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Disclaimer
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This is a work of fiction. 

The scientific elements, species descriptions, and ecological references—including those relating to the Baviaanskloof Blue butterfly and associated ant species—are based on publicly available knowledge, but certain details have been adapted for storytelling purposes.

This book is not intended as a scientific manual, and no real wildlife, habitats, or conservation projects are portrayed exactly as they exist.
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The Last Flight

[image: ]


The butterfly should not have been awake.

It clung to the trembling stem of a Selago plant, its tiny wings folded like pieces of powdered sky. Dawn had not yet reached the kloof. No wind stirred the fynbos. The world was still dark blue and waiting.

Yet the Lepidochrysops poseidon, the Baviaanskloof Blue, quivered as if sensing something no instrument, no field scientist, no ranger could detect.

Far below, down the steep shale slope, the ant colony that had protected its larval form lay silent. The Crematogaster nest, once warm with hundreds of caretaking ants, was empty now. Only a few broken chambers remained, exposed by fire and something more deliberate. The scent trails had been burned away. The soil had collapsed inward. The ancient partnership between butterfly and ant, older than memory, had shattered.

And still the Blue waited.

A soft crack echoed across the ridge, followed by the faint crunch of boots on quartz gravel. A figure moved in the half-darkness, hooded, careful, purposeful. A gloved hand lifted a headlamp but did not turn it on. The figure did not need light; they knew exactly where they were going.

They walked straight toward the last Selago patch on the ridge—the one marked on no public map, the one Polla Farfalla’s late husband had found on a day of scorching heat and impossible luck.

The figure crouched.

The butterfly twitched, feeling the vibration through the stem. It tasted the air, dry, metallic, wrong. The human shadow drew closer, slow and certain.

A net unfolded with a soft hiss.

For a heartbeat, the little insect seemed to make its decision. It opened its powder-blue wings, fragile, luminous, trembling, and rose into the cold morning air. A tiny arc of hope.

The net swept upward.

A sudden gust slammed into the ridge, flinging dust and ash into the air. The butterfly spun wildly, carried off the edge of the rock. It tumbled down the slope in the pale rising light, wings catching the new warmth, fighting to steady itself.

The figure cursed under their breath and scrambled after it.

The Blue drifted lower and lower, wings weakening. It fluttered toward the burnt ant mound, toward the charred remains of the colony that had raised it. A final instinct, returning to where life had last protected it.

Its wings beat once. Twice.

A third time.

It fell.

The figure reached the bottom of the slope minutes later and sifted through the dust with slow, frustrated hands. The butterfly lay still, its wings open as if in surrender.

But something else caught the intruder’s eye, a set of tire tracks in the soft soil. Someone had been here before them. Someone who shouldn’t have known this ridge existed.

The figure froze.

A snap sounded in the bushes behind.

They turned sharply, ready to run, but saw only a lone ranger’s dog standing on the path, hackles raised, eyes fixed on the stranger.

Far above on the ridge, unaware of any of this, the sun finally broke over the Baviaanskloof.

Its first ray touched the little blue body lying in the dust.

And miles away, preparing to drive into the mountains for the first time since her husband’s death, Polla Farfalla felt a sudden, wordless pressure in her chest, like a wingbeat against the ribs.

The mystery had already begun.

She just hadn’t reached it yet.
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The Woman Who Returned to the Mountains
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The road into the Baviaanskloof curled like a pale ribbon tossed across the mountains, twisting through steep valleys, sudden cliffs, and sun-scorched rock. Polla Farfalla drove it alone, hands tight on the steering wheel, her late husband’s field hat resting on the passenger seat beside her. It still smelled faintly of dust and sunscreen and his favourite rooibos soap, scents that made her chest tighten rather than soothe.

Her heart beat strangely, too fast, as if remembering the ridge from her dreams. The same ridge from the prologue moments ago, though she could not know that yet.

“Just the altitude,” she whispered to herself. “Just the altitude and nerves.”

But it felt like more.

It felt like a wingbeat inside her ribcage.

