just the same, it was good to be alone for a change, away from the moans of the wounded refugees and their endless, murmuring complaints.
But she was not alone.
She saw Atimboku outlined against the setting sun, too late to retreat. He had been here all the time, watching her pick her slow way through the heaped jumbles of firewood. He looked enormous against the red glare in the western sky.
"Don't go back, Mrs. Gladstone."
"I'm sorry, I didn't know you were here," she said. Her heart suddenly thimiped and lurched. "I didn't mean to intrude."
"A quiet drink, a sunset view." Atimboku grinned and held up a bottle of Scotch. "Privacy is our last desperate possession in this crowded, confused world."
Against her will, against all that she had promised to herself, she walked toward him and joined him on the rear platform. The tracks kept sliding away, the train rocked, the wheels clicked and clacked. The lake had turned red with the last light of the setting sun.
"I didn't think you wanted my company," she said.
"Ah, I was distracted before. Really desperate. The problems of getting away from Pakuruville before my enemies took us—I had no time for more pleasant matters." Atimboku smiled and shrugged. "Believe me, I regretted it more than you. At least we understand each other."
"Maybe it was just as well." Gloria was afraid to meet his eyes. She knew he was smiling down at her with that awful, goddamn male superiority, that knowingness some men always had when they just looked at her as if they could see right through her and recognize the indiscriminate, burning need she always lived with. She hated him. But she was aware of his size, his strength, the muscular smoothness of his skin. She shivered inwardly as he reached out and held her arm.
"Don't," she said.
"What? We're alone here now. Your husband is asleep, safely sedated. No one will come back here."
"I don't care," she said suddenly. "I'm going back to the coach."
"And if I order you to stay?" Atimboku smiled.
"I wouldn't care about your orders even if you were King Tut. Harvey might need me."
"Ah, you suddenly care about your little, impotent husband? Yes, I know all about him. I know how he went to the whores in Pakuruville trying to revive his manhood. I always felt sorry for you. You are a rich, vital woman starved for affection, hungry for love."
"How do you know about Harvey?"
"I made it my business to know everything I could about those I kept in my government."
"You spied on him?"
Atimboku shrugged again. "Really, baby, we're wasting time."
She felt the hardness of his powerful body as he pulled her toward him; she saw the conceit, the certainty of possession in his contemptuous eyes. Suddenly Gloria felt sick. Along with the revulsion that lifted in her she felt a sudden terror.
"Let me go," she whispered.
"You don't want me to let you go."
"Yes. Please. Let me go."
He spat out an expletive, grabbed her, forced her back against the cordwood. She felt the intimate, helpless wetness of her, knew she would yield in a moment, and tried to struggle against him and herself. The train lurched and pressed his body harder against her. His hands denied her privacy. She smelled the essential maleness. of him and fought one hand free of his casual grip and struck and slapped and clawed at him with a sudden, overwhelming despair. His laugh only made her more frantic to escape. But it was too late. She felt his strong hand tear at her blouse, rip down her slacks. She wanted to and was afraid. She wanted to and hated him. God, she hated all men. Why did she need them so? She felt herself pushed back, and although she was a tall woman and reasonably strong, she was like a puppet under him, one part of her betraying her once again, making her helpless so that she reached and lifted to meet him while she wept and thought. No, not with this man, not while Harvey—
The rocking rhythm of the train matched that of Atim-boku's body, and she felt him take her and felt herself yield while the sun blinded her and set in a huge, bloody ball over the wide sheets of green water behind them, while his weight kept her helpless, dark and powerful like all the latent strength of Africa itself . . .
She felt the blow through the wild, red-black sun-man violence that possessed her.
She heard Harvey's high, impotent shouting above the thunder in her, the pounding of the train, the pressure of Atimboku's weight on her.
Incredibly, Harvey was there. A stick had been fashioned for him as a crutch, and he brought it down across Atimboku's back, cracking heavily, rising, slashing down again. Gloria screamed. There was no time to wonder how Harvey had awakened and made his way back here among the wood and rails and machinery parts to find her. She screamed again and tried to free herself from Atim-boku, aware of her torn clothes that left her more naked than not out here in this darkening world of placid lake and blood-red sky. She was aware of blood splattering over her and called Harvey's name. He didn't hear her. He balanced on one leg, his face white with pain, and swung his crutch. Atimboku rose up. His weight left her. He swung a casual arm, powerful, contemptuous, and snapped the length of wood from Harvey's grip. Harvey stimibled and went down on the platform. He started to slip off toward the track and gravel that whipped away imder the wheels. Gloria lunged for him and caught his arm and pulled him back. Fingers caught in her hair with excruciating pain. They flxmg her back and away. Atimboku roared like a jungle beast. Angry spittle flew from his lips. He reached down, pulled Harvey up, ignored his bandaged leg. Harvey groaned, and his eyes roUed in unconsciousness. Gloria whimpered, "Don't," and threw herself at Atimboku. She pushed him back a step. Atimboku was going to throw Harvey overboard. His eyes were murderous, gleaming red with the reflected sunset. She had never seen such savagery in anyone. Still aware of his body, she hated him, wanted to kill him in turn.
Something whistled and thumped into the wooden floor of the platform. A spear shaft quivered between Atim-boku's feet. Gloria saw the long, skinny form of Khwama climb slowly toward them over the stacked cordwood. He had another spear ready, aimed at Atimboku's chest.
Atimboku paused, stared. Slowly he lowered Harvey's pliant, unresisting body.
"Help me," Gloria whimpered to Khwama.
The warrior did not seem to hear her. His black eyes fixed without expression on Atimboku. The tribal scars stood out on his cheeks.
"It shall be recorded," Khwama said.
Twenty-One
MOKHEHLE Station was a collection of beehive huts, concrete block police barracks, some kraals for skinny, hump-backed cattle along the last shore of Emerald Lake. Durell brought the train to a smooth halt just as darkness began to spread over the world of Africa. The first stars glimmered in the sky. They needed water and fuel and food for the suffering passengers. He brought Old 79 to a panting halt alongside the station, but no one was there. The village was wrapped in silent gloom. There were no people in sight anywhere. Under the thorn and fever trees the lanes between the huts were deserted, and a faint wind that had sprung up across the lake made a rusty, battered Coca-Cola sign creak dismally from a banyan tree beside the platform.
Oyashi climbed down slowly from the engine cab with him. Other passengers descended from the coach with the look of travelers arriving on a strange planet. There was only silence, the whisper of the wind, the quiet lapping of water along pilings where the Mokhehle people kept their fishing dugouts.
"Where did everyone go?" Durell asked.
Oyashi shrugged. "Scared off, I suppose.''
"How could they know we were coming?"
"Africa is still a mystery to me, Cajun. With all the modem innovations—^jet planes and hotels and roads— you can still come to a place like this and never xmder-stand it."
"What would scare them off?" Durell insisted.
"You know the answer to that. The Neighbors. Maybe the Chinese. Maybe tribal chiefs who don't approve of Atimboku. How is Harvey, by the way?"
"Still out," Durell said shortly. "And you?"
"Sleepy. I feel as if I were drugged," Oyashi said. "Lots of ketones piling up in my bloodstream: I've got another day or so yet before it starts putting me into a coma. If we get across the desert though, I may be all right. It's an inferno. We have to make it by morning or never, Cajun."
"And beyond the desert?"
"The mountains. You've been watching them all day. It's a 4 and 5 percent grade up to the pass. I don't know if this old tea kettle will make it. You may have to drop the hopper and the last coach."
Sally came down out of the tender and joined them. In the gloom she looked fresh and tidy as if she had just stepped from her dressing room. Her proud face was clean of the soot that marked them all. Her long, looped earrings swung with the lift of her head.
"Have you seen Khwama?" she asked.
"No."
"Or the other two?"
"Not since Atimboku tried to kill Harvey."
She said nothing about that. She looked up and down the tracks of Mokhehle Station. A little frown touched her slightly slanted eyes, and she put a finger to her ripe underlip. "This is Mokhehle, isn't it?"
"That's what the sign says, Salduva," said Oyashi.
More passengers climbed down from the train. Colonel Abdundi came trotting along the crumbly station platform and quickly ordered them back. His own men clambered out of the hopper car ahead of the locomotive and calmly set up cooking pots and lit fires and smoked. The green of the lake began to fade into the black of night. The little wind over the water was stronger now. It smelled rank with the primeval slime and ooze of the shore. And still none of the local people came into sight. Colonel Abdundi stalked importantly along the train and stopped beside them.
"M'sieu Durell, do you think it strange that no one is here?"
"Quite strange."
"You can think of an explanation, perhaps?" The barrel-chested colonel spoke in a whisper. His manner reflected an uneasy, inner disturbance. "I am not a superstitious man, you understand, mais —"
"Something scared the locals off," Durell said.
"But the Neighbor troops have not penetrated this far east as yet, m'sieu."
"How can you be sure?" Durell asked.
"I am not sure, but it seems impossible."
Sally interrupted. "I'll go look for Nam Sring. He's an Indian merchant here. His place is just down the way a bit. I'd suggest, colonel, that you get done what's needed for the train as quickly as possible so we can go on. Mr. Durell and I will investigate."
The colonel hesitated, shrugged, touched his small, tidy moustache. He drew a deep breath. He looked tired. He said, "As you wish," and went on to his own men, who by now had begun casually cooking what food they had in their pots, murmuring to themselves in Banda while they lolled about and smoked, their weapons put aside. Durell followed Sally across the cracked paving of Mokhehle Station and into the village proper. She moved with the proud, free stride of all Pakuru women. All at once Durell stopped in his tracks and stared at a sign that had been nailed over the door to the waiting room of the little station. The sign was obviously new.
He touched the red paint, and some of it stuck wetly to his finger.
Sally stared at him in the fading light.
"What is it?"
"Can you read Chinese? Mandarin Chinese?"
^'No. Why should I? Sam, I know you don't trust me, but I swear I didn't use that radio or betray the train in any way. I swear it! I wish," she said tiredly, "that you believed me for once." She paused. "What does the sign say?"
"It's a personal message from Colonel Yi to me."
"It was newly painted, wasn't it?"
"Less than an hour ago, I'd say."
"Well, what does it read?"
Durell said, "He's waiting for me."
"Here?"
"Somewhere."
Sally said, "I think we'd better get back to the train, Sam."
"Yes, if you're afraid."
"Aren't you?"
"I am," Durell admitted. "But we need some men to help get firewood and haul water for the engine. Abdun-di's soldiers seem to be ia a ticklish mood. Where can I find this Indian storekeeper of yours, this Nam Sring?"
"Sam, I don't think he'd be here under the circumstances. He'd have run with everybody else. Everybody has been frightened out of the village."
Durell walked across the flat dirt square into the shadows across from the little station. Sally hesitated, then walked after him in resignation. There was a row of little shops here, but they were all shuttered and dark. There was a glow in the sky from the rising moon once they got away from the dim illimiination of the waiting train. He paused in the shadows of a tree and waited for Sally to catch up with him. Far away in the tall jungle growth that began a short distance from the shore of the lake, he heard a dog bark. Its yelping was abruptly cut off, but it seemed as if the echoes lingered in the evening air.
"This way, Sam."
"Salduva, I'd better go alone. The whole place could be a trap—designed for me. No use your risking your neck."
"I'll stay with you."
"You'd be better off if you stuck to Khwama."
"I don't know where he is. It's the first time I've looked around and not seen him watching over me. It's kind of a funny feeling." Sally rubbed her nose. "It was annoying and frustrating all day, never being able to get away from him, but it made me feel good at the same time."
He walked on into the village. Again Sally paused, then she trotted after him and took his hand. He shook it free in order to be able to reach his gun if he had to.
He knew Colonel Yi was here.
Somewhere in the shadows the Chinese agent from the Black House was watching and waiting for him.
He had been in the business too long not to know the price of carelessness. He took no unnecessary risks, and he did not let personal emotion override normal logic. Colonel Yi could have come here by boat or plane. The train had only averaged about thirty miles an hour during the day. Easy enough to hop over them and wait somewhere ahead, throw up a roadblock or prepare an ambush. Mokhehle Station was as good a place as any, Durell thought. Sooner or later during the trip the danger had to be faced. It might as well be right now, right here in this place.
He drew out his gun and halted as Sally paused and said, "This is Nam Sring's place. He's an old friend, Sam. You can trust him."
Durell didn't trust anyone; but he said nothing. The shop was closed and shuttered like all the others in the village. The signs over it in Indian and Banda and English indicated general merchandise for sale. It stood at the edge of a kind of shantytown, and beyond it was a lane that led down to more shacks along the lake shore where local fishing boats, long and narrow and of shallow draft, were drawn up on the muddy bank.
"Nam Sring helped me to hide when Atimboku first came back and threw my cousins and other relatives into prison," Sally whispered. "He helped me get to the Ngami people—^where Oyashi works. After that I was safe."
Durell walked around to the back of the little shop. As he turned the comer, there came a quick scuttling movement, a slippage of shadows, a patter of naked feet. He smelled spices and soft incense through the open back door of the shop, and then he spotted the man and dove at him, bowled him over in the dust, and pinned him down. There was a frantic wriggling under, a smell of curry on the man's breath.
"Hold it, Sring," he whispered.
"Please, please, I am only a harmless citizen—"
"We'll see about that."
He lifted the man to his feet. Sring was about sixty, thin and wiry with a narrow, hungry face. His eyes were big and bright. Durell pushed him back against the wall of the shack and listened again. Sally stood a little distance away. He heard a night bird cry, and there was the slight wind off the lake rattling the trees. Nothing else. But he wasn't sure.
"Sring, do you see Salduva there?"
"Yes, I see her, sir, I am her friend—"
"Where is everybody?"
"Off in the jungle, sir. There was an alarm, and they were frightened—"
"Why did you stay here all alone?"
"I hid myself, sir. Everything I own, all my merchandise, my whole life, sir, my savings—everything is in my little shop. I am a poor man, sir. My wife is dead. My children left the country—there has been much angry talk and racism against Asians here in Africa. But I am a coward. I am afraid to go and afraid to leave—"
"Were there soldiers here?"
