	He had a feeling this morning that some phenomenon, something he'd never experienced before, was about to transform his life. Some phenomenon more significant, with more lasting effects, than Piddling Champetre or Inadvertent Voyeurism. What it was, he had no idea. But he felt - he knew  - it was there. 


	The aircraft they'd seen before with mechanics fussing around it had been towed away. Another aircraft - a single-engined propeller aircraft - was being prepared in its place. Oil and grease streaked the fuselage and naked aluminium showed where the paint had been worn away by wind and dust. The tyres looked as deflated as the pilot.    


	"Won‘t be long," the Protocol man said, looking at his watch. "Half an hour at the most."


	Two hours later, they were still there.


	"Won‘t be long," the Protocol man said again. "Half an hour at the most."


	An hour later, they boarded the aircraft.


	The Protocol man shook hands as they went aboard. "Sorry I can‘t be with you, Your Excellency."


	"You‘re not coming then?"


	"No room," the Protocol man explained. "Je suis désolé!“


	Rupert thought it was a nice touch for the Protocol man to express his regret in French. But he didn‘t look unhappy. Rupert thought he looked relieved. 


	Even with three passengers, the little aircraft was crowded. The pilot was an Israeli. On contract. Most pilots in Bugani were foreign. Usually they didn‘t last long. Some departed in good health; others had their contracts abruptly and involuntarily terminated by maintenance crews whose good intentions were more apparent than their efficiency. 


	The Israeli looked worried.


	"Probably always looks that way," the Ambassador confided to Rupert. "The Jews always see the darkest side." 


	The plane got airborne without any trouble. The engine noise was overwhelming, conversation almost impossible. Rupert went to sleep.  


	He woke to the realisation that the plane was diving. At first, he was anxiously alert. Then he saw that the pilot was taking them down over vast herds of wildlife. Hundreds of elephants and thousands of zebra and wildebeest were spread over an immense grassland, dotted with clumps of trees and, here and there, light forest. There were giraffe and hyena too. Somewhere there'd be lions and leopards, probably baboons and other monkeys where there was tree cover. The pilot flew low right along the valley before lifting to a height of four or five thousand feet to complete their journey to the south-eastern corner of Lake Victoria.


	The President of Bugani was at the little airport to greet them. A fine tall man with a good presence, he escorted them from the aircraft into a long, narrow fibro building that served as the terminal.


	"You‘re hungry," he said, more as a statement than a question. 


	Rupert was  hungry. It was a long time since his breakfast of a single piece of toast and two cups of coffee.


	Twenty or more women greeted them in the terminal but didn't sit with them. The President didn't say whether any of them were his wives; perhaps all of them were. On a long table were large dinner plates of fried eggs and bacon. Toast was in baskets; marmalade nearby. The President knew how to serve a good English breakfast.


	A few hours late, of course, but you couldn‘t blame the President for that. 


	"Just the thing," thought Rupert. He cleaned up one plate and asked for more.


	The President beamed: he took it as a vote of approval.


	The President introduced Rupert to his Mother. She didn‘t say anything but she gave a friendly giggle. She was having bacon and eggs too.


	When they finished breakfast, the President took Rupert, the Ambassador and Martyn into a smaller, private "conference" room where they settled to an "exchange of views," as the President put it, on the state of the world. 


	"Qadhafi's a rascal," the President said.


	"A rascal?" Rupert echoed neutrally.


	"A bloody out-and-out rascal. Don‘t you agree?"


	"Well...what you say, Mr President, is very interesting...very interesting indeed..."


	Rupert looked across at the Ambassador. He was smiling benignly and nodding his head. If protocol had allowed, he'd have given Rupert a thumbs-up.


	"I‘ve graduated," Rupert thought. "There's 'no one at all' in the 'executive suite'."


	They talked about Bugani's need for trade, investment and aid and how the United Nations and individual countries might help. Rupert was sympathetic; but the Ambassador nudged him out of saying anything too forthcoming.