The landscape unfolded in wild, ancient silence. Towering quartzite peaks rose sharply above lowlands thick with fynbos, green, grey, and silver, dotted with yellow pincushions, shrubs of Erica, the occasional spiky silhouette of a cycads older than most human civilizations. Rock slabs glowed golden under the morning sun. A baboon troop watched her pass from a cliff ledge, their dark faces turned toward the dust cloud her bakkie kicked up.

She swallowed.

Her husband Thomas had loved this place with a devotion bordering on reverence. He used to say the Baviaanskloof was made of bones and breath, stone ribs rising from the earth, and valleys shaped by the wind of a thousand forgotten storms.

Now she had returned to finish what he started.

To complete his thesis.

To find the butterfly that had eluded so many.

The Baviaanskloof Blue—Lepidochrysops poseidon.

A species nearly mythical. A species on the edge.

And maybe, she thought, so was she.

She reached the first ranger station near the western entrance, a humble wooden hut with a green tin roof. A faded sign read: “Beware of Baboons: They Have No Respect for Packed Lunches.”

A man stood outside the hut with a massive backpack at his feet, adjusting the straps. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and sun-browned; his khaki ranger uniform blended into the landscape like an animal perfectly adapted to its ecosystem.

His dog, a lean mixed-breed with sharp ears, lay at his boots like a fallen shadow.

Polla eased to a stop.

The man looked up.

For a moment, she thought she saw surprise flicker through his quiet eyes, as if he recognized something in her. Or was that just her projecting her nervousness? She forced her shoulders back and climbed out.

He stepped forward and offered a hand in a slow, grounded way, the way people do when they spend more time in mountains than in cities.

“You must be Dr. Farfalla.”

His voice had the grit of wind through sandstone.

She accepted his hand, trying to hide the shake in her own.

“Yes. Polla is fine. You’re... Ranger Strydom?”

“Jannes,” he said. “Welcome to the Baviaanskloof.”

The dog stood, tail sweeping in a single cautious arc.

Polla bent slightly. “Hello, boy.”

“He answers to Rooi,” Jannes said. “He pretends he’s unfriendly. He is not.”

The dog sniffed her fingers once and leaned into her touch.

A surprising warmth shot up her arm.

Jannes noticed, eyebrow lifting just a fraction, but said nothing.

Inside the ranger hut, the air smelled of dust, paper, and brewed coffee. A corkboard covered one wall, filled with maps, pinned notes, photos of veld fires, marked ant colonies, and a single blurry image of a blue butterfly, its wings open like two slivers of sky.

Her breath caught.

“Thomas took that,” she whispered.

Jannes gave a slow nod. “He spoke of you. Often.”

Her throat tightened. She traced the edges of the photo without touching it. Her husband’s handwriting was scribbled in neat blue pen:

“Baviaanskloof Blue — possible sighting. Ridge 7. Early emergence?”

She closed her eyes, steadying herself.

When she opened them again, Jannes was watching her with a kind of quiet patience that made her feel both exposed and strangely safe.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yes.” That was the lie she had been telling herself for months. “But I’m ready to begin.”

He nodded. “Good. Your team’s already setting up at Camp Willow. I’ll guide you in.”

He rolled up a fresh map and handed it to her. Detailed, hand-drawn field markings covered it, more precise than anything a casual ranger would produce.

“You made this?” she asked.

Jannes shrugged. “I keep the land in my head. But sometimes other people prefer paper.”

There was something humble in the way he said it. And something weighted.

Before she could reply, a burst of static crackled over his radio.

“Jannes, you there?” a voice said. “We’ve got another... uh... disturbance.”

His jaw tightened. “Where?”

“Just off the eastern kloof. Same kind of damage.”

Damage.

He swore softly in Afrikaans and grabbed his pack.

“Dr. Farfalla,” he said, “I’ll take you to camp. But on the way... you’re going to want to see this.”

She nodded, heart picking up again, but this time not from grief.

From a sense of something unfolding.

Something urgent.

Something wrong.

The drive took them deeper into the mountains. Jannes sat in the passenger seat, his dog curled at his feet. The silence between them was not awkward, rather, it felt purposeful, like the hush before a scientist lowers a net over a rare specimen.