"Some, yes, sir."
"And a Chinese?"
"Oh, yes, sir, he was a terrible man, he shot poor Okovannato and drove everyone away. He also shot old Nkuruteita and Tandaho and—"
"Where are this Chinese and his soldiers now?"
"Gone, sir."
"Don't lie to me, Sring. They're still here."
"I don't know where, sir. They came by float planes, three of them, and the planes are gone, less than twenty minutes ago."
"Who left with the planes?'*
"The soldiers."
"And the Chinese?"
Sring said thinly, "I don't know, sir."
"All right. Can you find the villagers for me?"
"I think so, sir, but—"
"Do it. Bring the men back. We need some work done. Tell them if I don't see them in twenty minutes, we'll bum down Mokhehle Station. The whole village. Your place will be the first, Sring."
"Sam—" Sally protested.
He turned his head to her. "This man is lying."
"But I trusted Nam Sring with my life, Sam."
"He's lying now."
The Indian cowered back against the wall of his shack. A bird hooted in the dark jungle that edged the banks of the lake beyond the fishing houses. Durell turned aside, then suddeidy kicked in the back door of the merchant's shop. The crash of broken hinges sounded loud in the silence of the village. Nam Sring made a whimpering sound. He said, "Oh. Oh, please sir." Durell went into the dark interior of the store. It contained the usual wares: cheap cotton goods in bolts on rickety shelves, kerosene stoves and lamps, Japanese transistor radios. Hong Kong watches, even a television set that had mysteriously gotten here, although they must be almost a thousand miles from the nearest broadcasting station in South Africa. Durell moved inside with Sring wringing his hands behind him.
Durell paid no attention to him. He found a kerosene can behind the counter and unscrewed the rusty cap and began to pour the kerosene over the counter and the bare plank floor and along the walls. Sring whimpered again.
"Where is the Chinese man?" Durell asked.
"Everything I own is here. My eldest son went back to
Bombay, you see. But he starves there. I told him not to go, that the Pakuru people would be kind to us and let us do business, even if we had to take in Okovannato, who was the head man of Mokhehle Station and who is now dead, shot by that very devilish Chinese man, that Colonel Yi—"
"Where is the colonel now?" Durell persisted. He took out his lighter and JBicked it into flame. In the yellow light he saw that Nam Sring was sweating, torn between two terrors. "Tell me. Then get the men of the village and go to the train. You will be safe there."
The Indian turned to Sally. "Must I, Salduva?"
Sally's eyes remained fixed on Durell with a curious expression. "Yes, I think you must, Mr. Sring."
Nam Sring complained, "Oh, why did you bring this man to me to repay my kindness to you with his cruelty?"
"I thought he was a nice man," Sally said. "But perhaps he is as great a monster as Colonel Yi. Perhaps their business makes them what they are. But you should do as Durell tells you."
The Chinese, Nam Sring said, had remained behind when the float planes took off over Emerald Lake. He had kept only two men with him when the Neighbor soldiers departed. He had gone somewhere farther up the tracks, and they had packs with them, and they had laughed much, Sring said, speaking in Chinese among themselves.
"What was in their packs?" Durell asked.
"They were covered with canvas. I could not see."
"Did you hear any orders about the planes?"
"Yes. One was to return within the hour and pick them up. Sir, I am only a widower persecuted on racial grounds because I am an Asian among black people, and I am afraid to go to the villagers and tell them to come back here and work for the train."
"You must go anyway," Sally intervened gently. "I am sorry. Nam Sring. My poor country seems to be in the grip of ptakanis" She used the Banda word for devils when she looked at DureU.
Durell was as accustomed to warfare in the jungle as he was to the other kind of savagery m the great cities iof the world. He was as at home among the creeping, growing predator things in the wilderness as he was among the assassins who sometimes stalked him in the steel and glass canyons of the earth's great metropoles. He was familiar with both sides of the coin of hunting. He was a hunter, and he had been hunted. Long ago when he was a boy, his old grandfather had taught him the tricks of stealth and deception in the bayous of the delta country. He had set snares, and sometimes he had been trapped himself. He knew how to proceed in silence. And he was surprised and grateful that Sally knew how to do so, too.
The shore of the lake began to lift above the level of the swamp just a short distance beyond the fishermen's shacks. In the moonlight the jungle presented itself as a black wall beyond the cattle kraals and the last shack of Mokhehle Station. There were paths here beaten hard by generations of naked native feet, and he followed one close to the lake, ignoring the railroad tracks that swept south from the little station. He moved quickly, not knowing how much time he had, and Sally kept silent pace with him.
Once past the last kraal fence their booted feet sank into ooze for perhaps another hundred paces. The wind in their path was cool and rank now. He heard birds call like loons off in the distance; and something moved suddenly in the black trees overhead. The trail moved through the trees, turned inland, twisted left, then right again toward higher ground. Far behind he heard a clang of metal from something being done to the train. He wished they were still moving forward, covering the miles between Mokhehle and safety. Somewhere far to the south and east was the Indian Ocean, maybe another three hundred miles. There was first the range of mountains, then the dreaded Kaisata Desert, then the savannah where Oyashi's Ngami people were being taught agriculture. The border seemed endless miles away. Right now Colonel Yi was much closer at hand.
"Sam?" Sally whispered.
"Hush. Please."
"I'm—I am a bit scared."
"Of Colonel Yi?"
"Let's turn back."
"We can't."
Moonlight touched the girl's face, and he saw that she was genuinely alarmed for the first time. Neither Atimboku's threats nor the flight from the Neighbor's invasion had shaken her inner calm like this imminent confrontation with the Chinese. Durell himself did not know what lay ahead. He halted briefly. An animal grunted somewhere off to the right. Then he turned that way, touching Sally's hand to guide her. She caught his fingers and clung to him with a tight grip. The rising moon sent dappled yellow shadows down through the foliage. It was enough to show him the way.
He saw no sign of other humans nearby. He drifted ahead silently, moving toward the railroad tracks again, and again he halted when he caught the gleam of moonlight on the rails. The right-of-way was a hard slash through the undergrowth, curving slightly southward. He paused at the edge of the jungle and held Sally back. He looked both ways, his head turning carefully. Nothing. He began to wonder about the truth of Nam Sring's story. He wondered about Sally, too.
He spoke in a quiet undertone. "How does the track run south of here?"
She frowned. She touched the loop of earring in her right ear and said, "Well, there's the Mokhehle River about a third of a mile farther on."
"And a bridge?"
"Of course. Built of logs."
"How wide is the river?"
"Oh, very wide. It's hard to say. It empties into the lake here, you see. Lots of islands, different channels."
"So it's a long bridge?"
"Oh, yes. Very long, Sam."
"The longest on the way to the coast?"
"Yes, it is."
To rebuild a blown bridge, a critical bridge like this tne, to hold Old 79's 175-ton weight would hold them up to the point of disaster. He thought of Nam Sring's remark that Yi and his two companions had been carrying canvas-covered packs. Plastic explosive didn't take up much room. If Yi's two men were demolition experts—
"Come on," he said tightly.
He moved wtih a long stride along the edge of the track, moving away from Mokhehle Station. Sally kept up with him. She stumbled once and almost fell, but he caught her and felt her body press hard against him in an unnecessary gesture. He paid no attention to it, but he was aware of her, remembering in the back of his mind her nakedness in the Pakuru River Hotel room. He wondered briefly where Khwama and Company might be. Then he caught a glimpse of wide water ahead. He slowed his pace and made a careful approach to the river-bank.
It was as wide and tortuous as Sally had predicted. The banks of the river were twenty feet above the water level, and the wooden trestle bridge soared high above the river's surface. There was only a narrow walkway along the tracks built of rough-hewn planks and tied together with vines. Durell could not see the true bank of the other side of the river opposite. It was as Sally had said, a drowned delta of islands, mud and sank banks, dark channels. The water was probably alive with crocodiles and snakes, he thought.
"Stay here," he told the girl.
"No. I don't want to wait alone."
"It would be safer."
She shivered. "I can't find anywhere that's safe, Sam, except with you."
He shrugged and started along the walkway of the bridge. The water seemed very far down. Moonlight lanced tiny slivers of silver off the sluggish current. The flimsy boards creaked underfoot. The rails nearby were very rusty. Water purled against the thick pilings twenty feet below. It was about five hundred feet to the first river islet, a grove of trees that towered high into the golden sky around the full moon. Durell did not like being exposed like this on the open bridge. But there was no way to hide his approach. He moved in a fast crouch and jumped off the catwalk to the solid ground of the river island. Sally was only a moment behind him. He waited and listened, but nothing happened. He heard only the stirring of birds above him and the wind in the trees and the murmur of the sluggish African river. Then something hit the water with a sharp crack, and he looked downstream and saw the ripple of a black snout moving away in alarm. He walked on beside the tracks to the opposite island bank. Another river channel stretched away ahead of him, crossed by another bridge. For a moment he thought he saw something move on the strip of sand down below on the embankment across from him. He wasn't certain. It could have been the shadow of a branch moving in the faint, rancid breeze. It could have been an animal. It could have been a man.
"Stay here," he said again.
"I'm afraid to be alone—"
"This time I mean it."
He started out across the second stretch of catwalk on the high trestle bridge running fast, keeping his body low. Halfway across he thought he heard a faint click of metal on the rail some distance ahead, perhaps on the second island. The river current was faster in this channel. Oozy mud bubbles streamed away from the bridge pilings. He kept on, reached the second island bank, and jumped down. A small branch cracked under his foot, disturbing him. He froze where he was. There was no sound in return. No evident alarm. Then he saw the wires.
They hung in a long loop under the bridge from about the middle of the section he had just crossed. He could not see the explosive charge in the shadows under the bridge, but he knew it was there. It might be a contact charge or perhaps one that had to be triggered as the train approached. It didn't matter. Either way, if it were allowed to remain. Old 79 and the refugees would be blown sky-high and then dropped down into the river twenty feet below. And that would be the end of it all.
There was no wind in the underbrush, and he began to weat, then dried his hand on his thigh, and got a fresh grip on his gun. Somewhere ahead was Colonel Yi and his two demolition experts. He was certain of it now. Maybe there was a timer device on the explosive. Even if just the bridge was taken out, it would be effective enough. It would take a platoon of construction men several days to rebuild the high trestle. Enough time to delay the train until the Neighbors overran Mokhehle Station and took them. Enough time to die in, he thought.
The tracks moved straight across the small, overgrown islet. Again the moon was hidden by the foliage overhead, making only slight, dappled coins of silver on the thick himius underfoot. He scanned the brush carefully. Something gleamed on the muddy ground ahead. It was the wire from the bridge. He traced it with his eyes until it vanished into the thick brush. Slowly then he got up and walked along the wire toward its end. Something snicked off a leaf over his head. An instant later he heard the flat sound of a shot. He threw himself down and heard a man laugh somewhere up ahead. Footsteps ran to his right. Another set of steps ran to his left. They were fanning out to flank him—
"Durell!"
He lay still, smelling the rich muck and ooze of the jungle floor. More footsteps sounded in the black growth around him. The one to the right was closest. When he lifted his head, he could see the third channel of the Mokhehle River. The water glimmered faintly through the big leaves of wild banana plants. The island was small. Not more than a few hundred yards wide in either direction. He could not retreat. If he went back on the bridge catwalk, he would present himself as a wide-open target. He was caught here with Yi and his two men.
''Durell!"
The call came again from ahead. His name echoed oddly in the night. There was amusement in the sound and malicious triumph. A gloating and a waiting. He did not reply. He listened more carefully to the sounds on his right. The man was too sure of himself. Durell turned his head carefully and waited. Presently he caught the movement of a darker shadow in among the foliage. He saw the loom of a round head, heavy shoulders, then the gleam of moonhght fleetingly on a gun barrel.
Come on, he thought. Just a couple of steps more. The thoughts of Mao won't help you now, old buddy—
He struck quickly, silently. He glimpsed a round Chinese face, thunderstruck—^no Oriental stoicism here— and the only sound was the thud of his gun against the man's head. Quickly he caught the sagging body and lowered it into the brush, then picked up the man's snubby-barreled automatic rifle. It was a Russian-type, Chinese-built AK-47. The magazine was full. He stared down at the anonymous man, saw a trickle of blood running down the cheek, and rolled the unconscious body farther away under a spiky-leafed bush.
A slight sound, the whisper of the footfall, made him whirl. The second man was right behind him, grinning. Durell did not hesitate. His finger closed on the trigger of the AK-47 in a quick, sharp burst that aroused bedlam in the trees above. The man twisted and jolted backward against a tree, clutching his belly, and sat down dead.
The echoes of the burst of gunfire moved away across the river channels along with the flapping wings of a thousand disturbed birds. Somewhere on the tiny island Colonel Yi was hstening, alert. He would recognize the sound of the Russian gun. He would assume that one of his men had found him. Or would he? Durell stood silently in the shadows, watching, listening.
Nothing.
He studied the rails at the end of the trestle bridge. The tracks just nicked the end of the island. Nothing moved there. So Yi had to be in the jungled area toward the lake. Good. He moved toward the tracks, caught the gleam of the detonating wire alongside the rail.
"Colonel Yi!" he called.
His voice echoed as the other's voice had sounded, a taunting challenge. He moved as soon as he called the other's name and ran fast toward the track, picking up the trace of the wire again. He saw the detonator box a hundred feet beyond. He checked himself.
"Colonel, you can't blow the bridge now!" he shouted.
He waited, hoping the detonator would draw the enemy like a magnet. But there was no sign of the other man. The island was too small for him to remain hidden indefinitely. Unless Yi came for the detonator, the Chinese would have to give up his plan to get Durell and blow up the bridge.
Moonlight shone on the little black box in the grass. The river purled softly between the high trestles of the bridge behind him. He turned his head. The wires were plainly visible, leading to the charge under the crisscrossed timbers. He looked at his watch and waited two minutes. There was a small clearing with high grass and then a screen of bamboo, black in the moonlight, where the high bluff of the islet's opposite bank dropped down into the river. He looked up and down the wires. They were out in the open tempting them. If he could cut them, the danger to the bridge was ended. But if he stepped into the open, he would be a clear and evident target for Yi.
