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Death To The
Magneker

Day 1

“We begin this news
bulletin with an emergency announcement. The unnatural magnetic
storms raging in the Blyde River Canyon caused severe fires
yesterday. Fanned by high winds, the fires destroyed most of the
reserve. To date there has been no report of loss to human life but
the animals that could not get across the river to the resort in
time perished in the fires. The unusual nature of these storms has
reached government levels but without reaction. The military have
the area locked-down and all humans evacuated so we have no
communication with the area.”

“Now on to the news
headlines....”


Chapter 1 –
Arrival of Professor Robert Kemp

In the South East of
the country, in the busy district of Bethlehem, clear weather
continues and so does the farm lands crop spraying.

The GPS beeped loudly.
Frances pulled the control column back and at the same time closed
the throttle. The Ayres Turbo Thrush responded immediately, the
nose pitched high. As the Ayres threatened to stall she slammed
open the throttle and brought the nose round in a sharp turn. At
fifteen feet above the wheat crop she levelled out, the spray
nozzles opened, and she started the last leg of the spray grid.

The GPS was happy and
so was Frances. All she had to do was fly the Ayres and obey the
ever diligent GPS. This was no easy task and required a high level
of concentration on both the instrumentation and the outside
queues. One small error at the low-level of crop spraying results
in disaster. Frances, although small was athletic in build with
well exercised arms and legs. She focused her physical and mental
strengths on flying which helped her earn a high level of respect
among her fellow pilots.

At the end of the leg
she climbed to a more relaxed altitude and turned for home base at
Bethlehem airfield. Flying was her life but to spray crops added
extra excitement even if it meant being away from home for long
spells. These away trips helped with her self-knowledge and
independence. She was young and single and what is more the job she
enjoyed most, paid well. She used any extra money to help pay for
the flying lessons for her younger brother.

Frances looked forward
to the mid-morning assignment and hoped for another large field.
The large fields needed more concentration for longer periods,
which she thrived on thus, never relaxing. On her way back to the
airfield she thought and planned her brother's flying lessons. If
only he could find an instructor like Bert who had taught and honed
her skills. She knew he could become good too. He was a
natural-born pilot. The airplane radio crackled into life,
interrupting her thoughts.

“Frances, how far are
you out?” said Bert, his voice always clear and precise over the
radio. “I've an important letter for you that came this
morning.”

“ETA eight minutes,
Bert. All okay back at the office?” asked Frances.

There was no reply from
Bert which she thought strange. Perhaps someone interrupted him at
that moment. “An important letter; what could that be about,” she
wondered?

There was no time now
to worry about this she was soon on her approach to land and needed
to adhere to the Bethlehem protocol and routine. There was no
problem with their radio and the landing was yet another “by the
book” smooth one.

 


******

Professor Kemp rushed
into the Bethlehem Crop Sprayers control office. A small built,
sandy coloured man. The alarming purpose of mind that he brought
sparked off a sense of urgency to all in the office. This was his
first visit to the office so everyone turned to take notice.

“I need a pilot, a crop
spraying pilot, urgently,” he said in his squeaky voice. He wiped
the sweat from his brow and cheeks while his piercing gaze swept
the small group of pilots who lounged at the long table drinking
their well-earned cup of strong coffee. He disapproved of their
apparent carefree attitude.

“Good morning sir, I'm
Bert Taylor the administrator. How can I help you?” Bert, a veteran
pilot was always pleasant and helpful to people who wandered into
the office.

“Yes, yes! I need a
pilot. Have you heard this morning's news and weather? Another
broadcast will be at nine this morning. We have to do something! We
can't just sit back and let this happen!” he shrieked and wiped the
perspiration that flowed down his face and neck, it did not
help.

“Okay sir, relax. Grab
a cup of coffee from the machine over there and a chair and I'll
see if I can pick up the broadcast,” said Bert. The offer worked
and he moved to sit among the pilots. He Professor stopped in mid
stride and went back to the counter.

“I do apologize. I'm
Professor Robert Kemp, retired. I dabble in Electromagnetic Polar
Shift at the moment to keep myself busy. Fascinating stuff it is.
You've heard of me?”

