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Prologue
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THE ANCIENT FLY ROD stood expectantly next to the doorframe of the Vicar’s cottage, line still glistening wet from the early morning fishing excursion along the river. Jay-R’s gaze shifted from his panorama on the rickety porch to the crafted bamboo rod as if he heard it whispering to him. He reflected on the morning’s catch and wondered if his old benefactor would think less of him for keeping the lone salmon today. But of course, it had been bleeding, and the elderly Vicar allowed such fish to be kept for the pan. So he’d returned to the cottage early to poach the fish and scramble three eggs for his morning meal, leaving the ancient casting stick anxious, quivering at the molecular level, for at least another day.

He smiled at the thought of the eggs, a gift left on his doorstep each morning by an unknown Scottish villager who would have gagged at the foreign sight of the scramble filled with sausage, chopped onions, canned peppers and potatoes. Jay-R would have preferred more vegetable produce in the scramble, but it was too early in the spring for anything fresh. His eyes turned again to the Guilbey Kirk’s little garden—well it wasn’t so small this spring, thanks to his enterprise and the willingness of the parish faithful and nonbelievers alike to pitch in and care for a community garden. The planting was now complete, and all that the fledgling vegetable patch needed from this point was a steady stream of spring rains and some careful weeding. Jay-R reckoned that the old Vicar might be looking down from the heavens on the once dilapidated Kirk and its grounds with some satisfaction at the resurrection.

Jay-R could feel that his time in the village was running out. After more than a year’s retreat in this Scottish backwater, he was feeling the urge to move on. He’d nearly completed the work he agreed to when the old Vicar hired him and dropped him into this reclusive community, and he was getting too involved with the local parishioners who insisted on treating him as revered clergy. The retreat had been necessary, but it just wasn’t what he wanted for the long haul. But what would he do, where could he go? 

He reflected on the erratic path that had taken him away from his home in South Africa. He had left Graaff-Reinet, mostly in anger; it was anger at his father for abandoning him, he thought. There was also his hatred of Apartheid and the palpable oppression it commanded, and the total lack of anything that resembled a future for him. Traveling to see his mother in Ireland was a ruse—she’d abandoned him ten years earlier. He had wanted to see the world, find romance and adventure, and find a place where he belonged. It was naïve, he knew that now, and the trouble all sprang from a lack of planning and insight. And as this thought popped into his head for the hundredth time, he decided to have an actual plan and a goal before he jumped off a cliff somewhere again. He needed to write it all down, examine the good and the ugly—avoid the same mistakes. Then build a new plan and stick to it. ‘I’ll start today,’ he told the fly rod as if whispering to the old Vicar. ‘We’ll sort it together, from the beginning.’
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Teach me to be the eyes of my people

Teach me to move like the shadow

Allow me to become the winds, the rocks, the soil

Allow me to become the Life Force in all its forms

—Anon, ‘A Scouts Prayer’
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Kruger
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REPUBLIC OF South Africa—ca 1963. The Kruger National Park was declared as a game preserve in 1926, combining at least two recognized national preserves and many thousand square kilometers of additional malaria-prone farmland not yet salvaged from the wild bush. The park now encompasses some 19,500 square kilometers, including large swaths of former tribal lands too. It is bordered on the east by Mozambique, to the north by Zimbabwe, and to the south and west by the historic Transvaal region of South Africa. Fencing of the boundaries of the park commenced in 1960, and was completed in 1962 with 18,000 Km of fence in an attempt to curtail game poaching and incursion of game herds into adjoining agricultural lands. By 1963, it was obvious that poachers from Mozambique and Zimbabwe had not been deterred, and the endangerment to game as well as human resources was being elevated by drought and disease. The Park Rangers were the sole defense against the ravages of these invaders, and the work had taken a deadly turn in recent years, made more difficult by the annual flow of a quarter million White tourists. 

Park creation and management was likely the only hint of progressive governance in the capitol buildings of Johannesburg, Cape Town, and Pretoria, given the total commitment to racial Apartheid institutionalized within the government. After the Sharpeville massacre in ’60, the government outlawed the Black ANC as well as the South African Communist Party in an effort to prevent further civil rights demonstrations and threats to White rule, but there was an unintended consequence. The ANC movement dispersed within the British Commonwealth, and keying off of IRA-inspired terrorist tactics, began a program of international violence against the oppressors. Even as the Republic withdrew from the British Commonwealth in ‘61, paranoia over outside meddling, terrorism and the spread of communism coupled with a defunct intelligence community opened the doors to a flood of backdoor deals and intrigue with far-flung countries like Israel, Britain, France, and Chile. With no television service and poor communications across a vast territory, few citizens had any knowledge of what the government was doing, especially when it came to its colonial aspirations and a need for modern military weapons.