Stalemate.
From far in the distance he heard men's voices, a low murmuring like the movement of water around the island. A bird called. Something rustled in the tall grass between himself and the black box. Not a man. He studied the bamboo thicket on the other side of the clearing. A black pattern of stalks like a Japanese print. The wind soughed in the thick, pendant leaves of a wild banana plant. Where was Colonel Yi? They were both trapped by circumstances. If Durell left, Yi could get to the detonator. If he stayed, Yi could circle around to the bridge, cut him off, perhaps reach—Sally.
He heard her footsteps running on the catwalk of the bridge. Her voice, high and Ught, was Uke a birdcall. He sensed terror in the words he could not understand. Again a rustling in the tall grass. He backed up a little. He looked at the black detonator box. So near. If he retreated, would the Chinese make a run for it, explode the charge, send the bridge roaring into the black night sky? He did not underestimate the man from the Peacock Branch.
"Sam? Sam!"
A trick. He could not trust her. She could be a decoy for Colonel Yi. He pulled back another step into the sheltering brush.
"Sam, please—!"
Sally's voice ended in a wail of terror. Durell sweated. He kept his eyes on the black box. A run of sixty, seventy steps. A minute? He could do it in half. But there was a gun waiting. Eyes watching. He was sure of it. Where? He had to know.
To the right of the clearing, beyond the tracks the island ended in its steep bluff like the prow of a ship breasting the sluggish river current. A few low bushes made black humps against the dim reflections of the water's surface. A few square yards of soil and brush, nothing more. Yi would not be there. He looked to the left to the larger part of the islet. Banana leaves, bamboo, a soaring mahogany tree. His eyes followed the branches up into the moonlit sky. The leaves made a pattern of eyelets through which the moonlight dripped in silver droplets. Something there. A little farther down. Like a cat in a tree, a black hump on the branch. Maybe only a few twisted limbs, a clump of leaves. Maybe a man. Sally's footsteps had left the bridge now. She was on the island running toward Durell from behind him. In a moment she would be on him calling his name, exposing him as a target. Or worse. She might run out into the clearing toward the detonator.
No choice.
He lifted the AK-47 carefully. His left leg trembled. He waited a moment, heard Sally very near now, but did not turn his head. He watched the bulky shadow in the mahogany tree, then gathered himself, and ran out into the clearing. The box was an endless distance away. He heard the shot, saw the flame, swung his gun toward the tree; his finger tightened, the metal frame jerked and jolted in his hand. The bullets sprayed upward. The noise filled the universe. Something tapped his left shoulder. A sensation of burning. He was halfway. He suddenly fell, stumbling, rolUng over. He kept the gim up and sprayed another burst at the tree. The shadows moved and jerked, and the tree limb detached itself and started down in slow motion, not a limb at all but a man, arms and legs flung wide, body twisting. Up again. The grass was head-high here, whipping his face. He got up again. Somebody screamed. Sally? He felt another tap, this time on his left thigh, and his leg went out. He fell forward and hit his face on something hard and metallic, a corner of the detonator box. He dropped the gun and tore at the wires and flung them aside. His breath made a harsh sound that he could not recognize as his own.
He rolled over on his belly, facing the mahogany tree looming tall at the edge of the clearing. "Stay back, Sally!" "Sam? Oh, Lordie—"
She stood at the edge of the clearing, uncertain, searching for him. He saw the grass waving and fired the AK-47 again. The noise ripped like claws at the fabric of the jungle night. Something grunted. There came a crackling in the brush, a lunging sound. Durell got to his knees in in the grass beside the detonator. He reversed the gun and smashed at the box with the butt. It was solid, resisting him. He smashed again. The hard shell cracked suddenly like an egg, and worms sprang out, tiny wires, a clock face, a plate of printed circuits, a battery. He struck at the ruin once more with the gun and was satisfied. The bridge was safe.
He got up and ran toward the mahogany tree, his left leg feeling awkward. The lump of shadow was gone. He heard more crashing at the other end of the islet. The brush made a kaleidoscope of shadows before his face. The lake suddenly opened up all black and silver, stretching to the horizon. There was something in the sky, droning up there, a silver gnat in the moonlight. He saw Colonel Yi. The man's shadow looked enormous against the low hanging moon. He fired again. Two shells ripped out, then nothing. The clip was empty. Colonel Yi still had a fully loaded gun. Then the Colonel disappeared. He fell or dived off the high embankment of the island's shore and went down into the river. Durell heard the splash, then there was nothing, and the night became quiet again. 
"Sam?"
Her voice was plaintive. He turned his head briefly and saw Sally standing a dozen paces behind him. Her hands were empty. He looked at them first, at her face, then at the river.
"Sam, are you all right?"
"No."
"Sam, what happened?"
"He nicked me. Twice."
"Yes, I can see that. You're all bloody."
"It's not as bad as it looks," he said. He kept watching the river. Sally said, "What about Colonel Yi?"
"I don't know."
"Didn't you kill him?"
"I don't know, Sally."
He watched the river. Nothing. He was sure the Chinese had gone into it—jumped or fell, he couldn't be sure which. Had he surfaced? Was he hiding under the sand and mud bluff? He looked up at the sky. The plane was there, coming closer, pontoons gleaming in the moonlight, high up, circling. Sally looked up at it. The plane made two more circles.
"Sam—"
"Wait."
"Let me take care of you, Sam."
"In a moment."
The plane circled once more over the wide lazy river delta. It flew lower this time. He could see no markings on it. Apparently the pilot was looking for a signal. Then he tilted his wings and went off low over the surface of the lake, flying north, going away, leaving Colonel Yi somewhere—alive or dead—down there in the water.
Durell slowly let out his breath and walked back toward Sally.
Twventy-Twvo
"WE HAVE to get back to the train," he said.
"Not yet. Sit still."
"What are you crying for?"
"None of your business."
"It's all right now. The train is safe. The bridge is safe."
"I know all that."
"Then stop crying."
"I'm scared," she said.
"But it's all over."
"So now I'm scared! Don't you allow that, you monster? You killed two men! I don't care who they were or what they were doing. You killed them!"
"That's right."
"And maybe you killed Colonel Yi, too!"
"I hope so."
She gulped and swallowed and blew her nose like a chUd. She was very beautiful. They sat in the tall grass at the end of the bridge leading back from the island to Mokhehle Station. They could hear the sounds of men chanting as they chopped wood and an occasional clink of steel on steel. It all seemed far away. Durell looked at the moon. It had lifted appreciably over the horizon into the black African sky. Insects sang. The river made purling sounds. He felt Sally's hands on his thigh, his shoulder. She had torn strips of bandage from her dress and applied them expertly. The wounds were only flesh wounds. They would hurt and stiffen tomorrow and then be all right. The refugee doctor on the train had no more antiseptic, but with luck they would be at the coast this time tomorrow, and there would be a Portuguese doctor to take over.
He touched Sally's long, soft black hair. She started at his touch. The weeping had left long streaks on her soft face. She looked defenseless, vulnerable. She hadn't been hurt. She sat with her head turned slightly aside. She sighed, her shoulders lifting. Her dress was badly torn. She had lost the long, looped earrings from her left ear. When she raised her hand to touch his face, her fingers were like feathers on his mouth and chin. Her bracelets jingled on her wrist. Her eyes melted into the moon.
She laughed ruefully.
"Sam, I love you. I don't want to leave this place. I just want to stay here forever alone with you."
"You don't mean that, Sally."
"I love you. I swallowed my pride, you see. I'm a princess. Not exactly one out of a fairy-tale—but I do have royal Pakuru blood. I love you. There's no hurry to get back to the train. They have an hour's work before you can start the locomotive again. Oyashi is seeing to everything. Sam, I love you. Let's stay here for a while. We may never be alone again."
She was tender, timid, gentle, offering herself. He wanted her. They were alone with the moon and the wind on the little river island. The tall grass moved over their heads. The soft light suddenly gleamed on her smoothly rounded body. The grass reeds made deUcate patterns on her shoulders and proud breasts, on her rounded hip and thighs. He saw the love and the wanting in her eyes. It had to be true. He suddenly felt very lonely. He knew he should think of tomorrow and the next year and the next hour. It didn't matter. There was the here and now, a little time to steal, a reprieve, a few moments when he could be like other men, not watching from the comers of his eyes, endlessly alert for danger and betrayal. It would be good to live like this. It would be good to leave his world of darkness and death, treachery and treason. He felt something ease out of him from his mind and muscles, his nerves and bones. Conditioning.
Like Pavlov's dog. They had made him into a machine endlessly trained to hunt and kill, to react in specified ways to certain stimuli and situations. Like a mathematical formula. Follow the equation, and you had such-and-such a percentage of chances for survival. Break the rules and your dossier in Washington on the other side of the world got the black tab.

He felt the softness of Sally's weight lowered gently upon him. He put an arm around her. She was slim and supple. Everywhere that she touched him her fingers implored him gently and with love. He did not doubt her.
"Sally?"
"Sam, please don't turn me away again."
He laughed. She heard him laugh before but not like this. It was as if he were a different man.
"Thank you, Sam."
Their bodies moved in the tall grass. The wind made the reeds sway gently over their heads. Sally's face was transformed. The island was the world, the world was the island. The moon sailed briefly behind a tiny cloud. When it came out again moments later, there were new shadows before him.
Durell turned his head.
There had been no sound, no footfall, no slightest crackle of dried twigs imder naked, thorn-calloused feet. But the three silhouettes towered high against the night sky, black and thin, merging into the thin, black lines of their spears.
Kwama and his warriors.
Durell rolled aside, stood up.
Khwama said, "I am sorry."
SaUy said, "Oh, damn!"
Twenty-Three
THE KAISATA Desert was a subtle, sinister entity with a strange, unearthly life all its own. It held very little ground water for more than a short stretch. In the early hours of morning the train crossed into it almost without notice across grass and scrub savannah. According to Oyashi under the scrub there was sand from three to five hundred feet in depth. The tracks ran for some one hundred miles toward the distant loom of higher ground. Here and there they passed a few native towns of shanties and scrubby cattle enclosed in ragged brush shelters.
Old 79 ran smoothly. At Mokhehle Station Durell had gone over the generator, air pump, lubricator, globe valves, pump governor, sand covers, pop valves, and brake cylinder. While fresh water was added and more firewood stacked in the supply coach and tender by the villagers, he had taken apart and put together two of the pressure gauges and valves in the engine cab. The train ran smoothly enough, but somewhere in the massive machinery was a slight groaning and strain he could not identify. It was an old, old engine. He kept listening for the tiny shriek of protesting metal. It came and went. They had been delayed longer than expected at Mokhehle, and it was almost two o'clock in the morning before they could pull out. There were no further signs of the Neighbors or Colonel Yi. They had crossed the long trestle bridge without incident.
The cool wind of the Kaisata Desert was a welcome change from the steamy heat of the jungle and swamp they had left behind them. They had gone through the moimtain pass with its 4 percent grade without trouble, although Old 79 had creaked and groaned and labored like a stout old man climbing a long ramp. Their progress through the pass was excrutiatingly slow, at times only five miles an hour. Durell had hoped to reach and cross the open ffoor of the desert depression during the night hours. But now he could smell the dawn in the air, although the sky to the east was still dark. The moon had set while they were on the downgrade heading for the desert bottom, and he'd had to apply brakes and sand with care to control the rocking train. It was then that he had first noticed the faint warning squeal and whisper of angry steel somewhere forward in the locomotive.
Oyashi came up from the tender and stood beside him for a moment. His face looked drawn and gray, a shocking change in the past twenty-four hours,
"You need some rest, Cajun."
"I'm fine. What about you?"
Oyashi's shoulders lifted, hunching as if he were cold. "I'm holding out. Can't I take over?"
"No, it's all right. Did you check the train?"
"Everybody is asleep."
"Atimboku?"
"Locked in his compartment. Is he sulking?"
"Maybe. What about the Gladstones?"
"Harvey's badly hurt. The doctor says he needs a hospital but quick."
"We'll get there. Is Gloria watching him?"
"The whore with a heart of gold. Yes."
"She's just out of her element," Durell said.
"Always has been. Are you hungry, Sam?"
"No."
"I am." Oyashi grinned crookedly. "But I don't dare eat without insulin."
"You'll be all right."
Oyashi tapped a gauge on the front wall of the cab. One of the native firemen opened the boiler door. The flames inside roared hellishly. The fireman threw in logs
with a smooth, easy rhythm, then slammed the door shut, grinned at Durell, and went back to his place where he squatted in the tender.
Oyashi said, "We're running low on water again."
"Climbing the grade used up more than I figured."
"There's a place out there." Oyashi waved a limp hand forward. He looked very tired. "In the middle of nowhere. An old watering station. If we make it that far. And if it hasn't been sabotaged."
"We'll make it."
"What happened between you and Salduva?"
"Nothing."
"Come on."
"Nothing," Durell repeated.
"She needs you, Sam."
"Only for the moment."
"Well, don't be too hard on her."
"She's a fine girl," Durell said.
Oyashi said, "Better than you know."
The Kaisata Desert waited for them, hungering. The landscape in the Ught of the stars was terrifying, a place of wild volcanic rock and lava, dried salt beds, searing wastes of flat sand. Even before the sun came up the air seemed to shake with potential heat. The salt flats here were occasionally mined by the Kaisata people, but the temperature by day could rise to a blinding 120 degrees. With the first rays of the morning sun Durell felt the heat begin to rise. The rails ran straight and true into an infinity of flat, pure white sand. Here and there were stony basalt out-croppings, even a small clump of acacia trees. The salt flats mirrored the sun. They were blinding. Durell put on his sunglasses.
The sound of the train wheels changed to a deep rumble as they ran over a wide, thick slab of basalt, passed a stretch of scoria —slaglike lava. Something screamed briefly again in the forward bowels of the locomotive.
When the sun was fully up over the opposite rim of faraway hills, the salt flats shone like brilliant mirrors reflecting the white sky. The air vibrated. The metal in the locomotive cab became too hot to touch with bare hands.