The radio broadcast
interrupted all further conversation in the room. The reader
announced a “Severe Storm Weather Warning”. He went on to say that
all visitors to the Blyde River Canyon area must leave immediately
and further travel is not allowed until the area is safe. Military
road blocks are in place to watch and control the event.

“Did you hear that? The
Military are at it again! Induced Polar Magnetic storms! They are
manipulating my Magneker!” announced Professor Kemp as he banged
his hand on the counter.

 


******

“Hi guys, what's this
all about then,” said Frances as she crossed from the door to the
coffee machine. Her short black hair still glistened from the quick
post-spray shower. With all the focus on the Professor no one had
seen her come in. “You want another cup Bert while I'm making?”

“Hi Frances, thanks.
There's a report of severe storm weather in the Blyde River Canyon
area, with the forced evacuation of all visitors. Professor Robert
Kemp here thinks these are polar magnetic storms, whatever they
are,” said Bert as he accepted the hot coffee from Frances.

“I do not think, I
know,” protested the Professor. “I've a contact in the area to
confirm this. He gave me a call this morning.”

The little operations
room fell silent. Apart from the Professors agitated pacing and
mumbling about the deliberate misinformation about the storms, the
letter addressed to Frances was an urgent matter. The Professor and
his ravings could wait. The pilots found some item of great
interest in their coffee cups to concentrate on.

“How did the spray of
that large wheat farm go?” asked Bert as he fetched a large
envelope from under the counter. He needed to get this out the way
as soon as possible. He knew what it contained and so did some of
the older pilots. This part of the job he did not like and could
never get used to it.

“It went well Bert. I
don't mind another big farm for the mid-morning spray,” replied
Frances leaning her back and both elbows on the counter. She eyed
the little Professor with curious suspicion. “People who pace have
a problem,” she thought.

“Okay. By the way this
letter for you came this morning while you were out spraying.” Bert
passed the letter over to Frances.

Frances turned round
and took the letter from Bert. “What's this? Who's it from? It
looks so official. My brother's not in trouble again, is he?”

“I think you should
open it and read it here,” said Bert as he reached across the
counter and gently squeezed her shoulder. He turned away then to
place maps into their labelled pigeon-holes ready for the
mid-morning spray. Professor Kemp sensed the change in ambiance and
stopped pacing and made no further attempt to press for a
pilot.

“So you know what's in
it Bert.” Frances, her dark eyes narrowed with anticipation as she
opened the letter and scanned down the single A4 page. Two things
caught her attention; the letter was official and the last sentence
was not a recommendation, it was an instruction.

“Frigging hell, I'm
grounded!” Frances threw the letter across the room. “Viking Irish
how the hell did that happen? I went for this test no more than a
week ago. Can I re-test? How long for? Does it start now?” Frances
threw her arms in the air as if at gun point.

“Slow down Frances. May
we see the letter?” Bert was already round the counter and across
the room to pick up the letter where it had landed in the corner.
He looked at Frances and read the letter out loud and explained
some of the detail to her. All the pilots listened closely; each
knew that it could be one of them to get just such a letter. She
would be grounded from Agriculture flying for the next six months
as of yesterday. The date of the letter was the day before.

“Shit guys, I hope this
is not another one of your pranks. How the hell could the result
and letter get here so quick?” Frances glared round the room. None
of the pilots met her gaze. From this she knew it wasn't a
prank.

All pilots undergo a
yearly medical examination. In the case of Agricultural pilots,
extra blood samples get taken every six months for traces of
pesticides, insecticides and other chemicals used in crop spraying.
If the results show levels over the laid-down limits, the pilot may
not crop spray for six months and then, if the levels have reduced
sufficiently below the limit after six months, they will be allowed
back to agricultural flying. This was an enforced strict health and
safety precaution for the pilots.

Frances slumped
motionless into her chair, head and shoulders stooped, hands spread
on the table to stop them trembling with anger and disappointment.
She looked at no one. She resembled a person resigned to the death
sentence even though they were innocent. The blood drained from her
face and hands leaving her pallor complexion in stark contrast to
her hair and black leather aviator’s jacket. Her breathing was
short, almost audible. This job was her life and sole means of
income. The ridiculous pesticide had hit the fan and sprayed all
over her and her plans. All she could do was fly airplanes. How was
she to pay the Bed and Breakfast and the bills?