	"Still no one in the 'executive suite'," Rupert told himself.


	But the President expected no more; he no longer put his faith in any United Nations Cargo Cult. He wasn't bitter about it. He accepted the way the world was, for himself and his people. If his fate or theirs turned out to be better than the portents, that would be a bonus and he would be grateful, especially for such blessings as might be bestowed, not so much on himself as on his people. In an Africa where there was so much violence and corruption, he was a good man. 


	They spent a couple of hours conferring; and emerged for drinks and lunch. By then it was mid-afternoon.


	The pilot was admitted to the Presidential presence to advise that they should get away fairly soon so as to be back in the capital before dark.


	He was looking anxiously at his watch when, a good hour later, they emerged for take-off.


	The President came out to wave to them as they taxied.


	"Went well, Minister," Martyn said as they waved back. "No mention of the starving hordes, genocide or refugees."


	"Or civil wars or human rights," the Ambassador added.


	Martyn smiled. "Not even AIDS or Ebola."


	"He didn‘t want to tarnish the - quote - 'manifest goodwill demonstrated by the visit' - end quote,“ the Ambassador explained, with a smile.


	"He did call Qadhafi a rascal," Martyn recalled.


	"Perhaps that was more than enough," Rupert observed.


	"And very handy. Gives us a headline for the boys at the Africa Desk back home...," the Ambassador ventured.


	"Yes. Considerate of him," Martyn said. He looked grateful.  


	"He knew he was on safe ground, of course," the Ambassador continued. "Aren‘t too many who'd have a good word for Qadhafi. So he knew we wouldn't get up-tight if he said something unpleasant about him. On the other hand, he knew the President of the United Nations couldn‘t agree too enthusiastically with any criticism of the head of one of the United Nations Member States." 


	"Quite right. Really, Minister, it couldn‘t have been better," Martyn concluded smugly. "I‘ll prepare a press release, Minister, for your approval." 


	"And I‘ll put it in my report, shall I, Minister?" the Ambassador enquired.


	Rupert smiled. "The press release? Why not?"


	The noise of the engine was making conversation too difficult. They gave a final wave to the beaming President as the wheels lifted off the bumpy runway.


	As soon as they were airborne, Rupert went to sleep.


	An hour later, the Ambassador woke him. 


	"Sorry to disturb you, Minister," he said. "But I thought you ought to know. We‘re having some trouble."


	He was shouting loudly to be heard above the roar of the engine.


	"What sort of trouble?"


	"The engine's leaking oil."


	Rupert recalled that he'd seen oil streaking the fuselage early that morning. Perhaps the leak had started as early as that; although he had no idea how oil could leak like that from engine to fuselage. Nor could he fathom how the ground crew could have failed to note something that was so obvious to him - if it had a significance critical to the plane‘s performance. 


	"Is that serious?" he asked.


	"The engine could  seize up. And the radio‘s out. We can receive but not transmit."


	"So we can‘t call for help or let anyone know where we are?"


	"That‘s right, Minister."


	"Why don‘t we go back?"


	"The pilot doesn‘t think we‘d make it."


	"Can we make it home?"


	"He doesn‘t think so. He‘s heading for an airfield across the Bugani border. In Matali."


	"How far‘s that?"


	"Half an hour - maybe more."


	"So we keep our fingers crossed?"


	"That‘s about it, Minister."


	Rupert couldn‘t see there was much he could do; so he went to sleep again.


	It was the sudden silence when the engine stopped that woke him.


	The other three - the Ambassador, Martyn and the pilot - weren't looking happy. He could understand that. He didn‘t feel very cheerful himself. If, earlier in the day, he'd sensed a phenomenon more significant than Piddling Champètre, it hadn't been this.


	But the plane didn't go straight into a terrifying dive. It went gracefully into a long, slow glide that nourished Rupert's hopes that it might come gradually and smoothly to earth and they'd all step out as though they'd been on a predictable roller-coaster. Exciting but not life-threatening. 


