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ONE

5c0rpions or spiders?

Actually, Chris preferred geckos. At the very least, their bite
wouldn’t kill him. Leaning over the bed, he looked at his shoes lying on
the planked wooden floor and wondered what other uninvited guests might
have found their way in last night.

Propped up against his bed frame was the large stick Chris had found
the day he had arrived in Tanzania. With it, he now poked at his shoes and
then flicked them across the room. A bit of dust kicked up as each shoe hit
the floor, but no signs of life came from within. Chris leaped out of bed,
grabbed the shoes, and gave them one final shake: nothing emerged. He
quickly dressed in the khaki-colored clothing designed to wick off the
sweat and hide the dirt, then slid the shoes on and headed out the door.

The narrow dusty path led him past all fifteen tents on stilts that made
up Kipepeo Tented Camps. The trail then took a turn to the right and
wound around a ridge overlooking the grasslands and forest beyond. For as
far as Chris could see, the endless plains were awash with green. It was
hard for him to grasp just how big and wide and seemingly empty the
Serengeti was. Besides the elevated tents and wooden sheds sprinkled
around their camp, there were no other buildings in sight. There were no
gas stations, no grocery stores, and pretty much no people.



There were plenty of animals, though. And they all roamed free.
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“Habari asubuhi,” Chris’ mom said as he approached the dining tent.

He helped himself to the scrambled eggs at the small buffet. “Good
morning, Mom.”

“I’m sorry I can’t stay and eat with you, but we have new staff arriving
this morning,” she said. “Oh, and don’t forget: your school lessons start
today.” She gave Chris a quick hug and headed toward the welcome center,
a large single-level gathering place with a thatched roof and fold-up
canvas walls. Guests of the lodge congregated in the middle of the space to
relax, escape the scorching African sun, and have access to the Internet.
The perimeter of the welcome center held his parents’ office and a small
office for Chris to do his homework.

Chris looked down at the food, and suddenly he wasn’t hungry. Oh,
how he wished he could have Miles and Kyle here with him. Instead, for
the next two years, while Chris’ parents were fulfilling their lifelong
dream of managing a safari lodge, he’d be completing his junior high
curriculum online, and alone. On the days when there wasn’t a strong Wi-
Fi signal and he couldn’t use the Internet, Chris felt even more isolated
from the outside world. Friends by his side would make this whole
situation so much better!

Chris shoved down all of his food because he had been told not to be
wasteful. This was definitely not the life he had pictured for himself as a
junior-high student. His parents and he had only been in Africa for two
weeks, and already he missed his friends. But it was more than that. He
missed the familiar routine—the Monday through Friday schedule that
revolved around his parents’ work at the bank and his life with classmates
and sports.

It wasn’t like his family had moved from Chicago, Illinois to Miami,
Florida or Bozeman, Montana. No. It had been a move to the other side of
the world. They had flown in two jumbo jet planes just to get to the
continent of Africa and then they had taken a third flight in a bush plane
that was so small that the pilot had to measure everyone’s weight to ensure



that it could fly. Chris didn’t understand why his parents had traded in
their ordinary life for this new, unconventional one.

When things weren’t going well, the Tanzanian people often said
hakuna matata. It was a phrase from the Swahili language that always
made Chris think of the song from Disney’s The Lion King. “Ha-ku-na ma-
ta-ta..no worries for the rest of your days...It’s our problem free
philosophy, hakuna matata!”

Chris shook his head in disbelief as he rose and headed for the door.
No worries. Yeah, right.
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Chris had about twelve more yards to go before he would reach the
steps of the welcome center when, out of nowhere, a baboon ran right in
front of him. The baboon stopped, squatted down, and stared at Chris.

Chris froze. What was the baboon going to do? What should Chris do?
Instead of making a break for it, which was what instinct told him to do,
Chris stood perfectly still. He didn’t want to do anything that might startle
the furry, gray creature.

Very slowly and carefully, Chris took his camera out of his backpack.
“Hey, little man,” he whispered as he snapped a quick photo.

The baboon ignored Chris but didn’t seem to have any interest in
leaving, either. He just sat there, looking a little bored. A barking sound
came from the bushes and the baboon took off down the path, leaving
Chris alone. His heart was racing. Would he ever get used to being so close
to wild animals?