————————
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WILLEM BEGAN TO STIR under his blanket, vaguely aware that he needed to answer the call of nature. It was, by his reckoning, at least an hour before dawn, and he was reluctant to leave his nest, wrestle with the mosquito netting, and venture out of the tent to the nearby thorn bush to pee. Instead, he turned on his back, stretched out his six-foot-four frame, and hoped that the revised posture would relieve the pressure on his bladder long enough for him to get another hour of sleep. But there was no love now. He was awake. He glanced over jealously in the direction of his thirteen-year old twin Delbert, curled up in a large ball and breathing deeply, contentedly it seemed. Gradually it occurred to him that Del’s breathing was the only other sound in their tent. He couldn’t hear Jay-R. 

Wil processed the new realization for several minutes, and the darkness of the hour began to magnify the issue in his consciousness. “Where’d he go? It’s been too long for him to have gone out to pee,” he thought to himself. He heard the sounds of wounded prey in the distance, and knew that the big cats or hyenas would hone in on the call. Finally, his anxiety bested him.

“Del,” he whispered, then louder, “Del!” His brother stirred. Wil asked out loud, “Waar is Jay-R?” 

Delbert answered, “Praat in Engels of die Namibiërs sal jou hart uitsny.”

Wil laughed softly and said, “Listen to yourself telling me to speak English in Afrikaans. And, no, the Namibians won’t cut out my heart for speaking Afrikaans.”

“Well, the Xhosa might, and the Zulus will for certain. Where’s Jay-R?”

“That’s what I’m asking you, fool! Where is he?”

“How should I know? Go look on the stoop and see if his boots are there. Maybe he went down the back side of  the hill to the kakhuis.”

“Okay, I gotta piss anyway.”

Wil pushed aside his netting, put on his leather slaps and shuffled out the front of the boys’ tent. Jay-R’s boots were not to be seen. Wil hurried the ten yards to the thorn bush that they’d been watering for the last few weeks and completed his task as quickly as he could. This Ranger camp was close to big cat habitat, and Wil knew that this was a hazardous time of day to be outside alone in nothing but his drawers and slippers. He hurried back inside the tent and curled up in his blanket.  “Sy stewels is weg,” he told his brother. 

“Well you didn’t expect him to go barefoot did you?”

“Go where?”

“How the hell should I know. He’s not afraid of anything.”

“Well, he’s not afraid of anybody when he’s with us...he never has been.”

“No mystery there, bro. We’re a foot taller than anybody else except him, and still half a foot taller than him. Nobody in Graaff-Reinet’s shithole school challenges us. But this ain’t school. It’s the freakin’ African bush, and he’s by himself.”

The brothers pondered this situation in silence for several minutes, then had a heated discussion in Afrikaans about what they should do next. Finally they agreed to get dressed and go wake their father and Captain Davies to tell him that his only son had gone on a walkabout sometime during the night. No sooner had they finished lacing their boots, then they heard footsteps on the wooden stoop. Jay-R burst in, “Where are you ladies going? And why are you speaking Afrikaans? The Trackers will cut your throats—I can hear you girls bickering half a mile away.”

The brothers looked at him in exasperation, and said in unison, “Fok jouself, Jay-R, you sod,” evoking laughter all around. 

––––––––
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THE TWINS FINALLY EXTRACTED the story from Jay-R Davies. He confessed to meeting up with three of the sons of the Black Trackers for a night adventure. “Why didn’t you take us?” Del belatedly entreated in his most petulant whine. The feigned coquettishness made the three  boys laugh.

“They’re afraid of you two. You look like grown men to them except you have the same face and it’s not a man’s face. I’m trying to convince them that you aren’t devils.”

Wil responded, “We’ve spent dozens of days with them, and they never seemed afraid before.”

“Exactly,” said Jay-R. “Daytime. At night, their imagination takes a darker turn, if you catch me here. And the outing last night was just that: a night shift. They took me to the high ridge to look for campfires. They know where all the local tribesmen in this part of Kruger hang out, so if they see a big bonfire someplace where they know it isn’t supposed to be, then we’ll know where the poachers are.”

“Why would the poachers risk bulding big bonfires?”

“Because they’re just as superstitious as the rest of the Blacks, and cowards besides,” said Jay-R, answering Del’s question without hesitation. The Tracker’s Boys say that their fathers call the poachers Omukiiintu, which means ‘woman’. In their culture it’s considerd very demeaning: women don’t hunt because they aren’t considered brave enough to even tend the cattle.” 

“Demeaning? Like when you call us ‘ladies’?” said Del.