	But you can't rely on aeronautical technology. Rupert never had really. Whirling propellers had never convinced him they'd work. Sooner or later, his inner voices told him, they were bound to pack it in; the confidence trick would be revealed for the fake it was. He'd been more convinced by jets; he could see how air whistling through a constricted channel at terrific speed could lift even a couple of tons off the ground. Keeping it there was, of course, another thing, especially when two tons became ten or twenty or whatever Jumbos got up to.


	But their little aircraft wasn't a jet and the single propeller really had packed it in - completely. Rupert clung to the hope that the smooth glide might continue.


	He looked at the Ambassador and smiled. The Ambassador smiled back. Rupert identified it as a brave effort. He said nothing. Conversation would have been easier now, without the engine noise. The only sound was of air whistling past at what was still formidable speed. But the Ambassador made no attempt to talk. Anyway, what could he say that would be at all reassuring? 


	Rupert liked the Ambassador; he hoped he might survive. 


	Martyn was green and getting greener by the second. Rupert hoped he'd  survive too. He wondered whether Martyn had a girlfriend. He must have a mother - and father, he supposed - though he'd never met them. Strange how little he knew about a man he spent so much time with. But Australian men seldom pour their hearts out to one another about personal things. Even swaggies on the track, in the lonely closeness of the bush, don‘t know much of the personal life of the mates they travel with.  


	The pilot was pushing every button he could find, yanking at every knob and handle.


	"Don‘t they call one of those things a joystick?" Rupert wondered. "He doesn't seem to be getting much joy out of anything right now."


	Rupert noted the fuel indicator showed empty. He told the pilot.


	"Doesn‘t work," the pilot said.


	"Isn‘t much of this plane that does,“ thought Rupert. 


	All that could have taken no more than a couple of minutes, while the smooth glide continued. The menace wasn't in the glide but in what would happen when it stopped. 


	They were still a couple of thousand feet above their presumptive landing ground when the plane began to pitch and toss.


	"We‘ve lost too much speed," the pilot said, "Not much I can do about it."


	He had kept trying to restart the engine but it could now only be certified as dead as a dodo. When the plane reached stalling speed, the nose would turn down...


	It was starting already. Rupert had a sickening sight of the rapidly approaching earth. It wasn‘t jungle. There were no soft landing spots. It was mostly open grassland, probably hard as rock, Rupert thought, with wild animals roaming all over it.


	"Perhaps we‘ll land right on top of a herd of elephants," he thought wildly. "That'd be softer than a dry paddock but not soft enough if we dive into them from 2000 feet. And extremely painful for the elephants." 


	But then, whether because of the efforts of the pilot or otherwise, they began to level out. For a while they flew perfectly horizontal. Rupert didn‘t want them to go up - they'd only have further to fall - but he appreciated the level-pegging. 


	Of course, it couldn‘t last. The plane plunged again, levelled for a while...  


	"Happy landings, Minister," the Ambassador wished Rupert, with a kindly but rueful smile.


	"You too," Rupert replied. He hoped his own smile didn‘t look too dismal.  


	The little plane glided briefly above the elephant herd and then abruptly turned its nose, with final deadly earnestness, towards the earth...














�



 7. BIGGY, WALLACE AND SAM





	Rupert never knew precisely what he hit or what hit him when the plane crashed; but the collision was severe enough to knock him out. More importantly, he was thrown clear; and that probably saved his life. He emerged into consciousness as though from a nightmare: he'd dreamed that a very large man had been beating him about head and body and he thought it was Godfrey. Why Godfrey would do such a thing to him - even in a nightmare - he had no idea. But it‘s irrationality that nightmares are made of.  


	Without moving anything except his head, he looked around. The plane hadn't caught fire. Perhaps it hadn't had enough fuel to combust. Perhaps the fuel indicator had been one of the aircraft's few devices that had  worked. So they'd crashed because they'd run out of petrol and fallen out of the sky. Perhaps...


	Or perhaps the plane hadn't hit the ground hard enough.