After several kilometres, he motioned for her to slow.

“There,” he said.

She pulled over onto a dusty patch beside the trail.

Jannes stepped out. She followed him through a narrow path in the fynbos, pushing aside bristly shrubs. The air smelled of resin and sun-heated leaves. A soft hum of insects filled the silence.

Then she saw it.

Her breath faltered.

An entire patch of Selago, the butterfly’s primary larval host plant, was crushed, stems flattened in a circular pattern, soil disturbed.

But that wasn’t the worst of it.

Charred black marks ringed the edges of the patch.

Burns.

Not from lightning, she thought instantly. Not from natural fire spread. Someone did this on purpose.

She crouched, gently touching a leaf. The edges were crisped, as if exposed to intense but brief heat.

“What happened here?” she whispered.

“What I’ve been trying to warn people about,” Jannes said. His voice was low, dark. “Illegal collectors. Habitat sabotage. People thinking they can force butterflies into flight early or make them easier to find.”

A sickness rolled through her stomach.

“Thomas mentioned poaching networks,” she said softly. “But he never—”

Jannes nodded once, sharply. “He tried to stop them. He made enemies.”

A cold wind seemed to thread itself through her bones.

She rose slowly. “And the ant colonies?”

Jannes pointed to the ground.

What she saw made her jaw clench.

Crematogaster mound — collapsed. Soil overturned. Moisture chamber completely destroyed.

“No ants, no larvae,” she murmured. “No larvae... no adults.”

“And without this colony,” Jannes added, “the whole koppie goes sterile for the Blues.”

She turned in a slow circle, absorbing the devastation.

“And this is the third site like this,” Jannes said.

Her breath hitched.

“Three?”

“Yes.”

Her heart pounded in her ears.

Three sites gone.

Three host patches burned.

Three ant colonies destroyed.

This was no accident.

This was orchestrated.

“Why?” she whispered.

Jannes looked at the horizon, jaw set. “There are collectors who pay a year’s salary for a single specimen. Rare butterflies are a currency. A power move. A trophy. I know those men. I know what they do.”

Something guarded flickered behind his eyes.

Something painful.

He has history with them, she realized.

Maybe a long, complicated history.

She swallowed. “We should take soil samples. GPS pin this.”

“We will,” he said. “But first...”

He crouched and tilted his head toward a faint line in the soil.

Polla knelt beside him.

The prints were small. Delicate. Not boot prints. Not shoeprints.

Traces of wingbeat dust sparkled faintly on the ground.

Her breath left her body in a rush.

“A butterfly... here?” she whispered. “Recently?”

“Not just any butterfly,” Jannes said.

He reached carefully into the fynbos and lifted something between two fingers.

A single blue scale.

Fine as powder. Weightless.

Her knees went weak.

“It’s from poseidon,” she breathed. “An adult.”

He nodded.

“And it’s dead, Dr. Farfalla. Something killed it.”

Her pulse hammered.

Something cold slid down her spine.

Before she could speak, Rooi, the dog, lifted his head sharply and growled, staring into the thicket.

Jannes froze.

“Something’s moving,” he whispered.

Polla held her breath.

The bushes rustled violently and a shadow slipped between the rocks.

Human.

Running.

“Stay behind me,” Jannes hissed, already in motion.

The dog surged forward.

Polla stumbled back just as the shadow broke into a full sprint, boots pounding the soil.

Jannes shouted: “HEY!”

The figure glanced over their shoulder.

For a heartbeat, Polla saw their face.

And something inside her cracked open.

Because she recognized them.

Even though she had believed they were dead.

The thicket snapped shut behind the running figure, leaving only a shivering trail of disturbed branches. Rooi barked once, sharp, warning, urgent, before lunging after the shadow. Jannes swore, vaulted over a fallen log, and sprinted behind the dog.

“Jannes!” Polla shouted, stumbling forward, but he lifted a hand without looking back.

“Stay there! Do not follow!”

His voice echoed through the kloof, swallowed quickly by the steep rock faces. Polla stood rooted to the spot, chest heaving, heart hammering against her ribs. She strained to hear beyond the rustle of fynbos and the fading echoes of their pursuit. The air seemed to hold its breath.