Heading to his space in the welcome center, he passed his parents’
office and gave his mom a quick wave. He then sat down and opened his
laptop, preparing to upload and send the baboon photo to Miles and Kyle.
He wondered why he hadn’t heard from either of them. What were they
doing? Promptly, the email bounced back. Frustrated by the lack of Wi-Fi,
he closed the computer and leaned back in his chair.

Out of the corner of his eye, Chris spotted something bright and
colorful. Standing in the middle of their welcome center, wrapped in a red
blanket, was the darkest human being Chris had ever seen. His own skin, a



light brown, seemed pale in comparison. This visitor was tall and very
wiry; but he looked strong.

Chris left his desk and stuck his head into his mom’s office. “Mom,”
Chris whispered. “Who’s that guy over by the luggage rack?”

She smiled, then joined her son in the doorway. “Oh, that’s Khalid,”
she said. “He’s going to be our new security guard for the camp.”

“Really?”
“Yep, and he’s a real Maasai warrior.”
“How do you know that?”

“Did you know that there are about 120 different tribes in Tanzania?”
she asked.

“NO 2

“Well, these days, most Tanzanian people, especially the ones who live
and work near cities like Arusha wear regular clothes: pants, cotton shirts.
But that shuka—the red blanket he’s got on—is a dead giveaway that he is
Maasai.”

He watched as Khalid moved from the cool shade of the welcome
center to stand under an acacia tree. Chris noticed Khalid’s black rubber
sandals, which looked like something made from old tires. In one hand the
warrior held a brown, wooden spear, which Chris assumed was hand-made.
It wasn’t like there were stores around to purchase something like that.
Were there? Chris wondered if the warrior had actually used the spear to
kill anything.

Or anyone.

It was hard not to stare, since Khalid was the most colorful thing this
side of the Indian Ocean. Chris wondered why this tribesman was wearing
a blanket and such a brightly colored one at that. Wouldn’t he be hot in
that thing? And conspicuous to prey? Should Chris go over and talk to
him? Did he even speak English? Did he speak Swahili? As Chris
contemplated which language he should try out, he realized that this was
the first time in a while that he’d really felt excited about something.

“Mambo,” Chris tentatively said as he approached, looking up to meet
the warrior’s eyes.

“Poa,” Khalid replied.



Chris had done it! He had said something, and the warrior had
answered back. Now what? What came next? He was embarrassed because
he didn’t know what else to say.

He motioned for Khalid to wait right there, then ran into the office. He
grabbed his Swahili translation book and found the page he was looking
for.

Chris ran back to the Maasai and blurted out, “Jina langu Chris—My
name 1s Chris.” He said it both in Swahili and in English because he
wasn’t confident he had said the first part right, and because he wasn’t
sure which language Khalid preferred.

Chris quickly looked up how to say, “What is your name?” then said,
“Jina lako nani?”

The warrior cocked his head to one side, paused, and answered in
slightly accented English, “My name 1s Khalid.”

English! Awesome! There was one thing they had in common.

At an astonishing rate, Chris asked Khalid about so many things:
Where did he live? What was his tribe like and did everyone in the group
wear red? Was he wearing anything under his shuka? Finally, Chris slowed
down to ask the question he wanted to know the answer to most. “Can |
hold your trusty spear?”

Khalid just stared straight ahead, then began walking down the path
toward the rest of camp.

Chris scolded himself for sounding like a foolish kid. Did he just ask
this stranger if he was wearing underwear? Chris closed his eyes, briefly
shaking his head at his forwardness. “How about I give you a tour of our
camp,” he offered to Khalid’s back, then hurried to catch up.

In silence, the two of them headed toward the row of elevated tents in
which the guests slept.

When they arrived at the front porch of the first vacant tent, Chris
climbed the ten stairs two at a time, motioning for Khalid to follow.

“Each tent has a flush toilet, running water, and mosquito netting
above the beds. The tents used to have a zipper flap for a door,” Chris said,
pointing to the wooden door, “but the baboons figured out how to unzip it.
There’s a story that years ago, long before my parents were the managers



here—a guest came back from safari and found a baboon peeing on her
bed! Can you believe it?”

Khalid didn’t even crack a smile. He moved silently down the stairs
and toward a large bush. He walked all the way around it, then finally said,
“See broken branch? Tembo.”