	It hadn't disintegrated. It lay like a sad, broken toy thrown away by a wilful child.


	For several minutes, he didn't move. He was afraid that, if he did, something he cherished might fall off.  


	Cautiously, he tested his muscles. So far as he could tell, they were still in working order though some pained a little. Tentatively, he raised himself to a sitting position. So far, so good. He rose experimentally to his feet, flicked and shook leaves and mulch from his coat and trousers. How long he'd been unconscious he didn't know; but it had been long enough for insects to start probing for sustenance and breeding spots. He felt something in his hair and shook his head to rid himself of it. That hurt. But not unbearably. 


	Only then did he look around more comprehensively. The plane had landed in the midst of a clump of trees, though without ramming head-on into any of them 


	Through the pewtery late afternoon light, he tried to make out if there were any animals close by. He knew they couldn't be far away, given the vast game-park into which they'd crashed. Certainly, the herd of elephants they'd passed over in the final seconds must still be nearby. He looked to where the plane must have skimmed over them before crashing. Yes, there they were. He could see them ambling - elephants do amble, he reflected - across the grassland towards some trees, perhaps for shade or food or shelter for the night. But, thank God, they weren't coming in his direction. Indeed, they weren‘t showing any interest in him or the aircraft and, he imagined, wouldn‘t unless they took it into their heads that he or it might be a threat. Even then, they wouldn't eat the plane or him. At worst they'd stampede or simply stand on him if they wandered his way. If they did stand on him, he reflected, he'd be as dead as if he were eaten. Neither fate appealed.


	There were other herds. Zebra. They wouldn't eat him either. Wildebeest. Would they? Rupert didn't know much about them but he was sure they weren't carnivores. He liked that word. Very decisive. But he didn‘t fancy having done to him what it so decisively foreshadowed. (Why is man so sensitive about being a meal for other animals but so negligent about the feelings of those many animals - and birds and fish - he feasts on himself? Rupert wasn‘t qualified to answer that question and in no mood to ponder it now. But he was very clear about his own antipathy to being eaten.)


	It was strange in a way that bushman Rupert was nervous at being dumped in the middle of the bush. But this was the African  bush. The Australian bush was relatively free of life-threatening species. Snakes were perhaps the greatest danger but Rupert had seen relatively few of them in all the years he'd spent in the Australian bush - and New Guinea. They got out of his way if they could. Here in Africa life-threatening species were everywhere and aggression was much more the rule. So, while even the African bush itself was, in some ways, familiar to Rupert, its inhabitants were not. He realised, now that he was confronted with them, just how ignorant he was.


	What might  eat him? Tigers? He could rule them out. There were no tigers in Africa. But there were  lions. Perhaps they were already sniffing his sweat - if that‘s what they sniffed. Hyenas? He didn‘t fancy hyenas. There was a certain nobility about being devoured by lions. Like the early Christians. Nothing noble though about being devoured by hyenas. That, Rupert was convinced, would be a shameful, humiliating end.        


	Right at this moment, he could see nothing close or menacing. Nor could he see any sign of his companions. Was he the sole survivor? 


	Though the aircraft's back had broken in two places, the three resultant pieces were still tenuously linked together. The fuselage was torn, though not extensively, and both doors had been jolted open. He was easily able to get inside the cabin.


	As soon as he did, he knew his three companions were dead. All had terrible head injuries which alone would have been enough to cause instant and, Rupert consoled himself, painless death. He was less shocked than he would have thought and than, in the peculiar and very personal circumstances, he felt he should be. He'd seen death at close quarters during the war but this was different: they'd been torn from a protected, privileged existence and hurtled into eternity. It had been so sudden, so unexpected, so purposeless and unnecessary.    


	When he'd confirmed that they were dead, he covered the bodies with blankets they'd used to keep warm during the flight.


	Then he looked around. 


	What more could he do?