After a long silence
she looked up her dark eyes glistened. “What now, Bert,” she
managed through trembling lips.

“Frances, I'll work
something out. I'll speak to my flying friends to see if there is
someone who needs a commercial pilot, to carry people and stuff for
them. Remember it is agricultural flying you’re restricted from.”
For a stern master, Bert showed remarkable compassion for his
long-time friend. He started her flying lessons some five years ago
when she was a fifteen-year old school girl.

“Excuse me for
interrupting this, um...somewhat delicate moment. I can help!” said
Professor Kemp in a soft tone but with triumph. He was now calm and
calculating.

“Who the hell are you?
I hope you are not responsible for this damned letter,” said
Frances jerking round to face the little man she had seen but paid
little attention to.

“Frances, this is
Professor Robert Kemp. None of us know him or know what he does.
This is the first time we've seen him. He stormed in here and
demanded the services of a crop spraying pilot,” answered Bert,
irritated at his timing but glad in a way for the change in the
subject and moved back behind the counter where he was in charge.
“Okay, Professor, you have just met our most efficient and diligent
pilot, Frances Kenny, under somewhat strange circumstances. If you
have any requirements now is the time to voice them, here in the
office so all can hear. We are a team and stand together. You can
tell all of us what it is you need the pilot for. We cannot promise
you anything. Frances, let's hear what it is he's after,” said Bert
as he summoned the Professor to stand at the counter.

“I think the storms
over the Blyde River Canyon are a military exercise, simulating a
Polar-Magnetic-Shift, North-South Flip. A small area, mind you, but
still a disturbance as the weather man reports. It is never good to
interfere with the natural physics of the universe so I want to get
up there and confuse them.” Professor Kemp enjoyed himself. “The
problem is the military blockade; a clever route, low flying, is
the way to get us in. That's why I think a crop spraying pilot is
the best choice.”

Frances stared at this
diminutive man. She could not fully grasp what it was he said but
at the same time a little interested. The other pilots shifted in
their chairs. Messing with the military could be heaps of trouble.
Bert came to the rescue.

“Suppose they detect
you or something goes wrong. What do you think the military, if it
is the military, will do to you? They'll bloody shoot you out the
air, or on the ground blow you up. If this is what I think it is,
you have no chance. Listen Professor, I think this is too risky and
after all we are normal law-abiding citizens.” Bert turned away and
continued with the planning of the mid-morning spray. He needed to
rework the farm he had pre-planned for Frances into a stretched new
plan.

“The military are not
law-abiding!” shouted the Professor attempting to press home his
point and the need for a pilot. “I want to surprise them. I do not
want to break anything or hurt anyone. All I want to do is to
expose what they are doing and publish the detailed facts of their
simulation. This cannot be passed off as just another storm. The
public, especially those in the immediate area, need to know the
truth,” he explained and turned to face Frances who listened with a
fair amount of interest.

“Young lady, will you
fly me and my grandson to the Blyde River Canyon?” It was almost a
plea.

“Your grandson! What
the bloody hell is going on with you?” exclaimed Frances, the
colour returning to her face and the black sparkle to her eyes. She
was back and ready for the fight.

“Ah, Leonard has a
Master’s degree in Physics and will measure and document all for us
once we find the source,” said the little Professor. “If we leave
early tomorrow morning we can start work by midday.”

“Aren't you forgetting
something Professor? Who's to do the flying for you?” Now Frances
was the one to enjoy the moment.

“Why you Frances!” he
said surprised. “I think you'll enjoy the challenge and you need
the job.”

Frances stood
open-mouthed, not a word to say for the first time in her twenty
years. However, she could not hide the sparkle in her eyes. Deep
down, though, she felt uneasy. The letter, the unknown Professor,
the timing all seemed too coincidental. She will chat to Bert at
the first opportunity and see if his contacts can put more light on
what was going on and who this Professor Robert Kemp was. She
needed more time and information before she would decide.

Recovered from the
shock of being grounded she must decide if she wants to fly into a
military blocked-off area or not. Was the SAAF involved with this
too? After all they held the strategic air presence in the entire
Hoedspruit area, which included the Blyde River Canyon. Surely
their intelligence station on Mariepskop must know what was going
on.