The heat from the open boiler door when the firemen added fuel seemed hardly less endurable than the blasting heat of the air. Khwama and his men found a canvas somewhere and rigged a tentlike shelter in the open tender. The canvas made flat popping noises as it flapped in the wind caused by their passage. An hour after sunrise the opposite mountains seemed no closer, hanging like a mirage on the horizon far ahead in the foothills of the Ngami country where Oyashi lived. After those hills were the border and then the Indian Ocean. Durell told himself to think of nothing else. One thing at a time.

The passengers in the coach began to knock away the wooden barriers over the windows. The heat in there was intolerable. When some of the glass windows stuck, the refugees broke them, trying to gulp a little of the wind as they rumbled sedately along the track. When they found that the wind scalded their throats and burned their lungs, they settled back gasping in the ovenlike coJB&n of their coach.
Another hour passed.
The mountains looked as far away as before.
The sky was white. The salt flats, like lakes, reflected the heat and flashed it over the flat landscape. Over and above the steady rhythm of the drive pistons and the smell of hot ash and cinders from the stack came another odor from forward of the locomotive where Colenel Abdundi's men sheltered in the steel ore hopper. The car was like a broiler. Durell leaned from the cab, feeling the passage of air like a hot blade against the side of his face. The soldiers in the hopper had also rigged up some kind of tent shelter over the open top of the hopper. Rags and canvas flapped with their slow progress. A lookout was supposed to be posted up there in the front of the hopper studying the track for mines or possible flaws in the rails. He could see no one on duty under the scalding sun and didn't blame the men. They would all just have to take their chances.
When he looked out ahead again, he thought he saw a smudge on the horizon where the rails diminished to a pinpoint in the white light. He blinked his eyes. The smudge was gone. He took oflf his sunglasses and polished them and looked again. It was there, but he could not define what he saw in the dancing heat waves.
Oyashi said, "It's the watering station. There's an open salt mine nearby. A few huts. A well. The workmen are underwritten by the government. It's a state project. Mostly criminals are sent to work out part of their sentences."
"Dependable?" Durell asked.
"Hard to say. How would you feel working out in this helHsh place?"
Durell pushed the throttle forward a little. Their speed improved slightly, but the little shriek of metal up ahead became sharply defined now. An oil pipe must be broken somewhere. The steel was protesting without lubricant. He wished Harvey were up and around. But Harvey was hurt, perhaps dying. He couldn't count on anyone. When the sound of the low screaming became louder, he eased back on the throttle again. Their progress became a tortuous creeping across the flats.
In fifteen minutes the smudge became a water tower, a few shacks, some doum palms, some low barracks set apart from the rails. The scene danced and fluttered before his eyes. The sun was directly overhead now. He scanned the white skies, and the light hurt him. The sand of the desert was hardened with crusted salt evaporated from the lake bottom a hundred thousand years ago. There was a ribbon of track leading toward the cluster of huts and the water tower. Then he saw it was not a trail but marks made on the hard-packed desert floor by a vehicle of some kind. He slowed the throttle even more, and the train crept cautiously toward the tiny oasis.
Oyashi began to swear in Japanese.
"I don't see a soul," he said.
Durell nodded. He used the brakes cautiously, and the engine groaned to a halt a short distance from the water tower and the shacks. Steam jetted, and the sound of the engine was like the panting of a great, exhausted beast.
"Oyashi, tell everyone to stay in the coach."
"They're already climbing out." "Get them back in!" Durell snapped. The water tower with its long spout was tipped to one side, and there was a great gash in the curved planks where one of the steel guy ropes had been torn off. Durell swung down alone from the cab and stood beside the locomotive. There was a thin wind as hot as a blast from hell. Sand whispered. He heard the thin drip of water from the spout and saw the glittering drops fall and evaporate with faint sizzles the moment they struck the ground. He could feel the heat of the earth moving through the soles of his boots. The sun struck at the back of his neck like the flat of an ax. His lungs were filled with scalding air, and his mouth tasted of brass. "Sam?"
"I see it," Durell said. "The tower is wrecked." "That's right," Durell said. "No water." "Can we go on?" "We need water."
Colonel Abdundi came down from the coach. His brown face gleamed with sweat. His eyes looked unnatural. He walked past Durell as if he didn't exist and yelled something up to his men in the hopper forward. His voice sounded like something in a cave. Two or three of his men climbed down. They looked sullen. They had left their weapons in the ore car. Probably the guns were too hot to hold.
"What about the well?" Durell asked. Oyashi shrugged. "The cistern is over there." He walked with the Japanese past the shacks to the clump of doum palms. The shaggy trees drooped, offering only tantalizing shade from the blasting sun. Beyond the cistern was the track he had seen before. There should have been men, vehicles, going out toward the distant salt flats. But there was nothing here.
The cistern was built out of concrete block, a wide circle with a plank cover. The concrete blocks had been breached on one side, and water had gushed out of the cistern to be swallowed up instantly by the hot sand.
"Get Abdundi's men here," Durell said grimly.
"What do you suppose happened?"
"A prison mutiny. A break-out. You said the salt workers were convicts? So they've left after wrecking the place."
Abdundi called to his men. No more than half a dozen responded. Two of them carried their Kalashnikov rifles in a way Durell did not like. Their eyes rolled. They were frightened and angry and suspicious. Durell walked over to the French-speaking Army man and told him what he wanted. Abdundi shrugged and spread his hands. It was hard to breath. In the few minutes they had been out in the sun their shirts were soaked, and Durell could feel the desert sucking moisture from his body.
"Ce n'est pas possible," Abdundi said. "The day has been very difficult for my men. They are stubborn."
"Can't you control them?"
"I shall try."
"We can't go on without water. Tell them we'll all die here if we're marooned in this place."
The cistern wall had been breached about a foot above the surface of the sand. All the water above that point had drained out, wasted, lost. Durell started to rip the plank cover oflf the structure. Oyashi tried to help, began to pant, and gave up, shaking his head. His eyes told Durell he was sorry. Durell waved toward the shade of the doum palms, and he gave Oyashi the AK-47, and the Japanese went over there and sat down, his face strange, the automatic rifle across his knees. Abdundi's men looked at Oyashi and went to work, following Durell's lead. In a few moments they had enough planking torn away to reveal the bottom of the cistern.
A few inches of greenish, brackish water remained.
"All right," Durell said. "Get the buckets."
Abdundi shook his head. "Working in this heat will kill the men. We must wait until evening."
"We can't wait. Someone persuaded these people to get out. They've probably heard the Neighbors were coming." Durell's tongue felt like cotton. He watched the horizon shimmer and dance. "We need the water. We can't stay here through the afternoon. The people will die.''
"I agree, but the men speak of mutiny.'*
"Can they run the train?"
"No, but—"
"Then tell them they will die, stranded here; we'll all die if we have to stay here."
Durell walked back to the locomotive and opened the water intake valves and then walked forward studying the oil lines, wondering about the squeal of tortured metal he'd been hearing. He could find no damage. It would take a railroad master mechanic to locate the problem. Maybe Harvey could do it, but Harvey was still unconscious, thanks to Atimboku's violence. He had to hope for the best. He waited until a bucket brigade had been formed, carrying water in pitifully small quantities from the wrecked cistern to the locomotive. It was a haphazard operation at best, perhaps futile. But he would not stay here. He could not. He walked slowly back toward the coach. Sally called to him in a low voice from the tender, but he waved her back into the shade of the canvas that Khwama had rigged.
The coach and the refugees were intolerably hot, a scene of human misery and suffering. There came a clamoring like the calls of distressed birds when he appeared, and the questions in half a dozen languages barraged him. He smiled and waved them back to their seats. The little Indian doctor asked if the people could leave the car and get into the shade.
"It's worse outside," Durell said. "No one is to go out in the sun for any reason."
"Is there danger from—anything else?"
"We don't know."
Harvey looked as if he were dying. There was a bad smell in the compartment. He lay on one of the leather bench seats, and Gloria sat opposite him. Her hair had come down in long, yellow strands on each side of her face, and she looked older and tired. Her eyes were haunted. She clasped her hands between her knees and looked up at Durell.
"He's hurt real bad, Sam."
"Has he spoken to you?"
She shook her head. Her hair swung. "He came to a little while ago and just looked at me. Nobody ever looked at me like that before. Like a wounded animal. I asked if I could get him an3^hing, but he wouldn't speak to me. I think he hates me now." She made a sound like a laugh, but it was not a laugh. "Funny. I wanted him to hate me. To convince him we should break up. Now I don't like it, not at all. I want to help him. It's funny, huh?"
"No."
Durell felt Harvey's pulse. It was thin and ragged. His breathing was quick and shallow. A sheen of cold sweat covered Harvey's face. Under his closed eyelids his eyes rolled and twitched. His fingers gripped the side of the bench seat. His leg was bandaged and tied down so it couldn't be moved. There was a great bruise on the side of Harvey's face where Atimboku had hit him.
"It's not his leg," Gloria whispered. She hunched forward on the seat as if she had a sudden cramp in her belly. "It's not even what Atimboku did to hurt him. It's me."
"What?" Durell said.
"It's the way he caught us. What he saw." She made the false laughing sound in her throat. "Funny thing, how I was caught. Atimboku pinned me. I didn't want it really. I did before, other times, but not then. But I can't tell Harvey that. I think we're finished."
"That's what you wanted."
"Yes. But not now."
"Where is Atimboku?" Durell asked.
"In his compartment. He's been drinking. He began all of a sudden after he beat up on Harvey. He's locked himself in, but I can hear what he's doing. He's smashed two bottles so far. I'm afraid of him."
"Just keep your door locked," Durell said.
"How long will we be here?"
"I don't know."
Twenty-Four

THE SUN was halfway to the western horizon. They were moving again, leaving the little oasis, the mysteriously deserted salt pans, and empty shacks. The floor of the Kaisata Desert was absolutely flat here, gleaming pure white, blinding with its reflections of the sun. But the hills were closer now, and Durell could see changes beginning in the contour of the land. There were a few isolated boulders first, then craggy outcroppings of rock. A few acacia trees slid past the tracks. He looked back at the searing waste behind them. The locomotive began to labor against a slight upgrade, and their speed, such as it was, slowed. He judged the rim of the desert to be another fifty miles ahead, growing better defined in the light of the sun behind them. His eyes blurred, and he wiped his glasses again and took a drink of water from Khwama, who had replaced the original fireman. Their supply of wood was low, and the fireman who had attended the boiler all this time had collapsed from the heat. Khwama's long, lean body swung endlessly in a smooth, even rhythm. There was no sweat on his black torso.
Sally was asleep under the canvas in the tender. She had not really spoken to him since their moments together on the river island. That time seemed far away now in another world, an illusion lost in the distance and the terrible hours behind them. He thought of Colonel Yi and wondered if the man had drowned in the river, been lost there, or if he had been picked up by his float plane.
Durell did not venture any guesses. It was too hazardous in his business. But somewhow he felt that the Chinese was up ahead somewhere waiting for him again, adamant, cruel, hungering for Durell's life, determined to stop the train. From Yi's viewpoint the train had to be stopped. If Atimboku—or Sally—told their story of invasion, of the rape of their little country, the bald and naked grab for the railroad, the UN and the world would know the truth. Not that this was any guarantee that Pakuru could be saved. But it might help. Every little bit helped. The world was enmeshed in a system of lies and propaganda, outrageous and blatant twistings or torturings of fact. The awesome power to destroy that stalked the globe made simple truth old-fashioned, out of date. The bombs talked. The threat of the bomb made nations compromise their honor, swallow pride, fall into the convoluted trap of power politics.
The train passed through a cut between tall, raw cliffs that gleamed white and red and yellow in the searing sunlight. The brief shade was welcome. Smoke from the stack made fat black clouds against the stone. Then they were out in the open sunlight again, the echoes of their passage lost behind them.
"Ngami country," Oyashi said.
The Japanese's breath smelled of the ketones forming in his blood. His eyes looked strange. He lifted one hand, then dropped it. He swayed with the rocking of the locomotive as they came out of the little gorge and entered a land of savage rocks, basalt slag, scoria. The boulders made long shadows on the desert floor. But there were patches of grass here, a few scrubby bushes, some acacia trees again.
"How far to the frontier?" Durell asked.
"Normally? Three, four hours."
"What's the matter?"
"There are usually some goat herders here. Ngami itself—the town—^is about twenty miles farther on. The farms I started should be in sight soon. Do you know what the Ngami motto is? Pula. *Let the rain come.'"
"Take it easy. Lev."
"Do you honestly think we'll get through?"

Durell did not answer.
"We've been lucky so far," Oyashi said. He spoke slowly with an eflEort. "We don't owe fate any apologies though. The Ngamis are Muslims, did you know that? They say a man is only an instrument of fate in the hands of Allah. They used to raise cattle—still do somewhat— and they'd drive the herds in great treks over three hundred miles to the markets. They used to cross the desert —skirt it, anyway—and leave everything in the hands of God. Mostly God wasn't too good to them. They often suffered from famines and starved. So I came and showed them how to grow their own food."
Durell said, to keep Oyashi off his personal problem, "The new miracle seed?"
"Not really. At the agricultural research stations I set up I just tried to get them to make what they already grew just a bit better. I set up some controlled patches of their crops—maize, rice, casava. We did well last year. The Ngami used to think themselves lucky to get a yield of half a ton per acre in maize. I got them to raise three tons an acre, and if they're given more guidance, they could even double that. It's a matter of resisting pests, using a type of maize with a shorter stiffer stalk to resist the rains. Oh, yes, it rains here. But in short seasons and in storms like buckets. Too much of a good thing. Knocks down the maize half the time. They need it for protein, you know. Their main food is maize and yams. I don't talk to them about amino acids or protein, though. Just about having bellies that are fuller than they used to be. I've even started them on cash crops like cocoa and coffee. The Ngamis are an intelligent people. They used to be feared for hundreds of miles around once. Brilliant fighters. Absolutely without fear. Maybe it's because they never had much to lose."