On closer inspection, Chris spotted the half-chewed leaves and the
roughly broken-off branches, and he knew Khalid was talking about the
elephants that grazed among the tents each night. Since there were no
fences, any animal, whether it was a lion or a hyena or an elephant, could
just walk through the property.

Chris knew that the point of staying at a tented camp was to experience
the wildlife in its natural habitat, but how was Khalid going to protect
himself or anyone else from the animals with just a spear?

Khalid caught Chris staring at the spear. He stopped walking and said,
“Want to try?”

Of course Chris did! He was relieved that what came out of his mouth
was a calm and casual, “Sure. Asante. Thanks.”

Chris took the spear and ran his fingers over the smooth wood grain.
He was surprised at how heavy and awkward the spear felt in his hands. He
had trouble balancing the thing because it was so long. The stick was
heavy in the front where the pointy tip was, so he had to adjust the
positioning of his hands to keep it from slipping out of his fingers. With
Khalid’s help, Chris was ready to throw it. He heaved it hard toward a
mound in the grass, but as soon as it left his hand, the spear went limp and
dropped on the ground just in front of him.

He lowered his head in embarrassment. For once, he was glad his
friends weren’t here. When he looked up, however, he saw that Khalid
wasn’t even looking at him. He had apparently heard something and raised
his arm for Chris to be quiet and to stand still. What did Khalid see?
Where was he looking?

Chris could tell that Khalid’s ears were trained to hear things Chris
would never pick up. The warrior took back his spear, and together they
slowly backed away from the large dense bush they had been standing
near.

“What was that?”” Chris asked quietly.



Khalid held a finger to his lips—the universal sign for “Shhh.”

Chris’ instinct told him to run, but Khalid was quiet and moved slowly
away. Khalid’s eyes were wide open as he scanned the immediate area.
Chris held Khalid’s arm tightly, so scared that he could barely look where
he was going. Chris stumbled but Khalid caught him. Moments like this
were clear reminders to Chris that he was better suited for city living than
out here in the bush.

Once the two of them had returned to the safety of the welcome center,
Chris’ mind raced, and his adrenaline was in overdrive. He had a zillion
questions he wanted to ask. What was the animal Khalid had seen and
heard? Was it a lion? Elephant? Cape buffalo? What was it doing? What
would Khalid have done if the animal had charged? Had Khalid been
scared? Did the warrior know how scared Chris was? How could Khalid be
so calm?

Chris didn’t get to ask any of those questions, because his dad had
whisked Khalid away to discuss his duties. With shaky knees and a
pounding heart, Chris was left alone to wonder about the Maasai warrior.

The man who had probably just saved his life.



TWO

t was almost midnight when Chris and his parents were awakened by
the unmistakable piercing sound of a whistle outside.

“What’s that about?” he heard his mom ask from underneath the
mosquito netting she shared with Chris’ dad.

His dad grumbled as he turned on the flashlight lying on the bedside
table. “Guests should know better than to blow that thing if it isn’t an
emergency.”

His mom sighed. Lifting the netting, she shimmied out from under the
bed sheets, then replaced the netting back on the bed. “Well, maybe
someone 1s hurt. With the lights shut off, someone could have easily
tripped and...”

“A whistle for a stubbed toe?”

Chris sat up and looked through his mosquito netting. There was just
enough light for him to see his dad grab a pair of shoes and slide them on.

“Dad, you’re not supposed to go out without—" A knock on the door
interrupted Chris.

“It’s open!” his dad called out, turning the flashlight toward the tent
door.



Paulo, one of the nighttime staff, entered the tent. In the wide beam of
the flashlight, Chris could see that his dark face and tan shirt were
streaked with dirt and sweat. “Sorry for the interruption, Dave, but we
have a problem.”

Just as Paulo finished speaking, another whistle sounded. And then
another.

Chris’ dad asked urgently, “Karen? Are you coming?”
His mom nodded, scrambling to get her shoes on.

Paulo turned on another flashlight and handed it to Chris’ mom. When
Paulo murmured something into her ear, Chris saw her shoulders slump
forward. A loud sigh escaped her lips.

Once all three had passed through the doorway, his dad picked up a
rifle leaning on the porch railing and Chris cried, “What the—Dad!”