“Hold it right their
Professor,” said Frances coming to her senses, “I need to consider
this and what is more, what will we be flying? Oh yes, the
government thinks I have a toxic disturbance and liable to fall
over the moment I get into the air. Professor, allow me a quiet
moment on this,” she said and walked across the room to the coffee
machine, poured one into her mug and left the office.

“Will she take the job?
I need a pilot Bert Taylor!” The Professor threw up his hands in
desperation and as if a signal, the perspiration streamed down his
face and neck.

“She'll be back with a
decision either way. She knows what she's doing. Help yourself to
another coffee while I get these lazy crop-spraying pilots out and
spraying.” With this Bert called each pilot to fetch their allotted
farm maps and instructions. The fleet of Ayres crop-spraying
airplanes had been checked, refuelled, and loaded with specific
spray chemicals. They filed from the office no doubt concerned
about their team mate and friend, Frances.


Chapter 2 –
Planning the Flight to Swadini

The sudden sharp shrill
of the siren at the airfield main control building brought Bert and
the Professor out the office and to the edge of the buildings. This
siren was not a fire alarm but the quick short bursts meant that an
unmarked and unannounced airplane was on approach to land. This is
an intruder. Bert checked across the airfield for his sprayers and
saw they were still assembled on the apron to get take-off
clearance. All take-offs stopped when this happened and all
airplanes cleared the runways. What the hell did this airplane want
here at Bethlehem? The security action was immediate, uniformed
armed guards raced to the apron ready to track the intruder.

Bert rushed back into
his office and contacted his sprayers, he ordered them to stay
clear and keep a sharp lookout for any trouble. After this he
rushed back out in time to see the little white Cessna bounce down
the runway, kicking up a lot of dust in the process. The pilot
chose the non-tarmac runway because it was wider and longer but for
all that it was way more difficult to get a smooth landing.

“Who the bloody hell is
that! Don't they know you can't fly an unmarked airplane,” said
Frances as she joined Bert and the Professor. “Do either of you
know who owns that Cessna?”

“Oh! My word! It looks
like we created a fuss. That's our transport Frances,” said the
Professor looking rather sheepishly at Bert. “I'll go down to the
main office and explain that Professor Willy Shaw has lent us his
plane for the expedition. Kind of him, don't you think.”

“You do that. Frances,
can I have a word with you inside.” Bert was angry and showed
it.

Once inside the control
office, Bert poured two cups of coffee and motioned to Frances to
sit by the door and keep a lookout for the return of the Professor.
Bert left her there and went into the small back office where he
kept files and important official flying notices. The office had a
phone. Bert closed the door behind him and made a few calls. He was
determined to get to the bottom of this upheaval to their
well-organized flying life.

“Frances, we have a
problem here,” he said when he returned to the control office. “Any
sign of the Professor? Good. I'll tell you what I've just found
out. I'll be as brief as I can. Professor Robert Kemp is under
suspicion of conniving with the army in some secret experiments.
What he is up to is still unknown, so we will dig further now that
we know the Professor is active. My source suggests, and I agree,
that a close watch be put on Kemp’s activities and we find out who
in the military is behind him. We must stop them before it is too
late. I'm afraid I can no longer do this type of flying or
investigation. Do you think you are up to this assignment?”

“What a day Bert! First
I'm grounded, then I'm asked to fly secretly into the Blyde River
Canyon with an eccentric Professor and his Physics Master of a
grandson on an expedition, and now on a fact-find assignment with “
a license to destroy whatever it is they are up to” secret mission.
Have I got a code for this, like 007 or something?” As usual,
Frances assessed the situation clearly but saw the light side of
what the task was.

“Yes, let's get you a
code,” he said rubbing his temples. “I suggest BCS 001.”

“So I'm BCS 001,
whatever that means. Bloody Child Spy double-o-one.”

Bert couldn't keep it
in and burst out laughing. “No Frances it is Bethlehem Crop
Sprayers number one.”

Soon after this the
Professor returned and with an air of triumph walked over to the
coffee machine and poured a cup of coffee. He was making himself at
home. Frances caught Bert's eye and both raised their eyebrows,
shrugged but said nothing.