Her mind spun.

It couldn’t have been them. Impossible. That face... it must have been a trick of distance, of light...

But no. Her heart knew before her mind caught up.

There are faces that scar the memory like wildfire across veld. Faces that the mind refuses to erase.

It was them.

Cold sweat gathered at the base of her neck.

She bent, forcing her hands to steady as she picked up the blue scale Jannes had shown her. It glittered faintly against her palm, a fragile sliver of a life already extinguished.

A pang of grief pierced her.

Thomas had spent years chasing that shimmer of blue. He had dreamt of the day he could hold one alive, just once, before setting it free again.

Now she held only dust.

Polla closed her fingers gently around the scale.

The breeze shifted. Faint, metallic-smelling smoke drifted from somewhere deeper in the kloof. A trickle of fear tugged at her. She turned instinctively toward the direction Jannes had run.

Minutes dragged by.

The silence grew heavier.

She paced, scanning the low shrubs, the torn earth, the burnt patches circling the decimated host plants. She knelt and inspected the damage with a scientist’s eye, slipping into the comfort of analysis to steady herself.

The scorch marks were old, but not too old. Days? A week? The absence of ants... more recent. The soil collapse... deliberate.

A trained hand had done this. Someone who understood the biology.

Someone who knew exactly how to kill a species.

Her breath shook.

And that someone might be back.

She rose slowly, scanning the ridge above. A faint flicker of movement, too small to be a person, caught her eye. A bird? A lizard? Or the last trembling wing of a butterfly caught on a leaf?

Before she could investigate, Rooi’s bark rang out again, farther away this time, deeper into the mountains.

Then a voice.

Jannes.

Not shouting.

Swearing.

Polla broke into a run.

The terrain fought her with every step, loose shale, stiff grasses, hidden holes in the earth where ant colonies used to live. Her breathing grew ragged as she pushed herself harder. The air thinned as the path climbed, but she didn’t stop.

Not when she heard a dry crack ahead.

Not when she nearly twisted her ankle on a rock.

Not when the memory of the fleeing figure’s face flashed behind her eyelids.

She burst through a dense patch of fynbos just as Jannes came into view. He stood at the edge of a narrow ravine, Rooi beside him, hackles raised.

Polla skidded to a stop beside them.

“What happened?” she gasped.

Jannes didn’t look at her. His eyes remained fixed on the ravine below.

“They got away,” he said. His jaw worked as if holding back a storm of words. “I lost them in the rocks.”

Polla followed his gaze.

The ravine was steep, filled with jagged boulders and thick undergrowth. Too many places to vanish.

Too many places to hide traps.

A cold awareness washed over her, settling heavily in her chest.

“You’ve seen them before,” she said quietly.

It wasn’t a question.

At last, Jannes turned toward her, exhaustion shadowing his face in a way she hadn’t seen until now.

“I’ve seen people like them,” he said. “Collectors. Eco-criminals. Opportunists. People who would burn a whole ecosystem down for a single rare specimen.”

“But this one,” she pressed softly. “This person today. You recognized them.”

A flicker crossed his expression. Something like shame. Or guilt. Or grief.

“I have my suspicions,” he said finally. “But we don’t jump to conclusions in the veld. The land punishes the impatient.”

She nodded slowly.

But she was impatient.

And terrified.

Because she had recognized them.

Her legs felt weak, and she sank down onto a nearby rock, forcing her breaths to slow.

Jannes watched her carefully.

“You’re pale,” he murmured. “Sit. Breathe.”

She tried. But the air felt thin again.

He crouched beside her, his presence steady, the scent of dust and sun-warmed fabric grounding her.

“Tell me,” he said quietly. “What did you see?”

She swallowed.

“I saw...” Her voice faltered. “I saw someone I thought was dead.”

Jannes stiffened.

A long moment passed between them, still, sharp, electrified.

Then he asked, voice low and steady:

“How dead?”

She met his eyes, feeling the full weight of the moment sinking into her chest like a stone.

“Dead,” she whispered. “As in... buried.”