“Chris, it’s going to be OK,” said his mom through the screen window.
“Stay here. Keep the door closed. We’ll be back later.”

“You’re leaving me?”
“You’re safer inside here than anywhere out there.”
His dad added, “You’ll be OK. We promise.”

His parents closed the door behind them and followed Paulo, leaving
Chris alone. Because the electricity was shut off at its appointed time to
save energy, there was no light source other than the moon shining through
the canvas screens. Chris could see the faint outline of his own flashlight
across the room, but he was too scared to get out of bed to grab it.

After a few minutes, his eyes had adjusted to the dim light. He listened
for noises he recognized. Besides the whistles that had tapered off, he
heard the distinct whine and buzzing of the cicadas. And then—

Snap.

He jumped.

“Hello?” he called out.

Crack.

“I's someone out there?”

The noise came from outside the tent, on the right side.

Crunch.



The noise moved to the back of the tent, then around to the left.

He felt a little foolish, calling out into the dark. If it really was an
animal, was it going to respond? Maybe it was a person, but why would
someone be walking around at night? No one was supposed to leave the
tent after dark.

Chris called out one more time. “Is somebody there?”

He imagined those horror movies where the soon-to-be victim asked if
anyone was out there and was then stupid enough to go and check. And
just like in the movies, he had to know what was out there. As quietly as
possible, he climbed out of the mosquito netting and tiptoed carefully to
the mesh-screened window, unzipping the flap just a tiny bit. He peeked
out onto the landscape but couldn’t see anything. He heard more rustling
coming from the bush.

“Hello?”

Suddenly, a low grunt filled his ears. Not quite a growl. Sort of a deep
cough.

“Oh, my God,” Chris whispered, his heart racing while his legs
buckled beneath him.

Lion. Outside. His. Tent.

How long would it take for the lion to climb the steps, break down the
door, and eat him? He tripped over his feet and bumped the side of the
desk, causing his binoculars, pen and journal, flashlight and, of course,
whistle to clatter to the floor.

On hands and knees, Chris fumbled around for the flashlight and
whistle. Any second now that lion was coming for him. Breathe, he told
himself. Breathe.

It was quiet for another minute, but when he heard more noises, he
tensed up again.

A voice cut through the darkness. “Jambo, Chris.”

Chris hadn’t heard anyone climb the stairs, but someone was on his
porch, gently knocking on the door.

“Who’s there?”” Chris’ voice squeaked.
“It’s Khalid.”



A wave of relief washed over Chris. “Oh Khalid! Thank God!” He
threw open the door to let the warrior in. “There was a lion outside my
tent.”

“A...lion?”
“Where are my parents?”

With his flashlight, Khalid pointed to Chris’ shoes underneath the bed
and motioned for him to follow. “Tivende.”

Without shaking out his shoes, Chris scrambled to get them on.
“Where are we going?”’

“To see your parents.”

Chris grabbed his flashlight and followed Khalid into the night,
sticking as close to him as possible. The beams of the two flashlights
didn’t provide enough light to illuminate much past their feet. Back home
in Chicago, when the first hint of dusk approached, streetlights would
flicker on and cast a pinkish haze over the night sky. Nighttime in the
Serengeti was pitch black. Chris’ ears strained to identify the scurrying
and screeching and rustling all around him, and even with the gift of
moonlight, he felt the darkness would swallow him whole.

After what seemed like an eternity but was only a short walk, Chris
saw the glow from the welcome center’s battery-operated lanterns and
heard the soft voices of his parents. They seemed to be in deep
conversation with Paulo when Chris came barging in.

“Mom! Dad!” Chris ran toward his parents and hugged them. “A lion
was at our tent’s door!”

“A lion?” his dad asked. “Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. It was grunting. It was stalking. It was ready to
attack!” Chris’ body trembled. “Khalid, help me out here.”

Chris looked to Khalid for some sort of confirmation but received
none. Instead, he watched as his parents and the warrior passed knowing
glances back and forth.

His mom hugged him again. “Oh, honey, it’s going to be OK.”
His dad smiled. “We haven’t seen a lion around here for—"

“Don’t you believe me? It sounded like this.” Chris tried to imitate the
lion’s low guttural growl.



“Chris, we believe you,” his mom said. “But we have another concern
to talk about. It has to do with the whistle. A guest blew it because he
heard an elephant outside his tent.”