“So Frances are you my
pilot? I'm told that you are the best and can do the job, and are
up to the challenge.” He sat down opposite her. “What a day this
has been!”

“Make me an offer worth
my while then,” returned Frances her arm outstretched, palm up. She
saw Bert turn away and knew that if he looked at her he would break
down laughing.

“Ah! So you accept!” he
said and continued the moment he saw a flash of anger on her face.
“I'll pay you double what you get for crop spraying but please
remember it will be a limited time. Our expenses are paid by
the...my sponsors. Does that agree with you?”

Frances leaned back in
her chair and took a long sip of her coffee, which was almost cold,
before answering. “Yes I'll do it on condition that the Cessna out
there is flyable and allowed to leave the airfield without
markings.”

“Thank you. Don't worry
about the Cessna it has permission to leave, that I have already
arranged. Funny, the official seemed to want to get rid of me and
the plane as soon as possible. Professor Willy Shaw received an
escort to the airfield gate and told to go back to where he came
from. What a strange fellow that Willy Shaw is, he wished to
prevent me from going. We can walk across now and you may give the
Cessna an inspection and organize refuelling.”

All through this
conversation, Bert said nothing but when Frances and the Professor
left the control office he once again went into the back office and
phoned the main airfield official on duty. The controller informed
him that the professor made a phone call and after a few words
handed the receiver over. The controller received an order not to
impound the airplane, to have it checked and refuelled and let it
and its occupants be flown out by Frances Kenny the next morning.
Now there was a thing! Frances had not yet accepted to fly. Was she
involved with this whole scheme? Bert asked the official who gave
the orders on the other side of the phone. The controller did not
know, and when he asked the voice on the line told him to carry out
the order and not to ask questions. Bert suggested that he get hold
of the telephone people to trace the call and get the details.

Bert was both shocked
and alarmed at this information. How well did he know Frances? No,
she was not involved. The professor and his so-called sponsors were
powerful and if Frances had refused they would have threatened and
forced her to fly.

“Well now, we have an
ally to keep us informed,” muttered Bert as he cleared away the
empty cups for the cleaner to wash before the sprayers returned. He
ordered, including the Professor, lunch sandwiches from the field
canteen and waited on events to take shape.

 


******

Frances examined the
Cessna for any damage to the fuselage, the underneath of the wings,
the control surfaces both on the wing and tail, the rudder and
condition of the tail. Before the ground crew arrived with the
steps for the refuelling she opened the door and climbed in. The
inside was small; it was a four seat Cessna 172 Skyhawk. She sat in
the pilot’s seat and looked out the windows while she moved the
controls full travel. What she saw looked good. In the quiet of the
cockpit she could not hear any rasping sounds from the controls and
the column moved in and out smoothly. The aileron movement was
smooth too. She rotated the trim wheel in both directions to its
full travel. The check was thorough; the Cessna was in fine
condition.

Professor Kemp watched
her every move during this inspection. He appeared as anxious as
she was to ensure all was correct.

Frances leaned out the
door and asked the professor to get into the right-hand seat while
she carried out an engine test. Once in, Frances started the
Cessna. She checked the instruments while the engine was at idle.
Again all was correct. She slowly increased power until full for
the altitude and pressure. Perfect. The Cessna passed her rigorous
tests except this one had no colours. It was all white apart from
the red tips of the propellers.

“It’s good, I'm your
pilot,” said Frances as she closed off the electrics.

“Thank you for
accepting, Frances. I had no doubt that you would accept.”

When Frances went to
make arrangements for the refuelling, the ground crew told her that
it was already arranged by the official on duty so her and the
professor went back to the crop spraying control office to organise
the flight plan. From the Cessna she took the pack of maps, both
aviation and road, back to Bert for help with the flight plan.

 


******

The control office
central table was clear of the morning's coffee cups and fresh
coffee was percolating. The smell was strong and inviting. The
canteen lady, with the sandwiches, walked in with Frances and the
Professor. Bert was behind his counter organizing the afternoon
spray.

“Hi guys, how does the
Cessna look? Do you need me to do a check for anything?” said Bert
back to his ever polite self after the extraordinary events of the
morning.

“He's perfect,”
answered Frances.

“He? Airplanes are
traditionally called she,” joked Bert.