His brow knotted in confusion.

But before he could ask anything more, Rooi growled, a low, dangerous sound.

Both Polla and Jannes whipped around.

From deeper in the kloof, something glinted in the sun. Metal? Glass? A reflection. A lens. Someone was watching them.

Jannes surged to his feet.

“Get down,” he hissed.

Polla dropped instinctively behind the rock as Rooi barked, loud, furious.

Jannes stepped slightly in front of her, his body rigid.

The reflection vanished.

Silence.

Wind.

And then—

A soft click echoed across the cliff.

Like the release of a camera shutter.

Polla’s pulse exploded in her throat.

Jannes whispered, “We’re not alone.”

The echo of the shutter seemed to vibrate through the ravine long after the sound itself faded. Even the insects fell silent. Only the whisper of dry leaves skittering over stone disturbed the quiet, a deceptively soft sound in a landscape that hid teeth.

Jannes scanned the cliffs, posture coiled, every muscle attuned to the slightest movement. Rooi prowled in a tight circle, snout low, nose pulling hard against invisible trails.

Polla remained crouched. Her hand closed tightly around her thigh to keep it from shaking. She had been in the veld before. She had faced storms, heatwaves, baboons with questionable intent.

But she had never felt hunted.

“What now?” she whispered.

Jannes didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he knelt and picked up something from the ground—a scattering of powder on a stone. He rubbed it between his fingers.

Blue.

Not ink.

Not dust.

Wing scale.

More than one.

Polla’s breath caught. “Another adult?”

“Maybe,” Jannes murmured. “Or the same one from earlier... torn apart.”

A chill unfurled beneath her skin.

She dared not say aloud what her mind whispered:

This species cannot take another blow.

Jannes exhaled hard through his nose, frustration simmering beneath the surface.

“We need to leave this place,” he said. “Whoever that was, they’re watching us. They want us afraid or off balance. Or... maybe they want to see how much we know.”

Polla stood shakily. “Then we don’t give them what they want.”

He gave her a sharp look, surprised, maybe impressed, but his voice remained steady.

“Courage is good,” he said quietly. “But we also need strategy. And backup.”

He took two steps toward her, lowering his voice so even the wind could not carry the words too far.

“Polla. If you truly recognized them...”

She nodded once.

He pressed, “Who did you think you saw?”

She looked away, toward the ravine. Toward the shadowed places where secrets hid themselves too well.

“I can’t say,” she whispered. “Not until I’m sure.”

A muscle in his jaw twitched, but he didn’t push.

“Then we confirm,” he said finally.

“How?” she asked.

He pointed down the ravine. “By following their trail.”

Rooi barked once, as if in agreement.

“I’ll go first,” Jannes said. “Stay close. Don’t fall behind me. And whatever happens, if I tell you to run, you don’t argue.”

“I’m not running,” she said, too quickly.

He turned and looked at her, really looked. Not as a stranger or a visitor or “Dr. Farfalla,” but as a person who carried weight in her eyes and a fracture in her voice.

“You came here to look for butterflies,” he said softly. “But something else is looking for us. That changes the rules.”

She swallowed and followed him down the narrow path.

The trail wound into a small, shaded gorge, a place where light was slow to enter, where the air felt cooler, denser. The smell of damp soil mingled with the sharp resin from fynbos shrubs.

Jannes moved with practiced silence, barely disturbing the ground. Polla mirrored him clumsily at first, but soon found a rhythm.

They descended deeper...

...and deeper...

...until the gorge narrowed into a tight corridor of rock.

“Careful here,” Jannes murmured. “Loose stones.”

He reached back instinctively, placing a hand at her elbow to steady her as she stepped across a shifting slab. His touch was warm, grounding.

It surprised her more than the danger did.

But the moment broke as Rooi suddenly halted, ears pricked.

The dog’s body went rigid.

Jannes froze.

“What is it?” Polla whispered.

Rooi took one step forward, lowered his nose to the ground, sniffed, then growled, deep, low, vibrating through the stone below their feet.

Jannes’s voice dropped to the barest breath.

“Someone was here. Very recently.”