	He felt surprisingly calm. So calm that he imagined there must be something wrong with his emotions. How could he so coldly accept what was a tragedy, not so much for himself - after all, he was still alive and, with a bit of luck, might survive to be rescued - as for his companions? He'd met the Ambassador only a few days before and had liked him instantly. He was a wholesome man - straighforward and decent. Courageous in those last few minutes. Martyn too, even though he knew how imminent and inevitable death had suddenly become. And he was sorry for the pilot, whom he knew hardly at all but he'd thrown his life away on an excursion that had had no real value to anyone. The only consolation was that perhaps he hadn't realised how valueless it was. Perhaps he'd thought he'd been serving a useful purpose in bringing together the President of Bugani and the President of the World. 


	Rupert might have felt less anguish because he'd known the tragedy of sudden and violent death before; for example, when the 39th had gone in that day against the Japs with the line of timber on one side and a sago swamp on the other. So many had died - and pretty uselessly: they hadn't made much ground; and they'd had to go on doing much the same costly job for another bloody month. More had died, more had been maimed, pretty uselessly. But he'd been young then, a mere boy. Should he feel more anguish now or less?


	What purpose did it serve anyway to feel more anguish or less? There was nothing to be gained from weeping and moaning, whether a little or a lot. He had to get on with whatever he should be doing.


	What could - what should - he do?        


	The radio hadn't been capable of transmitting long before they'd  crashed. But it had  been able to receive. He twiddled it to see whether it still did. He didn't know much about radios; but, so far as he could make out, it wasn't working at all now. Nothing lit up and he could get no sound out of it. Not even static. Not surprising, given the impact of the crash. Anyway, he was unlikely to hear any messages of direct interest - at least not yet.


	As soon as they were missed, a search would begin. But that was some hours away; and it was already getting dark. Nothing much was likely to happen before morning.


	What he had to concentrate on now was to get through the night. The obvious place was within the familiar cocoon of the aircraft's cabin. There he would at least feel safe. If he left, where would he go? He was a good bushman; but to go anywhere at night, through strange country, with wild animals around, was too great a challenge. He didn't use the word often but it fitted now: it would be folly to leave the relative security of the aircraft.


	But when the night was over, what then? He didn't have to decide now. During the night, he'd have plenty of time to think. 


	Before the light faded, Rupert went outside again to assess how secure he really would be inside the aircraft. The doors had been jolted loose but he was able to push and yank them back pretty much into position. He couldn't lock them but they'd be firm enough to keep marauding animals out. Not much could get through the rips in the fuselage, except one hole through which he may have been thrown clear. He used loose pieces of the tail assembly and branches of nearby trees to close the gaps.


	Then he settled down for the night, to sleep and to think.


	By now it was already dark; and it was going to be a long night. He could hear animals outside. They sounded closer and more threatening as the light faded completely and  he could see nothing.   


	When morning came, what would he do? Stay to be rescued or flee into the wilderness? Did he want to go back to the President's room where, even when he was there, there was no one? He'd always run away from emptiness as much as or more than from nastiness. This could be his best chance to abandon the Protocol Men and get back to living a real life.     


	For part of the night, he slept. For most of it, he thought about what he should do. He'd had an eventful life. But, lying alone in the dark, with the bodies of his three companions around him, listening to the strange sounds of animals outside, had no precedent. He hadn't known the Ambassador long; the pilot only a few hours. But he'd felt close to them; and he'd worked with his Private Secretary very closely for what seemed like a long time. 


	Even his New Guinea experience didn‘t compare. There had been the loss of comrades. They'd faced danger together and the danger had been greater than that which he believed he faced at the moment. But the danger had been more focussed. The diffuse, unidentified threat here was more terrifying. And he was totally alone - physically alone; alone with his fear. 


	The earth turned no more slowly on its axis that night than any other; but private chronometers arrange themselves in such ways that new joys and sorrows occupy a greater slice of perceived time than oft-repeated experiences. For an afternoon of loving, the clock stands still and claims a huge slab of later memory; so it is with terror. Rupert‘s private chronometer slowed to squeeze the utmost in anxiety from the night. But he wasn‘t so preoccupied with immediate dangers that he couldn‘t form a reasoned judgement about his future.