“Exactly, except they’re kidding, and I’m not, “ said Jay-R, prompting another round of laughter. “Anyway, I’m starved. Let’s go see if breakfast is ready yet. I’ll tell you more.”

The three hungry boys were delighted to find the mess tent open for business so early. Throughout breakfast Jay-R kept his friends totally engaged with his tales of the previous night’s adventures scouting for poachers’ camps with the African boys. As they were finishing filling their bellies, tall shadows blotted out the rising sun. “Good morning Father, good morning Captain Davies,” said the twins in unison. “Morning Pop, Mr. de Buys,” mumbled Jay-R with a last mouthful of biscuit and jam. The seven-foot Wilbert de Buys grinned and patted the three boys on their sandy blonde heads.

Captain Davies, in a mildly ironic tone, commended the boys on their early start to the day. “Thanks, Pop; we were surprised to see the kitchen open so early. What’s going on?”

“One of the Black Park Rangers has gone missing, and we’re mounting a search effort. There’s a fear that he may have been taken by the poachers.” The boys looked at each other with poker faces and let the elder Davies continue, “The Trackers somehow have information that there is a fairly large poacher’s encampment a few clicks from us, so we’re going to investigate en force.”  

The boys waited for the search party to leave before regrouping in their tent. “So, you were with the boys who spied the poachers’ camp?” asked Del. 

“Yeah, just like I said earlier. That head Tracker, Lyanga, sent all the Boys out last night. It’s surprising—none of these kids is fifteen yet, but they’re absolutely without fear. We went down from the ridge under the moon and they found the poachers main track in the moonlight across the river. And don’t ever let anybody tell you that Blacks aren’t smart. These lads speak more languages than us and they have this sense of geography that is absolutely mathmatical. I know they’ve been teaching us stuff while we play around during the day, but I learned a lot more in one night when they were on the job.”

“You mean Lyanga makes the Boys work at night? What’s up with that?” asked Wil. Del joined, “I hope Papa doesn’t get any bright ideas about this sort of thing.”

“Don’t worry. Lyanga has five wives and at least fifteen children, so if the poachers or hyenas get one, he’ll get on with his life. Your father just has the two of you, and can ill-afford to send you off into the night to be lion bait.” The twins laughed, and one said, “You do have a way with words Jay-R. We feel so much better now.”

Jay-R smiled, and without missing a beat in the conversation, said, “Now that we’ve cleared that up, do you want to go see where I went with the Boys last night? We might be able to see what’s going on from up there.”

“Hell yes! What could go wrong?” 
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SATISFIED THAT THE Rangers had left on their mission for the day, the boys equipped themselves with binoculars, machetes, canteens, and a lunch of biltong, and stale biscuit; they slathered on military grade insect repellant, left a note in their tent, and headed out the back of the bushveld camp. The camp was situated part way up a bluff overlooking a narrow tributary and valley below. To go higher up the bluff required them to wend their way through acacia trees on the sub-plateau, and follow a game trail through the razor sharp thorn bush and scrub protruding from outcroppings of the bluff. The yearlong drought had left the trail compacted, but still dusty enough to follow the previous night’s footprints to the top of the ridge.

Once at the top, the trio took two swallows each from their canteens. The early morning coolness was giving way to another sweaty morning. “Good grief! This was a lot easier last night when it was cool,” mumbled Jay-R.

“You whine like a little girl, Pumpkin,” needled Del. 

“We’ll see who’s whining in another hour, Leadfoot,” the smaller boy retorted. “Head for that acacia over there, and we can get out of the sun.” The twins needed not a second invitation.

“This is where we watched for the campfires last night. The Boys saw it over there—see where the smoke is in the sky?” They each peered through their binoculars. “That’s not smoke. Those are vultures circling. That must be the kill site where the poachers were working. How far away is that?”

Wil said, “At least ten, maybe twelve clicks.” 

“We’d have to cross the river too,” said Del.

“It doesn’t look too wide. The drought has narrowed it a lot.”

“Yeah, but it’s still wide. Remember, we’re up pretty high and it’s at least two miles away.”

“Don’t forget the hippos. The drought has them real concentrated around sections of the river right now, and Papa said they’re more aggressive than usual.”

“Yeah, I heard that the park is going to have to cull the hippos this year and next because of the drought,” said Jay-R. 

“Well, that doesn’t help us none today,” drawled Wil.

“Agreed, and we shouldn’t try to follow the scouting party anyway, because if they encounter us on their return, we’re gonna be in trouble for leaving camp.”

“I know, I know, we aren’t supposed to cross the river. Besides, it’s getting late. But let’s go down to the river and check out where I crossed with the Boys last night.