He crouched, fingertips brushing the dusty surface.

Footprint.

Boot tread.

And beside it—

Polla leaned in, heart stuttering.

Another print. Narrower. Smoother.

A specialized field boot.

A brand used almost exclusively by elite collectors.

Her stomach knotted.

Jannes followed the prints forward... around a boulder... down a soft slope of eroded clay...

...until suddenly, the trail stopped.

Just ended.

No more footprints.

No disturbance.

Nothing.

It was as if the person had vanished into the earth.

Or—

Jannes lifted his eyes.

The ravine wall beside them rose almost ten meters, craggy and steep.

“They climbed,” he said.

Polla stared upward. “Without rope?”

“Without hesitation.”

He straightened slowly. “Which means they’re trained.”

“Or desperate,” she murmured.

Jannes’s expression darkened. “Both.”

Rooi whined once, pawing at a crack between two slabs of rock.

“Something there?” Jannes asked.

The dog scratched again, harder this time.

Jannes knelt. “What is it, boy?”

Polla stepped closer and that’s when she saw it.

A faint glint inside the crack.

Metal.

Her pulse quickened.

Jannes used his knife to pry gently at the stone. The crack widened, just enough for the object to slip free and clatter into his palm.

He turned it over.

Polla’s breath caught.

It was a tiny glass vial.

Stoppered.

Empty.

But the label, half rubbed off, was unmistakable:

L. poseidon — ♀ ?

Ridge 7

Specimen Code: TH-04-

The rest was scratched out.

Polla’s knees buckled.

Jannes caught her by the shoulder before she hit the ground.

“Polla—what is it?” His voice was rough, urgent.

Her lips trembled.

“That...” she choked. “That specimen code... TH... That was Thomas’s system. His labelling format.”

Jannes stared at the vial, face draining of colour.

“You’re saying,” he whispered, “this vial belonged to your husband.”

She nodded, fighting tears.

“But that’s impossible,” she whispered. “He—he died before finishing this survey. No one should have his old field vials. No one.”

Jannes looked sharply up the ravine. “Unless someone took them.”

“Or stole them,” she breathed.

The sun dipped behind the cliffs, throwing the gorge into shadow.

Rooi growled again, deeper this time.

Polla turned cold.

Jannes tensed. “Someone is close.”

A single stone fell from the ridge above, bouncing down the ravine wall and landing at their feet.

Not by accident.

Polla looked up.

A silhouette appeared at the top of the ravine.

Standing perfectly still.

Watching them.

Jannes raised his voice, strong and commanding:

“Show yourself!”

The silhouette did not move.

For a long, agonizing moment, it only stared.

Then—

It stepped backward and vanished over the ridge.

Jannes lunged forward. “Come on!”

Polla grabbed his arm. “No—wait—Jannes—look!”

She pointed to the ground where the stone had fallen.

Jannes followed her gaze.

The stone wasn’t just a stone.

It was a field notebook.

Thomas’s.

His name was written inside the front cover.

Clear.

Undeniable.

Jannes swore. “That’s impossible.”

Polla’s breath shook as she reached for it.

Her fingers brushed the cover and a sudden gust ripped through the ravine.

Pages fluttered.

Something loose fell from between them.

A photograph.

It landed face-up on the ground.

Polla stared.

Her heart stopped.

It was a photo of Thomas, alive, standing on Ridge 7, with the same person who had just watched them.

And scrawled across the bottom in her husband’s handwriting:

“If anything happens to me, don’t trust—”

The rest was torn away.

Polla swayed, the world narrowing into a tunnel.

Jannes caught her, his voice rough with urgency:

“Polla—what is it? What did he write? Who are we not supposed to trust?”

Her voice came out as a whisper of horror:

“The person I saw today.”

She lifted the photograph.

“And the person who was with my husband the day before he died.”

The mountain wind howled through the ravine.

Jannes swallowed hard.

“Polla... who was it?”

She trembled.

Because she finally remembered the face.

The one she saw fleeing through the thicket.

The one she had buried.

The one who was not supposed to be alive.

Her voice cracked as she answered:

“It was my brother.”
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