	By early morning, he'd made up his mind. He'd try to find his way across the border into Matali and hide out there until the search died down. Making that decision relaxed him and, for a couple of hours, he slipped into a dreamless sleep.     


	As the blackness eases with the approach of dawn, the monsters of the night always seem less horrific; so that, when he awoke and was brave enough to look outside, there weren't many monsters at all. Indeed, he saw none. Nothing was attacking the aircraft or trying in any way to molest it. It was as uninteresting as a tourist bus in a safari park: it offered nothing and threatened nothing.


	The only clear aggressors had been inside the aircraft: he'd been badly bitten during the night on neck and forearm; and a cluster of bites on his back itched in a spot he couldn‘t get at. Otherwise he felt fine.      


	He wanted to leave before the sun rose too high. His decision to get away was firm. He knew how he felt. It was no good fighting against the imperatives of the spirit. As it was when he left the bank, so it was now. As it was when he lit out from the Morbids‘ room in Stanley Street, so now he had to go, whatever uncertainties lay ahead.


	And, if he were going, he had to get away early. In the first few hours after dawn, it would be cooler. He could put a good distance between himself and the aircraft; and early departure would reduce the risk that a search party - most likely from the air - might find the crash while he was still close and cut off his escape.


	But, before he left, he wanted to tidy up inside the aircraft. Cover the bodies decently. Secure them as well as he could against marauders. Although they'd made no attempt last night, scavengers might try to get inside the cabin as the bodies began to decompose rapidly in the heat of the coming day.  


	He searched the aircraft for anything useful. There wasn't much. A half bottle of whiskey and, in a pouch beside the pilot‘s seat, a pistol, with ammunition. Italian. Pretty effective, Rupert imagined, against a human foe but unlikely to hold off a big cat. He found a cigarette lighter too. A useful adjunct to the fire-lighting skills he'd acquired in his bushwhacker days. He found some sandwiches too that the pilot had brought with him. He'd eaten some but several remained, together - curiously - with a can of coca-cola, a jar of jam and another of marmite. He put them all together in the pouch in which he'd found the pistol and slung it around his neck.


	He thought he'd leave all his clothes except shirt, trousers, socks and shoes. But his coat was light and he might need it to keep warm at night. If it got too hot or he tired of wearing or carrying it, he'd throw it away. That didn't leave much except his tie. He hung that over a seat.  


	Altogether, he left plenty of evidence that he'd survived. He wasn't worried about that. Rescuers might think he'd been taken away by tribes-people in the area; or that he'd tried to find his own way to safety. Rupert felt a pang of shame that his countrymen might think him so stupid: the rule in Sturt's Stony Desert is always to stay with your broken-down truck or crashed aircraft. Wait till help arrives; don't rush off to almost certain death in the wilderness.          


	When he was satisfied he'd done everything he could at the crash site, he began walking. Unarmed, except for the Italian pistol. Primitive man was poorly equipped with means of defence against those who'd prey on him. One man alone is the ultimate in vulnerability. To survive for long, he depends on society. Rupert knew it only too well. His spirit had been obsessed with the notion that society can become a gaoler and he'd rebelled against that all his life. But society also promised protection. He'd never contested that. The problem had been to strike a reasonable balance between the demands of man's society and the essential benefits it conferred. The cost-effectiveness of society, he supposed you'd call it. Now he was at the far, far end of the spectrum, completely adrift from all society's protective elements, adrift in a sea of man's enemies, those who were, in all physical respects, except intelligence, vastly his superior. He knew his chances of survival must be slight.           


	The first few miles, over grassland with some bush-and-tree scrub, were easy enough. He could see the animal herds they'd flown over and kept at a good distance from them. Occasionally, monkeys, with grey on limbs and stomach, sometimes a mother carrying her baby underneath, crossed his path. Guinea fowl, kudu with white stripes and twisted horns, often surprisingly close as though they were unused to the threat of humans, great swarms of large black and white birds, like ibises, and dozens of light blue parrots, with a white cap, light brown on wings and long thin tails, kept him company.  