“Hold on. I almost died tonight, and we’re talking about an elephant
sighting?” Chris stared at his mom, feeling numb.

“We’re not finished yet,” his mom said in a calm voice. “The man
blew the whistle because he’d heard an elephant making unusual sounds,
like it was in some sort of distress. Our guest had heard people shouting
near the elephant, so he blew the whistle. By the time the security detail
showed up, the intruders had left.”

This information made Chris’ head swim. “Wait. What? Who was
hurting the elephant?”

“We believe that tonight some hunters had come onto the property to

2

“Hunters?” Chris interrupted. “I thought it was illegal to hunt
elephants in the Serengeti.”

“It 1s,” said his dad, his voice barely a whisper.

His mom moved closer to Chris. “We think they were poachers:
dangerous men who will do anything to get what they want.”

“Which is what?”’ asked Chris.

“The elephant’s tusks,” said his mom. “They’re made of ivory and are
extremely valuable.”

Chris shuddered. “Is there a way to catch the poachers?”

“Well, let’s backtrack a minute,” his dad replied. “Before tonight, have
you seen or heard anything out of the ordinary? Have you seen anyone
wandering around our property who clearly isn’t a guest or part of the
staff?”

“Tonight, before the lion grunted, I could’ve sworn I heard a person
outside our tent. But, then I figured out that it was a lion and not a person.”

“What makes you think you heard a person?”

Chris tried to recall what he had heard right before Khalid had
appeared. Had something been in the bushes? What was it?

“First, I heard a rustling on the right side of the tent,” he said carefully.
“Then I heard a snap of some sort—but not like a tree branch breaking.



More like someone closing something. I called out ‘hello,” and I heard
more rustling on the other side of the tent. Then, Khalid showed up shortly
afterward.” Chris paused. “Do you think it was Khalid in the bushes?”

“No, he was here with us.” His dad looked at Khalid, who nodded but
didn’t say a word. “After Paulo picked us up, we went to see the whistle
blower, and Khalid was right there.”

“I don’t know then,” Chris said. Poachers. Elephants hunted on their
property. Lions. It was too much to absorb.

“Unfortunately, we aren’t going to solve anything tonight,” his mom
said, checking her watch. “In the morning, when it’s safer, we can roam
the property in search of clues. It’s late. Why don’t you go back to our
tent, and we’ll pick up this mystery tomorrow?”

Chris shook his head. He definitely did not want to be left alone. What
if another lion decided to stop by his tent for a visit? What if the poachers
came back?

“Khalid, please escort Chris back to our tent and keep an eye out,” his
mom instructed, with a look that told Chris there was no point in arguing
with her.

“Fine,” Chris said, although he felt nothing of the sort.

Carrying a flashlight in one hand and a spear in the other, Khalid
guided Chris back to the tent. During the walk, Chris got another good
look at the spear. When he had held it earlier in the day, the spear was a
formidable weapon: heavy and strong and its owner a fierce warrior. Now,
as they moved along the sandy path, Chris wondered if the lion, which
most definitely lurked just beyond the shadows, would consider using the
spear as an over-sized toothpick once it had devoured them for a midnight
snack. There was no way that a pointy stick with a metal piece at one end
would protect them both.

The thought made Chris shiver.
“Khalid,” Chris whispered. “Why aren’t you scared of the dark?”

Khalid remained silent, sweeping the flashlight back and forth across
their path as they walked.

Chris cleared his throat, speaking a little more loudly this time. “How
did you become such a brave warrior?”



“Chris. Quiet. Hakuna matata.”
Insulted, Chris dragged his feet along the path.
When they finally reached his tent, Chris headed straight for the porch.

“Khalid, you don’t have to stay. You can go.” Chris reached for the
door. “Go protect someone else.”

Khalid waited until Chris had moved inside the tent and put the latch
across the door. Then, the warrior whispered, “Lala salama,” and headed
down the stairs.

Engulfed in darkness, Chris stood in the middle of the room and
listened as Khalid wandered around outside the tent. He heard Khalid
humming softly and leaves crunching under the warrior’s feet. Chris
kicked off his shoes and slipped under the bed’s mosquito net to wait out
the rest of the night.

“Lala salama. Sleep well?” He thought.
Yeah, right.
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