Oyashi stopped talking. He seemed to be out of breath. The track curved for the first time in a hundred miles, arching to the right along a low sloping shoulder of rock where a few scrubby bushes grew. Durell looked back again. The desert stretched out blindingly in the late afternoon sun. It seemed to be below them, and he realized that Old 79 had been climbmg steadily and without much complaint toward the lower slopes of the mountains. The air had lost some of its fumacelike quality. IChwama threw some logs into the boiler and slammed the door shut with a clang. Old 79 rumbled on.
The landscape continued to change. There were more clumps of trees, a wider expanse of grassy veld. The desert was definitely behind them now, and the afternoon Sim had lost some of its bitter, overwhelming power. The veld rolled southward, following the line of the mountains. The upgrade along the right-of-way was gentle as they climbed toward several distant passes ahead. Now and then they saw herds of cattle, and once there was a group of Ngamis, the men in long skirts and round caps with another piece of bright cotton like a shawl around the shoulders. Some were armed with rifles, others with spears and long-bladed knives. They turned and stared solemnly as the train passed, but none waved or came toward the tracks, and their faces were blank and impassive, totally neutral.
The track swung eastward. Now there were more rock outcroppings lifting from the grassy plain like huge monoliths, the stone red and gray and occasionally glittering with encrusted minerals. Off in the distance to the right was a village, a shantytown with wooden shacks and a few windmills to pump water from driven wells. There was a distinct boundary around the village, and there were neat fields of com along with kraals for milk cattle and goats. Smoke rose from several of the wooden, barracks-like buildings. There was a tall, wooden watchtower with sentinels visible in it. Oyashi explained that this village, Makale, was one of his first kibbutzlike settlements.
"If we can reach Nakuru," the Japanese said, "We'll be aU right. My friends there—and the headman—^will see that we get through. It's only another twenty miles."
One more hour then, Durell thought. He studied the rolling landscape, the increasing rockiness, the white African sky. Buzzards wheeled over something along the foothills to the east. When he looked back, the desert seemed far behind them.
The light in the sky was tinged with red, and a gathering violet grew over the rocky hills ahead. Durell's eyes felt gritty. His shirt stuck to his back, and his face and arms were scratchy from the blowing sand and cinders. He felt a deep bone weariness. His shoulder ached, his thigh burned where Colonel Yi had creased him with his two shots. He wasn't sure if he had a fever or whether it was just heat exhaustion. The entire trainload of people had been reduced to a stupor, a numb silence that quieted their earlier complaints. There should be nothing to worry about now, he thought.
But he was aware of uneasiness, a disquiet that went all through him, an uncertainty along his nerves and muscles, a cautionary tension in the back of his mind.
He could not put his finger on it.
They passed more fields, more windmills pumping water up from deep wells, the spidery pattern of irrigation pipes in green fields. Then they were among huge rocks and low cliffs, and the chufiing thrust of Old 79's drivers echoed and slammed back and forth from the high, canyonlike cliffs as they rolled through a pass.
He leaned far out from the cab window, trying to see ahead. Beyond the opening of the gorge there was the veld and then the first high spur of the mountain range that marked the border. The rails ran through a long trough like a valley in the lower arms of the hills. He saw a trail of dust drifting in the air across the opening of the gorge through which the train rumbled.
His sense of unease suddenly sharpened and burst into open alarm.
"There's Nakuru," Oyashi said. "There, way across the plains—"
Durell did not hear what else the Japanese began to say. There was a sharp, whistling sound above the clank and thud of Old 79's pistons. Light gushed on the track a few hundred yards ahead. Smoke burst and mushroomed upward like an evil flower. The train came out of the gorge into the open plain beyond. To the right and left were wide grassy areas rolling with the lift of the foothills, green with crops, marking Ngami fields and fences. Durell jumped for the brake lever. The track ahead disappeared in another eruption of black smoke, clods of earth, gushing red and yellow flames. Oyashi had his mouth open. Khwama shouted something in a deep voice. Durell hauled back harder on the brake handle. He heard the deep, racketing, stitching noise of automatic fire. 
There came another crump and another blast of explosives to the right of the train. Metal clanged, and stones thudded into the body of the locomotive. The drive wheels locked. Oyashi fell forward and his hands checked his fall on the scalding hot boiler door. His scream of pain was soundless. Sally tumbled down from the tender onto the floor of the engine cab. There were dark objects speeding over the grassy plain and a roar of engines. Durell leaned out of the cab and saw sparks and sand fly from under the locked drive wheels. The train kept sliding ahead. 
He could not stop it. He saw part of the ore car, and little spits of flame came over its steel flanged top. The dark, speeding objects on the plain were armored cars, half-tracks, armed with pom-poms. He tried to count them. Sally was on her hands and knees at his feet, shaking her head. Her long dark hair swung this way and that. Khwama kneeled down and tried to pick her up and then put his hand to his heart and slowly laid himself down on his side. His black face with its tribal scars looked serene. He was almost smiling. Blood welled up from a gaping hole in his chest. 
One of the armored cars hit a pothole and botmced high in the air, turned on its side and came down with a crash and a cloud of dust. Men spilled from its steel sides like beans from a burst car. The other cars swung away. Old 79 was slowing. There came the crashing of couplers and then one excrutiating blast of sound as the ore car was hit. The smooth slide of the locomotive became a series of jarring impacts. Durell saw the front of the ore car go off the tracks twisting to one side, and Abdundi's men came falling out of the bottom. Smoke blotted out everything. The locomotive jolted and jarred through the black cloud of dust and smoke as if in a tunnel, tearing up rail and ties, and then came to a halt.
Durell found himself on the cab floor lying across Khwama. Khwama's eyes were wide open. He was dead.
Hissings and clankings filled the air.
"Sally?"
"Here, Sam."
"Oyashi?"
The Japanese sat with his back against the opposite side of the cab. He held his hands up in front of him, looking at them. His face was blank. His burned hands were enormous, swelling, dark red, the fingers like sausages.
Durell picked himself up slowly.
"Sally, stay where you are."
"What happened? What are those things?"
"Armored cars. Colonel Yi got ahead of us."
"Are we wrecked?"
"I don't know."
Passengers were spilling down out of the coach behind them. Their shouts were feeble pipings of despair and terror under the rumbling and groaning of the stalled locomotive. Durell jumped down to the groimd and moved forward. The armored cars jolted across the tracks ahead. Two of them had stopped, and their guns swung like pointing fingers at the train. The ore car was derailed, the forward trucks smashed and caught in the twisted, broken track. It was still coupled to the locomotive at the nearer end, however. Abdundi's men were still climbing out of the high, steel sides. Some of them, more disciplined than others, had thrown themselves down and were firing back at the armored cars. There were five of the vehicles, not coimting the one that was wrecked and burning. Two shells whistled over the train and exploded beyond on the other side. A third struck the supply coach and burst with a heavy blast of wood splinters and firewood that hurtled high in the air. Smoke and the smell of burning drifted over the train. Durell ran toward the passenger coach. There came a rattle of machine gun fire and some of the passengers running from the train stimibled and fell in the tall grass. There was a dim screaming sonnd. Colonel Abdimdi swung down from the coach and stopped in Durell's path.
"Who are they?" Abdundi shouted.
"Neighbors. And probably Colonel Yi."
"We cannot fight their armor!"
"Just keep your men firing."
Abdundi ran forward to the wrecked hopper car. Durell swung up into the passenger coach and turned down the aisle to the compartments at the rear. Machine gun bullets had stitched ragged holes in the sides of the car. Two men and a woman were dead, sprawled on the seats and in the aisle. He stepped over them.
"Atimboku!"
Gloria came out of her compartment opposite. Her face was pale but composed. She had even managed to put on lipstick. Her hands twitched for a moment, and she clutched at one with the other.
"Sam, help us. I've got to get Harvey out."
"His chances are as good here as outside."
"We'll all be killed, Sam!"
He listened. Oddly, there was no more firing from armored cars. The light in the coach was quite dim. They were in the shadows of the gorge from which they had just emerged. The sun must be getting low. He tried to calculate how much time was left until darkness came. He couldn't guess. He hammered at Atimboku's compartment door.
"Tun! Come out of there!"
Flames crackled from the coach behind them. The air began to fill up with smoke. Durell banged on the door again. From inside came a thump, a mumbling, a shouted curse of exasperation. Durell backed up and slammed his shoulder against the door. His wound exploded with pain. The lock snapped, and the door burst inward. Atimboku's huge, powerful figure loomed darkly in the small cubicle. His face was swollen with rage.
"What do you think you're doing?"
"I need you," Durell said. "Come with me."
The air in the compartment was stifling. It stank of sweat and stale liquor and food. There were three empty bottles of Cape Town bourbon on the carpeted floor. Atimboku was half-naked. He wore his touraco feathers and a leopard loincloth and nothing else. His eyes were red, rolling drunkenly. Spittle drooled from his slack mouth.
"Get out," he rumbled.
"We're being attacked," Durell said. "Armored cars. You've got to stop them."
Atimboku laughed. "Me? Let Khwama throw his spears at them."
"Khwama is dead."
Atimboku shook his head. He turned aside, then halted, put his hands down on the green leather bench, and vomited. It went on for several long, agonizing moments. The air smelled even worse. Durell felt his tiredness deepen. For the first time he wondered about defeat. If Colonel Yi was out there, Durell was not only beaten; he was dead. He took Atimboku by the shoulders and forced the big man to stand up. Atimboku's eyes rolled toward the door.
"What—what do you want me to do, Cajun?"
"You can go out there and talk to them. You're still head of the government of Pakuru."
"Me? They won't listen to me. They'll cut my head off. That's all they want. Don't bug me. I'm sick."
"Then sober up. Get out there. Running a country isn't all fun and games. They're waiting out there for something. They can stand out of range and blow us to pieces at their leisure. So get out there and gain some time imtil dark comes."
"What for? What can we do?"
"We can get help. Just hold them off for a while."
Atimboku's face screwed up. He looked like a small, frustrated boy. "I can't do it, Cajun."
"You've got to."
"Listen, man—" Atimboku paused. He drew a deep, shaking breath and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. His eyelids drooped. "Listen, you know what?"
Durell waited.
Atimboku said, "I'm scared. Out of my wits.
"I'll help you."
"Nobody can help me, man."
Durell said, "I'm scared, too."
Twenty-Five
THE SKY was blood red. The rocky gorge behind them was darkly shadowed. Durell estimated there was half an hour until sundown. Some of the passengers had' recovered from their panic and had helped put out the fire in the supply coach. Durell gave them orders and instructions to imcouple it. It wouldn't be needed any more. A few hundred yards across the veld the five remaining cars were drawn up on a small slope in an ominous, silent line, their guns aimed at the stalled train. The dead refugees along the tracks were ignored. Those who had survived the first attack were mostly seated in despairing groups along the rails. Durell walked forward toward the locomotive. He heard Sally crying in the engine cab. 
"What is it?" he called. 
Her head appeared in the cab window. "Nothing, Sam. "I'm sorry." 
"Were you hurt?" 
"No. It's iust—" 
"Khwama?" 
"He was loyal. He loved my mother. He loved me. He | was trying to shield me from the bullets—" 
"He's dead," Durell said roughly. "I'm going to need t you. So pull yourself together."
"What can I do?"
"Come wtih me."
She saw Atimboku and hesitated on the ladder from the engine cab. Atimboku looked at her sullenly. He swayed slightly as if in a high wind.
"It's all right, Salduva," he mumbled. "We're both in trouble. No use quarreling over something that will soon be lost for both of us anyway."
She came down and stood beside Durell. Durell looked at the line of armored cars. Abdundi came walking back from the wreckage of the hopper car; his left shoulder sagged lower than the right. He had a bandage around his left forearm and blood seeped through it.
"They want to talk, it seems, M'sieu Durell."
"I suppose so. Atimboku and Salduva will both talk to them. They have to present a united front."
Atimboku made a hissing sound. Sally was silent.
Durell went on, "Unless they stick together now, we're all finished."
"But they'll take us," Sally said, "and use us as hostages and set up a puppet government with us."
"Not yet," Durell said. "They want more than just you two. Go on out there and find out."
"All right," Sally said.
"No," said Atimboku.
Sally said, "My brother, if you are the Lion of Lions of Pakuru, show your spirit now."
Atimboku grinned crookedly. "I'm full of spirits, my sister. Good bourbon from Cape Town."
"You can still be the prince you claim to be."
The shadows cast by the train were growing longer. A small group of men had gotten out of the command car among the armored half-tracks and were waiting, staring at the train. Durell left Salduva and Atimboku and checked the ore hopper. A number of Abdundi's troopers were dead or injured. The car stood in a precariously tilted position. The track ahead was torn up but not too badly. It could be repaired with enough manpower. He noted this and walked back to the engine. Atimboku and Salduva were still talking like hostile animals in confrontation.
"Oyashi?" Durell called up to the cab.
The Japanese appeared. Someone had bandaged his burned hands. His eyes were vague. "Yes, Cajun?"
"How far is it to Nakuru, your Ngami town?'*
"Two, three miles."
"Can you walk there?"
Oyashi shrugged. "I don't know if I can make it. I could try. But I'd be seen."
Durell climbed into the cab and looked to the right side of the tracks out of sight of the enemy vehicles. There was a slight rise hidden from the armored cars. "Get over that little hump, and they can't spot you. Wait until Atimboku goes out to talk to them. Then run for it."
Oyashi said, "You want the Ngamis to help us?"
"That's up to you. Persuade them if you can. You're the only one here who might do it."
"All right. I'll try. But I don't feel right, Sam. You know the problems."
"Just do your best," Durell said.
Atimboku walked slowly across the veld toward the line of armored cars. The distance seemed endless. The sun, no longer strong, was lowering over the rocky hill to his left with the gorge through which the train had just passed already black with shadows. Salduva walked half a step behind him. His hatred and fear of her compensated for his reluctance to go on. He could not appear a coward in the eyes of all those who watched. The silence was unearthly. All the world in the shadows of evening was hushed. His feet made crackling sounds in the dried grass. Salduva walked proudly, her shoulders straight, even arrogant. She had always been like this—self-possessed, serene, aware of an inner power born in her. Even in childhood he had found it intolerable. She had been Ngatawana's favorite. Coddled and loved by the Queen Elephant. He had the power, the mantle of inheritance, but it was Salduva who was always looked upon with love. He did not know why it was like that. 