	He noted these details early in his trek. As the sun rose higher and he grew hot and tired, he ceased consciously to record all he saw. Anyway, much was repetitious; and he had to focus on whatever might be dangerous. After a while, he began to think even that an unnecessary precaution; nothing paid him much attention. 


	By early afternoon, he'd made good progress. He calculated he must have covered more than twenty miles. He'd kept to a fairly steady pace, with regular rests. He'd drunk his can of Coca-Cola but kept the can to fill with water when he could. The countryside was pretty dry, parched in places, with dust rising at the slightest disturbance under the midday sun. He crossed a couple of dried-out watercourses but came across several waterholes and an occasional small stream. After all, there had to be water for the wildlife swarming in the area. His problem was to find clean water and keep clear of the wildlife competing for it. 


	Somewhere around two o'clock he came to an escarpment, below which was a sheltered stream. He scrambled down and dodged some zebra and kudu. He could see nothing more threatening. He filled his Coca-Cola can where the stream flowed over clean gravel.


	He sat on the bank and pondered.


	"Where to now?"


	He knew he must be inside Matali. They'd be less likely to look for him here. So his objective must be to go on for several miles, then hide out, preferably with someone who'd have no interest in finding out who he was, where he'd been and where he was going. 


	This was the sort of country, far from the media and civilisation he'd been used to, where that might be possible. If it wasn't, he'd have to surrender his freedom as the price of security. He couldn't hold out for long alone. But he wasn't about to give up yet. 


	After he'd drunk all he wanted and eaten some of the pilot's uninviting sandwiches, he walked fairly steadily until his watch told him it was past five o'clock. He calculated there'd still be an hour or a bit more of light. Then ahead he saw a track better-defined than anything hed come across before. 


	He didn‘t know whether to be pleased or sorry. 


	Slowly, he made his way forward. At the edge of the track, he stopped. He felt the sweat dripping down from under the handkerchief he'd tied around his head. He walked to the shade of a stunted tree.


	He was about to sit down when he saw an insect like a cross between a cockroach and a scorpion. He booted it out of the way. Then he felt guilty: the insect had more right to be there than he had. He should have sat somewhere else.   


	He heard the noise of a motor.  


	Was it a helicopter? Or a vehicle coming down the track? He listened. Then he saw it: a fixed-wing aircraft that slowly disappeared beyond a low line of hills to the north-west. He sat down again.	


	As he relaxed and looked along the track, fatigue flowed heavily through him, weighing him down, making him drowsy. His shoulder grizzled and throbbed; his ribs ached dully from the whacking he'd imagined Godfrey to have given him. He arched his spine and rubbed his shoulder. He left his ribs alone; any touch, he thought, would only make them worse. His back still itched where he couldn't get at it.   


	The track in front, straight and gently undulating, dissolved into a wobbling liquid horizon; behind, it cut around a knobby hill with patches of scrub like a badly shaved face. The landscape was modestly open savannah, with the odd wattle and casuarina - or that‘s what they looked like to Rupert. Over to the north-west, not far from where he'd seen the aircraft, he saw what he thought was a plume of smoke slanting upwards. At first, he thought it was a fire sweeping through dry scrub. But he quickly corrected that, identifying it as a mini-tornado - a willy-willy in his jargon of the Australian bush. It was going away from him and wouldn't do anyone much harm. 


	On the other side of the road, he caught sight of what looked like a mango tree; although the country seemed too barren, especially at this season, to nourish mangoes. His mouth watered at the thought of the soft juicy flesh; but when he got to his feet and crossed the road, he could see no fruit. The thought of food made his stomach rumble and his hunger became an uncomfortable ache. But he could see no promise of food nearby.


	He ate the last of the pilot‘s sandwiches. 