“Well, all white with
no markings can only be called Casper, our friendly ghost!”
Frances, more relaxed now, caught Bert's eye and recognised the
subtle gleam of approval. After all they were flying a ghost
mission.

Frances spread out the
maps on one half of the table, removed her jacket and hung it over
a chair, and accepted the cup of coffee the Professor had poured.
The Professor handed a third cup to Bert.

“Right, here is
Bethlehem and this here is the Blyde River Canyon, a little over
two degrees due north of us,” said Frances leaning over the map.
“Bert, do we have to file a flight plan?” she said looking up from
the map.

“Yes, Civil Aviation
requires a flight plan as a normal procedure,” answered Bert as he
walked round the counter and looked at the Aviation map from the
other side of the table. “I suggest you file a plan to Nelspruit or
Skukuza. That way it won't arouse suspicion. If you file it to
Graskop or Hoedspruit the authorities are bound to ask
questions.”

The team of crop
spraying pilots sauntered in, fetched a coffee and moved over to
the table. They watched as Frances pencilled in the course. Their
presence and curiosity annoyed the Professor. Bert sensed this and
immediately involved his pilots, asking for suggestions on how they
would creep into the Blyde Canyon. This started much fun and banter
among them. One wise guy suggested that he would fly high over the
area, at say twenty thousand feet and dive directly into the canyon
at the dam area. He thought this would be the least expected
approach. The rest of the pilots jeered him. Another suggested that
he would use Gods Window because that way you would be protected
and kept safe in the palm of his hand. This brought on banter and
suggestions that he should go to confession for his evil mind.

“Okay guys, let’s get
serious. I’m flying that Cessna out there, and because of the
military blockade we want to investigate as much as possible at the
Swadini resort, just north of the Blyde Dam, before detection. What
we don't know is how involved the SAAF at Mariepskop is and if they
are, their radar and outlook spotter will pick up all airplane
activity in the area,” said Frances.

“Not necessary if you
enter the area at or about Bourke's Luck Potholes, and fly low up
the Blyde River.” This suggestion came from one of the older pilots
whom Bert knew was an ex-air force pilot.

There was a general
agreement to this but also warnings of the twisting dangerous
narrow passes to fly. Bert and Frances listened to all the
suggestions. But at the end there still was no decided course to
take. The weather will play a part in the choice. At the end of the
all the suggestions Frances folded up the maps and placed them back
into the leather folder.

“Right Bert, I'll file
a plan Bethlehem – Vreda – Ermelo – Carolina – Nelspruit – Skukuza.
I'll use Ermelo to refuel so we can get in and out of Swadini. For
an emergency I'll use Skukuza to refuel to get back,” said Frances
with an air of authority as she completed the Flight Plan Form. She
passed it across the table for the Professor to sign.

“And how on earth are
we going to get into Swadini undetected?” asked the Professor who
had been quiet while the planning took place.

“I'm a big girl now,
I'll make my decision when I get there,” retorted Frances looking
at Bert. She had that sparkle of adventure in her eyes. The
professor signed and passed the signed Flight Plan back to
Frances.

Once the laughter and
cheers subsided Bert handed out the sandwiches and announced that
the afternoon spray was still on and scheduled to start at two
sharp so they were to finish their sandwiches and coffee as time
was short. After agreeing the departure time of six o'clock the
next morning the Professor excused himself as he needed to prepare
himself, his grandson and their equipment.

From behind the
counter, Bert motioned Frances to join him to one side.

“I'm worried,” said
Bert. “By filing a flight plan the Civil Aviation must see it met.
Any deviation is serious and needs explanation. If you don't reach
your destination at or about the radioed ETA, they will start an
enquiry and possibly a search by the relative authorities. Does the
Professor not know this?”

“Those are my thoughts
too Bert. He took little or no notice of the flight plan. All that
concerned him was how we would get into the Blyde Canyon
undetected. Some big shit is going down there.”

“Where will you land
when you get there?”

“The professor
mentioned that the manager at Swadini has a long strip cleared on
the north side of the resort. He intends to open it to visitors
later this year.”

“Did he say later this
year? What about now? Frances do be careful and if there is any
doubt just get out of there and to hell with the professor and
these far-fetched ideas.”
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