True, at college in the States he had done many foolish things..His position brought flattery, sycophants, the many whispers and urgings of militant rebels. Even the State Department had sought him out, entertained him, winked at his escapades, no matter how serious they had been. When he returned to Pakuru, he had tried to change. To be his own man. To do what was needed for the country. But nothing went right. There were tides and countertides, pullings and pushings from every direction: tribal chiefs and clan politics tried to destroy him. He had stood up to them. He had stood up to the Neighbors, to the Chinese, to Colonel Yi—
He stopped when he recognized Yi's figure among the small knot of imiformed men standing beside the nearest armored car.
Salduva said quietly, "My brother, Durell wants us to delay the talk as long as possible. Every minute may be important. We will wait here now. Let them walk to us."
"You're right."
"My brother, you and I must be united."
"I am Prince Atimboku Mari Mak Mujilikaka," he said. "The country is mine."
Salduva bowed her head. "Let it be so."
They halted, halfway to the armored cars. Behind them they could hear the labored panting of the halted locomotive. Buzzards flew overhead in the darkening sky, circling with eternal hunger. The smell of sun-heated earth and dry grass and dust touched their nostrils. There was also the smell of oil and diesel fuel and hot metal from the five armored cars. The railroad ran in a gentle depression here with low slopes on either side of the right-of-way. Salduva wanted to look back to see if Oyashi had been able to run out of sight over the opposite rise. She did not turn her head. She loved Oyashi. He had been kind to her in faraway places, a gentle man tricked by fate and illness to turn away from the life he had chosen. But he had found another way, a path that gave of himself to her own people. She hoped he survived. It did not seem to matter about herself.
"Atunboku! Salduva!"
The voice was harsh, imperative. A tall, angular figure detached itself from the uniformed men by the armored car. He held out his hands to show he had no weapons. His smile was confident, touched with contempt as he considered the two young Africans who faced him between the train and his armored cars. He walked forward a few steps. It seemed as if he limped slightly.
Salduva thought, Colonel Yi. Sam did not kill him.
*'Come here!" the Chinese called.
"We will meet halfway on this piece of earth that is part of Pakuru," Atimboku returned.
"Do not stand on foolish pride. We can be friends."
"Perhaps," said Atimboku.
Neither he nor Salduva moved. Colonel Yi shrugged and limped slowly toward them from his vehicle. He smiled and held his empty hands out again. The faint wind blew his thick, black hair. His face was lean and bony, the face of a man from China's north country, harsh and strong and handsome with thick dark brows that joined over the bridge of his narrow MongoUan nose. Salduva felt something turn over inside her. No one knows, she thought. Yi would not mention it. He would not presume to remember . . .
The Chinese colonel for a time had been very popular in Pakuruville. His manners were always exquisite, diplomatic, his attitudes deferential and cooperative. He treated equally all in the regency government before Atimboku's unexpected return and claim to the royal stool. He had been political of course but not openly aggressive or offensive. He had paid much attention to Salduva, and she remembered . . .
"Salduva, my dear." He paused a short distance from them in the tall dry grass.
"Colonel Yi," she acknowledged gravely.
"Atimboku, my young and misguided friend, you and I are not enemies." Colonel Yi had a deep, mellifluous voice, and his black, almond-shaped eyes were friendly. It was diflBcult to think of him as Durell had described him. But she could see it now. The latent cruelty of that strong mouth. The hawklike nose, the opaqueness that came and went in the slanted, obsidian eyes. But she remembered . . .
They had been lovers for two weeks just before Atimboku's return.
She hadn't dared tell Durell. He would never have trusted her if he'd known. Then suddenly she wondered if he had known all along. Maybe that was why that morning in the Pakuru River Hotel he had rejected her, resisting her requests. She felt confused. What she had done with Colonel Yi, all of it, had been impulse, a surrender to alien charm, to soft words and promises of help to her country. It hadn't been what she felt for Durell. Nothing like it. And it was over. She had finished it herself just before Atimboku's return when she learned he was from the Black House in Peking. Oyashi had told her even before Durell of the man's past, his record of cruelty, of both subtle and overt meddling in Pakuru's affairs, of a massacre he had instigated in Begula where thousands had died . . . She'd had to end it by going to Ngami country with Oyashi imtil Atimboku flew back from the States with the US government's blessing and urging to take over the reins in Pakuru and throw out the intruding Chinese and the Neighbors' railroad . . .
The sun was lowering to the rimrock over the jumbled hills behind them. Their shadows were long on the grass. She met Colonel Yi's eyes.
"Salduva, my dear girl, princess that you are—we were friends once, and I had hoped we understood each other. The situation now is unfortunate. I cannot permit you to go abroad and spread infamous, imperialistic Ues about the People's Republic of China and our humanitarian efforts here to bring peace and prosperity to your downtrodden masses."
"Garbage," Sally said.
Colonel Yi blinked. "I beg your pardon?"
"Do you intend to keep us here by force?"
"I mean to persuade you to see the right side, to understand our viewpoint. Your country is now in the hands of the Neighbors. We do not mean to behave like Western colonialist powers. Under our guidance you can grow to freedom and a people's democracy—^"
"Guidance? You really mean that Atimboku and I will be your prisoners. Puppets made to do as you say/'
"Not at all, my dear—" His voice went on, and Sally looked at him and wondered how she could have been such a fool once as to think that she could love this man. It was grotesque. She felt a revulsion toward herself.
"—and there is one thing I must insist upon now," Colonel Yi finished.
"What is that?" Atimboku asked.
"I must have the man Durell. I want him now. He is on the train. He has been forcing it through, stealing you away, kidnapping you, so to speak. I demand that he be turned over to me at once. Now."
Sally said, "And if we don't?"
"You really have no choice, have you?" Colonel Yi waved a languid hand toward his armor, then gestured to the stalled train behind them. "You are—ah—sitting ducks, as the Americans say. One word from me, and a few rounds fired by my gunners, and the train is destroyed."
"You'd kill all those iimocent people?"
"Just give me Durell."
"And what will you do with him?" Sally insisted.
"Why, he must be executed as an imperialist spy, as an enemy of the People's Democratic Republic of Pakuru."
Atimboku smiled and said, "I thiiJc that can be arranged, Colonel Yi."
Twenty-Six
THE SUN went down. Durell watched the last bright arc of red vanish in the tangled cliffs behind the train. He had put the passengers to work tending the wounded, cleaning up the damage done by the few rounds of shells fired from Colonel Yi's armored column. The refugees felt hopeless, staring at the muzzles of the three-inchers aimed at them. They felt like targets in a shooting gallery.
Abdundi said, "My men are near mutiny. Five of them have slipped away."
"With their rifles?''
"Three rifles were abandoned."
"Give them to any three male passengers you think best able to use them," Durell said.
Abdundi's eyes were bloodshot. "M'sieu Durell, I know what you try to do. I appreciate it. It is very gallant. But it is a losing cause. Why do not Atimboku and Salduva return?"
"They're playing for time."
"For what purpose? The train is hopelessly stalled. It would take much manpower to remove the hopper from in front of the locomotive and to repair the track. Who can do it?"
"Oyashi will do it."
"Oyashi is a sick man. His attempt to reach the Ngamis is futile. He is probably dead."
"I hope not," Durell said.
There was still light in the sky when Atimboku came striding back across the dry grass toward the train. Durell looked for Sally but could not identify her among the group of men standing with Colonel Yi. There were no longer any shadows on the groimd. Twilight would be short and swift. Atimboku came toward him and smiled and flipped a hand to Abdundi and said, "Bwana Cajun, come with me."



Durell saw the secret, malicious triimiph in the Pakuru's eyes. "Does Yi want me?"

"It is you— or the train."
"Where is Salduva?"
"He's keeping her as a hostage."
"For me?"
"It's you or her. I made the deal. You have to give yourself up to Yi. He wants you, I think, more than he wants me or Salduva or the whole country." Atimboku lapsed into the vernacular he had picked up in the States. "Man, it's the whole bag, a can of worms. Yi is the Big Man here. He's got the guns, right? And he wants you."
"Will he let Salduva go free?"
"Nothing. He doesn't have to bargain. He gives you just five minutes." Atimboku griimed. "If you don't go to him, he shoots us up. He sends us all sky-high,"
"Tell him I need more time."
"He won't give you more time. Five minutes only."
Durell said coldly, "You let him keep Salduva, didn't you? You made the deal to get rid of Salduva and be his puppet, is that it?"
Atimboku shrugged. "It's a way to stay alive."
Durell said, "He'll kill us all anyway, don't you know that? He can't leave any witnesses here. And he'll have a blackmail hold over you in the future to keep your mouth shut forever. He'll name you an accomplice in a massacre, and you'll have to jxmip every time he snaps his fingers."
Atimboku turned his head to the right, dropped one shoulder, made a grunting sound. His big frame shivered. He whispered, "I can't help that. It's the only way out"
"You don't care if these people are killed?"
"Colonel Yi will do it. Not me." He shivered aagin. "I have to compromise." "It's not compromise," Durell said. "It's surrender."

Colonel Abdundi had been standing silently nearby, his thick shoulders drooping. He spoke slurringly. "Your Highness, I have been loyal to you. I was willing to give my life for you. Will I be shot, too, by the Chinese to keep my tongue silent, to wipe out the memories in my brain?"
Atimboku grinned. "You were highly paid for your loyalty, Abdundi. How could I trust your silence?"
"You trusted me in the fighting. Will you not trust me now?"
Atimboku laughed. "Do you beg for your life? You were a pretty tough customer, mon ami, when I put you in command of the Army. Do I hear you pleading to live?"
Abdundi said, "You must not do this to us. We are all in this situation only out of loyalty to you."
"I can't change the situation." Atimboku's eyelids drooped sullenly. He looked at his watch. "Three minutes left, Durell."
Abdundi's hand moved toward his bolstered pistol. Durell had no chance to interfere. Before the soldier's gun was half out of its holster, Atimboku had a knife in his hands from his leopard loincloth, a long thin blade that gleamed in the twilight. It made a quick, slicing arc that ripped up into Abdundi's stomach, grated on bone, twisted. Abdundi's black eyes widened. He stepped back, his mouth open in astonishment, and fell slowly against the tender, stood with his feet planted wide, his shoulders against the steel plates. Atimboku stepped forward and slashed his throat open. Thick blood gushed, then spurted over Atimboku's naked chest. The soldier tried to speak but only made wet gurgling sounds. His eyes popped. Atimboku drove his knife squarely into the man's heart. Abdundi's feet dug two furrows with his heels in the gravel. He sat down and did not move, his dead eyes fixed on Atimboku.
Durell had had no opportunity to change what happened. He saw the red madness in Atimboku's eyes. The Pakuru wrenched the knife loose and wiped it on Ab-dundi's shoulder epaulets. He looked at Durell.
"He was a traitor."
Durell said, "He begged you to be a prince."
"He had to be killed!" Atimboku shouted. "He was going to shoot me. You saw it! You were a witness!"
Durell felt tired. No one else along the trackside had stirred. Atimboku started to walk away, then looked back to the coach. His chest heaved. Saliva dripped from a corner of his twisted mouth.
"Gloria," he said.
"Leave her alone," Durell warned.
"I want her with me."
"And the rest of us are to be killed?"
"I leave that to Colonel Yi. I want Gloria. You have two minutes, Durell."
"Suppose I keep you here? You'll be shot up with the rest of us," Durell said.
"Then we will all die. But he'll have Salduva. He'll do what he pleases with her. Then we all lose anyway."
Atimboku walked to the coach platform. His legs looked stiff, awkward. Durell said "Wait," and Atimboku turned his grinning head. "Yes?"
"Leave her alone. I'll go with you."
"That's better," Atimboku said. "Your time is up."
The gorge behind them was black with night now. Only a faint light lingered on the jumbled mass of rock, the thick slabs of basaltic formation. A cool wind rippled the grass of the veld and the shallow trough in which the tracks ran. The armored cars were crouching, mechanical beasts waiting to fire on them. Beside the train the refugees stared.
"Durell!"
Durell walked from the train with Atimboku. His face was impassive. He pushed stubbornly through the waist-high grass. There was only a pearly twilight in the western sky now. His boots crunched in the brittle weeds.
He emptied his mind of all thoughts. Colonel Yi had won after all. Oyashi was probably lying dead somewhere on the trail to his Ngami people. Or maybe the Ngamis declined to intervene. They would not care. They would not follow Oyashi, a stranger to them, even though he had worked in the fields with them.

Nobody would come to help.
He was halfway across to the armored cars. He halted and looked back at the huge black outline of the train, the dim glow of lamps in the passenger coach. Old 79 still had power, the generator was still working. He tried to think of alternatives to what he was doing. He could think of nothing else. Maybe he could convince Colonel Yi to let the others go.
"Durell!"
"Come on,'' Atimboku murmured.
He saw Colonel Yi's tall figure among the other uniformed men at the armored cars. He looked for Salduva. She stood a little behind Yi, her tall figure unmistakable. There was a yellow glow in the sky as the moon started to rise. The wind blew stronger, and Durell smelled smoke. The yellow light had a reddish tinge to it.
"Let's go," Atimboku said angrily.
Durell walked toward the armored cars. The men who waited for him were murmuring. Their heads turned to the left behind the line of vehicles. The air smelled distinctly of smoke, of fire. A red line of light suddenly burst over the gentle slope behind the enemy cars. Long streamers of flame lifted into the twilight air. A shouting came from the waiting enemy. They were only fiifty yards away. Durell took a few more steps through the tall, dry grass. The ground was rough underfoot. Atimboku was a little to his left and half a pace behind him. Suddenly the whole horizon was in flames. Gouts of fire lifted high in the dark air and lit the scene hellishly. The black beetle silhouettes of the armored cars were in the path of the flames. There was another sound woven through the crackling of the grass fire. It was a deep chant, a ululating cry. 
There was a sudden explosion from the armored car at the farthest end of the line. The vehicle burst apart like an egg, shattered in a great blast of flame and noise. Durell threw himself down in the dry, tall grass. Pieces of steel whirred and whined over his head. More flames lit up the scene. Men tumbled from the exploded vehicle like burned rag dolls. There was screaming. The little knot of officers, including Yi, who waited for his approach turned aside. There was shooting. Some men were running back to their vehicles. There was the sound of deep throated diesel engines starting up. One of the cars lurched forward, its gun swiveled and turned to the rear away from the train. The car moved a few feet and suddenly blew apart like its companion. Acrid smoke filled the dark air. The line of grass flames came closer, urged by the wind. Ahead of it were the dark figures of running men. A dozen, a hundred. Durell felt Atimboku tug at his leg. Atimboku had thrown himself to the ground, too.
"What's happening?"
"Oyashi came back," Durell said. He wanted to laugh. He tasted acid in his throat.
"What?"
"The Ngamis are here."
"Jesus," Atimboku said. "They'll slit our throats. They're wild people."
"Shut up."
"Listen, Cajun, I'm sorry—"
"Follow me. He'll kill your sister."
"What?"
"Colonel Yi. He's got Salduva. You gave her to him. He'll kiU her."
"But—"
Durell got up and ran toward the left wing of the three armored cars still intact. He thought he saw Colonel Yi run that way, too, dragging Salduva. He had Salduva by the hand and was pulling her along. She resisted but had to run stumbling with the Chinese. The heat of the grass fire reached Durell like the blast of an open furnace. The flames spouted high into the sky. The figures of hundreds of warriors were black dancers exulting against the red curtain of fire. They came on, overwhelming the stuttering enemy vehicles. A few machine guns stitched their bullets into the pattern of the night. The black men fell and were devoured by the flames that followed them. 
The others kept coming over the rise where the enemy cars wre stalled and ran over them like a wave. There were dull explosions. Durell felt the loom of the cliff and the gorge nearby. He saw Colonel Yi and Salduva vanish momentarily behind a pattern of huge boulders. He ran after them. Atimboku was close at his heels. He heard screaming, the sound of killing behind him. The chanting of the Ngami fighters never ended. Durell suddenly fell into empty space. There was a wide, deep ditch here, a dry stream bed filled with smooth rocks. It could not have been seen from the train. It ran down the depression in the veld between the fighting at the armored cars and the train itself. A long tongue of burning grass stopped there, ate itself up. Durell's knee hurt. He stood up, and his left leg would not hold him, and he fell again.
"What is it?" Atimboku asked.
"Nothing."
He forced himself up again. His knee flamed with pain. Atimboku offered to help, but he pushed the man's hand away. Anger made his mouth taste of acid. He climbed out of the rocky ditch and looked ahead. Colonel Yi was in the jumble of rocks above the little gorge. He still dragged Sally with him. The Chinese halted on a small ledge and looked back. In the red glare of the grass fire the man's face looked demoniacal with rage. Sally tried to pull away from him and he struck her back handed, and she fell, slipped partly from the ledge. Yi pulled her back to safety. Yi had an automatic rifle in one of his hands. He dragged Sally along, climbing higher.
"Come on," Durell muttered.
"Listen, let him go. The Ngamis beat him. We're safe!" Atimboku's voice exulted. "Look, I had to do what I did. I had no choice. You understand, don't you?"
"No," said Durell.
"Man, let that Chinese go! Forget it!"
"He has Sally. She's your sister."
"I don't care. Let him keep her. Let him—"
"Kill her?"
"I didn't say that."
"But that's what you'd like. I won't let him have her."
"Cajun, you're crazy. Look what's going on back there! Those cars are wrecked. They can't stop us now. Get back to the train!"
"No," Durell said.
He climbed on after Yi. The grass fire had reached the ditch between the armored cars and the train and was halted there, dying out. Most of the Ngamis had crossed the ditch and were running like a black flood toward the train. In the dying light of the flames Durell tried to spot Oyashi. He could not see the little Japanese anywhere. The light was too confused.
He clawed his way higher among the jumbled rocks. He could hear Yi and Sally above him, but he could not see them now. Gravel showered down on him, stinging his face. His knee was almost useless. Each time he bent it the pain was excruciating. He was bathed in sweat. When he doubled over sliding onto the ledge where he had last seen the Chinese and Sally, he felt the pressure of his .38 in his waistband cutting into his belly. Atimboku in his original excitement had forgotten to disarm him. He rolled over on his back, pulled the gun free, and pointed it at the Pakuru.
Atimboku's eyes went wide.
"What—?"
"Help me up," Durell said.
Atimboku extended an uncertain hand. Durell grabbed it, pulled himself to his feet. His heart hammered in his chest. He kept most of his weight on his right leg.
"Are you going to kill me, man?" Atimboku whispered.
"Just do as I say."
"What do you want me to do?"
"Keep climbing."
Durell heard grating sounds above them. The red glow of the grass fire was dying, but it touched the rocks and cliffs with a bloody light. They had climbed some distance above the level of the plain already. All of the armored
cars had been destroyed. There was a mob of dark shadows around the stalled train. There was no more gunfire.
More gravel showered down on them.
Durell stood still. The ledge led upward against the sheer face of a thirty-foot bulge of rock. They were near the gorge where the train had passed. The ledge ended in a series of natural steps going up, and there seemed to be a small plateau up there, but he couldn't guess the size of it.
"Sam?"
It was Sally's call.
"Is that you, Sam?"
He made no answer. Atimboku's eyes flashed in the darkness. There were sounds of clankings and shouts from the Ngamis swarming around the train. They seemed to be gathered about the derailed hopper car. Durell started up the series of natural stone rises in the ledge, pushing Atimboku ahead of him. The young Pakuru stumbled, almost fell. Durell did not offer to help him. Atimboku scrambled savagely to his feet, his face angry and shocked.
"For God's sake, Sam—don't come up!" came Sally's sudden voice. "He's waiting—"
Her voice was cut off by the sound of a savage slap. There was a yelp of pain, then momentary silence.
''Durell, I will kill her!" came Colonel Yi's voice.
Durell halted halfway up the ledge. There was only ten feet to go to the top. He knew the Chinese was waiting. The moment his head appeared above the bluff "Yl would blow it off. He signaled to Atimboku, who shook his head negatively in defeat. Durell retreated down to the flat area of the ledge, then moved silently along it in the opposite direction. Atimboku did not follow. He did not care. What he had to do was between Colonel Yi and himself. What he had to do was for a shriveled, little old woman who kept a snake over her treasure chest, who called herself the Queen Elephant of Pakuru. He followed the ledge. It grew narrower, and he had to press his shoulders against the rock wall in order to squeeze
forward. He prayed the ledge would not end in a blind spot. Looking down at the plain, he saw a small group of men trotting this way. They seemed incredibly distant, of no use to him at all. They represented a danger in fact. He did not want anything to trigger the Chinese into killing Sally.
He turned his head and looked back. A bulge of rock blocked his view of Atimboku. He did not know where Atimboku was or what he was doing. He thought he heard a murmur of voices above and behind him. A few stones clattered down to the ledge a dozen feet behind him.
"Durell! Come up! We can make a deal!"
He could not tell where Colonel Yi's voice came from. The ledge cornered, and he found himself standing over the gorge where the railroad tracks ran. The rails seemed very far below. He hadn't realized he had climbed so far. The fields and the stalled train were out of sight here. He dragged his left leg after him on the next step, found a niche in the rock wall, and rested, panting. The pain in his knee had gone a bit numb now. His leg was stiff, almost useless. He bent his head backward and saw he was resting in a high crevice, a crack in the face of the volcanic basalt that went up to the top of the little plateau above. He was sweating although a cool wind now touched his face. The moon was up, and "he could see what he was doing with reasonable clarity. There were enough handholds and toeholds to climb up. He put his gun in his waistband and reached up for a grip, used his right leg for leverage, and hauled himself up a few inches.
Sally screamed.
He heard someone laugh. It did not sound like Colonel Yi. It had to be Atimboku. He reached up again and twisted his body and tried to rest his weight on his left leg. No good. The pain was too much. His leg trembled and started to give, and he lunged upward, got another grip, and hung there with his hands, still three feet from the top. His right leg swung out on its own, then came back. He bent at the waist, braced his right leg against the rock, braced his shoulders against the opposite side of the basalt chimney. A small stone came loose and rattled down into the gorge below. The sound seemed very loud. He looked up. The stars reeled in a slow, revolving dance against the black sky, and he looked away quickly. '
He tried once more. There was a small grip, just at fingertip reach. If he could get his hand on it, he could pull himself up. He reached for it. His fingers grazed the rough underside of the projection. He was two inches short. He stretched once more. His body sweated. He was soaking wet. The wind felt cold tugging at his shirt. He missed. He saw the stars spin and then used hip and thigh and shoulder and jumped for the handhold. His right hand caught it, slipped, then held. He hung like that in the narrow chimney, his legs swinging, dangling. For several long seconds he was helpless to make another move. Then he swung, caught the rock outcropping with his other hand. His shoulders ached. He got his right leg up, his knee braced against a comer of the crevice, and levered himself a few more inches. And a bit more. His head came up over the top of the bluff.
He saw feet and boots and the tall lean figure of Colonel Yi standing there waiting. Yi had a gun pointed down at him. The Chinese was smiling. The muzzle of his gun seemed enormous. The black hole held the universe in its round darkness. He could see across the little plateau to where Sally struggled in Atimboku's grip. She was trying to break free to run toward him. Atimboku held her tightly. He had come up the other side, apparently whispering his name and allying himself with the Chinese.
"Goodbye, Mr. Durell."
Durell lunged upward, grabbed the muzzle of the gun, tried to hang on to it. He felt the shock of explosion as the gun went off. He heard Colonel Yi cry out and saw the tall Chinese stumble forward, pulled by DurelFs weight hanging on the gun barrel. The gun went off again. The jolt of the explosions seemed to tear Durell's arm off. He could not hold on. He saw Yi's face loom over him hard and cruel, the eyes wide and obsidian with no expression in them. He saw a tiny scar on the man's cheek, he saw the man's teeth between skinned-back lips, and then he fell backward and down and down . . .
Twenty-Seven
THE INDIAN Ocean sparkled like quicksilver im-der a benign sun and a gentle wind. The beach was long and curving, lined with palm trees, a soft yellow under the afternoon light. There were brightly colored umbrellas scattered about on the sand, and seagulls rode the slant of the wind, their cries muted against the rhythmic boom of the long white combers that rolled in from the east.
Durell came out of the hotel leaning on a cane, limping. There was the whistle of a jet coming into the airport a mile away from the Portuguese colonial seacoast town. Parrots squawked in protest in a large bamboo cage hung at the far end of the hotel veranda. It was lunch-time, and there were several guests: a remote English couple, the woman pale and thin, the man ruddy with a military moustache; two small, dark Portuguese colonial ofl&cers seated at a table alone, talking over dark red glasses of port. And a German party of tourists, six in all, speaking loudly, complaining over the bacalao being served at their round table. Durell did not see Sally.
He searched the beach below the veranda and considered going down the wooden steps to the beach, but his leg still felt uncertain, and his twisted shoulder, still black and blue after four days in the efficient hospital building in the seacoast town, still ached and throbbed. Under his slacks his knee was tightly bandaged.
He heard the jet engines reverse, rumbUng from two miles away at the airport. He sighed and poured a tiny cup of thick Portuguese coffee from the silver pot on the buffet table. He wished it were the chicory flavored Louisiana brand on which he had been brought up.
Oyashi came out of the swinging hotel doors and joined him at the veranda balustrade. He looked fit and well again. The Ngamis and Nakurus had handled him as tenderly as a baby.
"Yo, Cajun."
"You're looking fine. Lev."
"More than I can say for you, Cajun. A few quick shots of insulin at the hospital brought me back in balance. Dr. Paramedo says I was close enough to a coma, after all. Now I'm just about ready to get back to work at Nakuru and teach the Ngamis a few more agricultural tricks."
"I'm glad for you, Lev," Durell said.
"Well, we're all lucky to be alive."
"I didn't mean that. You're out of it."
"The business?"
"Yes. My business. You got free of it. You're free to do whatever you like to do. Nobody watching you. Nobody ready to beat your head in or shove a gun down your throat."
Oyashi looked sad. "Don't envy me, Cajun. I still miss it. I don't know why. It takes a certain type, a curious breed of man. I've still got it up here—" he tapped the side of his head "—but not in the body, not any more. Nobody would want me or trust me anyway. I couldn't trust my self. You saw what was happening to me on the train."
"You saved us all," Durell said.
"The Ngami people saved us. They really didn't have to help. They normally would have stayed clear."
"You got to them. You brought them back."
Oyashi shrugged. "Just luck."
"Maybe General McFee can use you. I'll get a message through if you like, by way of Redwing down in Cape Town."
"You don't think Harvey Gladstone will carry on?"
"No," Durell said. His tone was short.
"Well, if you think—" Oyashi began to smile.
"It's just a matter of having a man on hand to let us know what happens now in Pakuru."
Oyashi grinned broadly, his round face illuminated. "Soimds good. I'd appreciate it, Cajun. This time, I'm going back into the bush with a battery-operated refrigerator and plenty of insulin."
Durell turned as the hotel doors opened again. A taxi had drawn up in the oyster-shell driveway in front of the Portuguese hotel. The seagulls kept playing tag with the slanted wind over the beach. He wondered if one of the figures under the bright umbrellas down there was Salduva.
Gloria Gladstone came out of the swinging hotel doors. She wore a new pink knit pants suit molded to her tall figure; she must have bought it in the smart French shops in town. Her shoes were of Spanish leather, and she had obtained a set of matching luggage filled with the other new purchases she had made. Durell crossed the veranda toward her. His leg still hurt. The Portuguese doctor in the hospital had demanded that he remain there another week, but he had refused. He had been lucky after he fell from the cliff. Colonel Yi had gone spinning out into space, but Durell had slipped down the chimney, his body scraping and jolting against the sides of the narrow crevice.
"Mrs. Gladstone," Durell said.
"Oh, are we formal again?" she asked coolly.
"Gloria then."
She smiled. There was no humor in the movement of her pale lipstick. "I'm off for civiUzation," she said. "I've got a taxi waiting. Wasn't that the plane I heard coming in?"
"Yes. Pan American Flight Two. It will get you home in twenty-four hours. Back to Manhattan."
She bit her lip. "I suppose you're glad to get rid of me. I suppose you all are."
"Not at all. Have you seen Harvey?"
She shrugged. "I guess you could say that. I've seen him. But I haven't talked with him."
"I hear he's going to make it."
"Oh, sure. But he won't speak to me. I guess it's all over. I wish someone would talk to him—tell him something nice about me, for instance. I couldn't help what happened with Atimboku. I know I used to ask for it in the past but that one time—no." She grimaced. "So that's the one time the scales drop from poor Harvey's eyes."
"I'll speak to him for you if you like," said Durell. He watched the swoop of the gulls through his sunglasses. He couldn't identify any of the people sunning themselves on the beach. The air smelled of fresh ozone and the broad, glittering sea. He said, "Gloria, you always wanted to go back to Manhattan. But Harvey's place is here. It's the last frontier, so to speak, for a railroad man like him. He has no other place to go. No other life. No future."
"Yes, I know that now."
"I'll ask him to send for you," he said gently.
She shook her head. "He won't do it. But—thanks."
She extended her hand. He took it, held it briefly, watched her descend the steps to the taxi. Hotel servants in bright cotton skirts hurried to follow with her luggage. She looked like a queen going into exile, he thought.
He looked at his watch. He should be at the airport now attending to protocol.
Let them wait, he thought.
Prince Atimboku Mari Mak Mujilikaka wore a soft gray suit of faintly Edwardian cut that enhanced the dark glow of his handsome young face. A radio was blasting in his expensive hotel suite, hammering out rhythm from a Johannesburg station. He was holding a sheaf of papers, about to deposit them in an attache case.
"Hello, Mr. Bwana Cajun Sam." His smile was wide, but his eyes were wary and uncertain. "Just about to pack my report for your State Department."
"Nothing good about me in it, I hope," Dnrell said.
"You still sore at me, Sam?"
"No."
"Then what eats you, man?"
"You eat me. The things you did. The things you failed to do. Not exactly princely behavior."
"Well, those were rough times we just went through, old buddy. You have to make allowances. I couldn't just think of myself as a person, you know? I mean, I've got the stool, I have to think of myself as personifying the whole nation."
"Yes," Durell said. "That's a good line to follow."
Atimboku narrowed his tigerish eyes. For a moment he looked violent, then he forced another smile. "Well, let's let bygones be bygones, shall we?" He extended his strong hand.
Durell did not see it. "No," he said. "You're a murderer, Tim. You don't belong in the UN pleading for your country. You need psychiatric care."
Atimboku grinned. "You going to put me there?"
"I'm going to try."
Atimboku shook his head. "You don't pull punches, do you? I mean, what I did and what I tried to do was simply in my personage as the head of the state, trying to suppress treason, subversion, the attack of a foreign enemy, treachery from within my government itself—"
"You'd have let Colonel Yi kill me."
"Well, now—"
"And Salduva, too. You didn't lift a finger to help when I came up that cliff. You were ready to make a deal with Yi and the Neighbors."
"In my person as head of the state my first interest had to be the safety and integrity of Pakuru," said Atimboku grandly. "I'm glad you made it though. I'm glad Oyashi got the Ngami people to come and help and get the wrecked hopper off the track so we could go on. I'm planning on giving Mr. Oyashi a medal. You, too."
"I don't want any medals. I doubt if Oyashi will accept one either."
Atimbokn sounded plaintive. "You make it hard to get along with you, Durell."
"I intend to make it harder," Durell said. "I've done my job. Mr. Murchison-Smith is at the airport now. You're in his hands now, the State Department's, from here on in. It wasn't a job I'm happy with."
Atimboku grinned. "Still, I represent Pakuru as the legal head of government at the UN, right?"
"I'm afraid so," Durell said.
He turned and went out.
The airport was close by the sea at the other end of the Portuguese town. There was a long spit of sand dunes projecting into the Indian Ocean, and terns and sandpipers ran about close to the concrete runway that was streaked by the skid marks of numberless jet landings. The big plane was close to the landing bay at the low, white terminal building. The red and green Portuguese flag flapped in the wind blowing from over the sea. Durell wondered briefly how long Africa would allow that flag to fly there in one of the few remaining colonial possessions of the world. The Portuguese police at the airport saluted him smartly, smiling. He did not see Gloria in the waiting room. There wasn't too much business at the airport.
''Senhor Durell?" the policeman said. "This way, please. Senhor Murchison-Smith is waiting. He is a bit impatient, I am afraid. The plane landed twenty minutes ago."
"Yes, I heard it come in."
"It is always prompt. He expected to find you waiting for him, I think."
"Too bad," DureU said.
The office of the airport commissioner was finely furnished with woven rugs from Oporto, heavy black walnut furniture, and a Portuguese flag on the wall. The commissioner had tactfully vacated it for Murchison-Smith, who now sat behind the desk as if he owned it. He was a fine looking man, thick in the chest and belly, his figure helped by expert Madison Avenue tailoring. He was beau-tifiily groomed. His thick gray hair and heavy eyebrows gleamed with silver. He did not look as if he had just traveled halfway around the world to escort an obscure African tribal prince to the headquarters of the United Nations in New York.
"Ah," he said. "Mr. Durell?"
"None other, George," Durell said.
"I was expecting Prince Atimboku Mari Mak Mujili-kaka with you." Murchison-Smith pronounced the Pakuran name with ease and expertise. "I heard you had a rather nasty time getting out. Remarkable achievement, 'as a matter of fact. All sort of local insurrectionists, I gather."
"Local troops," Durell said. "Chinese leaders."
"Oh, come now. Don't make troublesome allegations. Oil on the waters, eh?" Murchison-Smith folded his heavy hands on the immaculate desk top. There was thick black hair on the backs of his hands, which were exquisitely manicured. He smelled of French aftershave lotion. He smelled of money and the indefinable arrogance of entrenched bureaucracy.
"It's an in my report," Durell said. "Everything I could learn about Atimboku. It was sent by radio in code to you two days ago while I was still in the hospital here."
"Yes, yes." The gray-haired man looked at Durell's cane. "Did you hurt your leg, my dear chap?"
"Let's call it another troublesome allegation."
Murchison-Smith said, "You were always difiicult to get along with, Sam. We try to cooperate with you—ah— cloak-and-dagger people, but after all, sometimes I do believe you are all much too imaginative. It is a simple matter, after all. Prince Tim is the legal head of government in Pakuru."
"Prince Tim is insane," Durell said.
"Come, now, he—"
"He's already begun a blood-bath, a purge of tribal chiefs who opposed him. He was ready to massacre some of the people who came out with us on the train. He slit the throat of his own commander of the Army, a Colonel Abdundi, because the man objected to his behavior. And as a last resort he was ready to make a deal and sell out to the Neighbors and the Chinese, a deal with Peking."
"I find all that difficult to accept."
"He's your headache, now," Durell said. "I have only one request. His royal sister Salduva came out of the country with us. He tried to kill her, too, because of her equal claim to the stool. She's here at the local hotel. She should share representation with her brother."
"Impossible," said the State Department man.
"Why not?"
"We've had explicit instructions on that from Atimboku himself." Murchison-Smith smiled. "After all, we need friends—all the friends we can get—^in this troubled part of the world."
"Atimboku is not our friend," Durell said.
"We think he is."
Durell tried to suppress his anger. "Look, George—"
"No. The facts are obvious." Murchison-Smith stood up abruptly. He was very graceful even then, still smiling, still polite. "It is not your agency that makes national policy, Sam. It is my department's function to do that. Each to his own last, eh? We won't argue about it. Prince Atimboku comes to the UN with me."
"You haven't read my report, obviously."
"It will be considered in due time."
"All right," Durell said. "Prince Atimboku Mari Mak Mujilikaka is all yours."
He did not offer to shake hands when he went out. He did not trust himself to say more. He went down the steps and out into the main waiting room of the airport. Some tourists, mostly European, a few Japanese businessmen, a very rich looking, exquisite Chinese couple from Hong Kong, were waiting for the ffight to leave. There was still ten minutes. He heard sirens in the distance and knew that Atimboku was arriving, making an important entrance with an escort of police he had demanded from the Portuguese authorities. He started to turn away, and then his eye caught a small, gray figure seated alone on one of the benches at the far end of the waiting room. Durell halted. He looked through the wide, modern glass windows and saw the sea and the sandy promontory and the terns flying over the surf.
He drew a deep breath and walked to the small gray man at the other end of the echoing terminal.
Twenty-Eight
"I'M HONORED," Durell said. "Sir."
"I was concerned about you, Samuel."
"Come to pick up the pieces?"
"I knew you would be all right."
"Hunch? Intuition? Your ESP? Sir?"
"I trusted you, Samuel."
"And what about George Murchison-Smith?"
"Don't let him trouble you."
"Did you read my report?"
"I read it, yes."
"Believed it?"
"Yes."
General Dickinson McFee, head of K Section, anonymous, discreet, all in gray, considered the heavy, knobby blackthorn walking stick between the neatly pressed gray trousers at his knees. In that walking stick, Durell knew, was designed and fitted a variety of the most lethal, tricky weapons the lab boys could devise in the basement of No. 20 Annapolis Street in D.C., headquarters of K Section. Only once had that walking stick been pointed at him. Durell did not like to think about that time.
"They've chosen Atimboku," he said.
"The choice will not last for long. I've been in touch with the Queen Elephant."
Nothing about the little gray man surprised Durell. He said, "Then you know about Salduva?"
"Of course. I'm thinking of bringing you back with her to Washington with me, Samuel." McFee paused. No one called Durell Samuel except McFee and his own grandfather Jonathan. Durell wasn't sure whether it was an expression of fondness or patronage. He didn't think he would ever know. McFee said, "It would not be proper, however, on the same plane with Atimboku. You got knocked around quite a bit this time. Does your leg hurt?"
Durell said, "I wanted to talk to you about Levemore Oyashi, To take Harvey Gladstone's place as our Central here in Pakuru."
"It has been arranged. Tell him so."
"Well, that will make one person happy out of all this," Durell said.
"How is your leg?" McFee asked.
"It will heal. Torn ligament. About Salduva—"
"Stay here, Samuel. Rest and recreation for a week or two. Please stay close to Salduva. I mean, that is—"
"Yes, sir."
"You know what I mean."
"Yes, sir."
McFee said, "I'm sure we will be needing her quite soon."
"My pleasure, sir," said Durell.
McFee said, "Go on."
He found Salduva at the farthest point on the beach from the hotel. While he walked toward her, he heard the distant jet engines of the Pan Am flight roar away on the airfield on the other side of town. He paused, leaning on his cane, annoyed at the ache in his knee, and watched the great silver aircraft curve sharply upward into sight and then level off over the Indian Ocean heading east, the sun glinting on its wings. The sea sparkled. The sea birds paid no attention to the echoing din and fading throb of the engines. He watched the plane out of sight until it vanished in the path of the sun glare over the sea and sky. Then he walked on.
Sally sat hugging her knees, staring at the spot in the blue sky where the plane had vanished. The surf came up and gently washed about her heels, dug into the wet sand. He knew she had heard his approach, but she did not turn to look at him. She wore a white bathing suit, and her dark golden skin gleamed with tiny beads of perspiration in the sun. She had a large white beaded beach bag beside her and disdained the colorful umbrella the hotel service had set out for her.
Durell sat down beside her. She looked at him once sidewise out of her long golden eyes and then put her chin on her knees and stared disconsolately at the ocean again.
"It will be all right, Sally.''
She said, "I'm surprised you're still here."
"I've been given some R and R. A week or two. That's the time McFee figures it will take for my knee to heal and for Atimboku to blow it. They'll call for you then."
She sat very still. "Truth, Cajun?"
"Truth."
She said, "Why is it in this upside-down world that the alleged good guys always seem to prefer to back up the bad guys?"
"We all make mistakes."
"It seems to be a habit with your State Department."
"Not really."
"So I'm stuck here? Ignored?"
"I'm here with you. I'm not ignoring you."
She picked up a handful of sand and let it trickle through her long, fine fingers. She still did not look at him again. "How is your leg?"
"I wish people would stop asking about it."
"I honestly want to know."
"It will be all right."
"You look tired, Sam."
"Not too tired," he said and smiled.
She watched the combers rolling in from the Indian Ocean. She wore a new set of long, looped earrings. Her black hair was piled high on top of her fine, regal head. In the back of his mind he suddenly saw her again the way he had seen her on the first morning when it all began. She turned her head suddenly, her face curiously blank, and looked at him as if she too had received the same image in her own mind at the same moment.
Her mouth twitched in a faint smile. Durell said, "The bad guys always show themselves up sooner or later."
"Sam, when you went down that cliff when Colonel Yi shoved that gxm at you and grabbed it when he fired, I thought—"
"Yes?"
"I thought I'd rather trade oflE all of Pakuru to have you."
"You still don't think that way, do you?"
"No," she said.
"That's the way it should be."
She reached out slightly hesitantly and touched his hand. "I meant everything I said though, the one time we were alone on that river island, Sam."
"I know."
"I want to thank you."
"Don't."
"You'll really be here for another two weeks?"
"I've been ordered to take care of you."
"How nice. Like some piece of chattel? Like an actress kept waiting in the wings, waiting to be paraded out on stage when Atimboku makes a fool of himself before the whole world?"
"Maybe," he admitted.
"Oh, I hate you, Sam Durell!"
He watched her eyes.
"But I love you too, Sam."
He took her hand and helped her up, and without question she walked with him back toward the hotel. "We have lots of time to talk about it," he said, "Let's not talk too much, Sam." 
"All right," Durell said.
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