“Well the Ranger party took the Rover and a bakkie, so they had to go to the bridge—they didn’t cross here.”

“Right, but I don’t fancy walking five miles to the bridge—there’re always cats or elephants on the road. I know the Trackers have a way to get across downstream a ways with the river so low, and I think that’s where we went last night. There are sandbars scattered all over—we just have to watch out for the crocs and avoid the hippos right now.”

————————
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THE BOYS SPENT ANOTHER fifteen minutes with the binoculars scouring the bush for any sign of human movement in the distance, but nothing was apparent, and so they slithered all the way back down the escarpment to the river’s ancient bed. Jay-R’s confidence was high because he was able to follow the tracks from the night before. By the time they reached the riverbed, the sun was high enough that the bluffs and overhanging trees and bushes provided only occasional shade. The trio trudged along the base on mudstone following the tracks wherever they were evident, hopping over soggy basins here and there, always on the lookout around the next bend for any brutish surprises that might be waiting. Within a mile or so, Jay-R found the spot he was looking for. They sat under the shade of an outcropping of mopane and a knobthorn growing just high enough up a ledge to be safe from grazers, and quietly surveyed the crossing. After ten minutes of scrutiny with their field glasses, Jay-R said, “Let’s go check out the depths between the sand bars. We’re going to get our feet wet no matter what, but I’d like to map this out now in daylight. Last night I just followed the Boys.”

The twins nodded in silent unison. The closer they got to the stream flow, the thinner was the dried mud crust. In some areas, large mammals had tromped things down so hard that puddles of water stood evaporating in the sun. In others places, ungulates had spiked the terrain in ten thousand spots, where small cups of standing water now served as birdbaths. And with every other step, the boys had to avoid giant plops of dung, to the point that they began stepping single-file in each other’s boot prints. But this morning, there was no sign of the beasts themselves—they had moved on. The river had ebbed more than two feet from its course since the least herds had visited, and here the muck was thick. This would be where they would have to remove their boots and wade to the sandbars if they were to ford the river on foot. Absent any beasts in the pools, the water was clear enough to see that nothing was more than two feet deep between them and the first sandbar; after that, it was difficult to discern, but at least there were no riffles to indicate any difference in bottom features. 

“Okay,” said Jay-R, “I think we can cross here pretty quickly.” Neither Wil nor Del saw any reason to disagree, and the three turned to arguing about what animals had left which prints. They all were in agreement about the elephants, of course, as well as the cat prints. But when it came to the various hoof prints, none could agree.

“How is it that the Trackers’ Boys know this almost instantly,” asked Del, addressing nobody in particular.

“Well, from what the Boys have told me, they all started when they were about five years old.”

“What? Tracking? That can’t be true,” said Wil.

“Sure it can: they had to go look for lost goats that wandered off from the family herds, so they had to know the difference from their goats and the smaller antelopes.”

“So, you’re saying that the fathers sent their five year olds off into the bush to look for stray goats? That sounds daft.”

“Right, but remember the five wives-many children thing. We’ve been coddled compared to these Black kids.”

“How do you know all of this about the Boys, bra? You don’t speak their language but a little, and I never hear them say much anyway.”

“That’s because you talk all the time and don’t listen or ask them questions. They all speak fair English, and if you’re patient, they’ll open up if they aren’t working.”

“I don’t talk all the time,” said Wil in self-defense.

Jay-R looked at him seriously for a few seconds, seeing that he’d hurt his friend’s feelings, and then said, “No, I know you don’t. I was just kidding around. But we all tend to tell the Boys stuff instead of asking them about things they know. In that sense, the three of us are magpies.”

“I think they trust us though, don’t you?” said the silent Del.

“Yeah, if they didn’t, they wouldn’t have been teaching us stuff all this time or traipsing off into the bush with us.”

The trio resumed their seats under the shade of the bluff, and sprawled back onto the smooth sandstone rocks in silence. After a bit, Del looked up towards the horizon across the river, and pointed: “Look! Dust plume. The search party must be coming back. We’d better get back to camp.”
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THE THREE MANAGED TO get back up the bluff and settle into the shade of their tent, splayed back in rocking chairs on the wooden stoop before the Rangers and Trackers returned. It was a posture that they’d adopted from old-time photos of white hunters resting in camp after a day on safari; now such exploits were the stuff of their imagination, although they all clung to hope that they’d be allowed to help in the culling one day soon. It was strange to them that they weren’t allowed to even have a gun in the park, much less shoot, for at their homes on the Watervaal, they were allowed to hunt small game and vermin almost anytime their chores and schoolwork allowed. 

They chattered about their lack of weapons to protect themselves in the midst of one of the most densely populated game regions in South Africa, almost as if they were denied a birthright. Eventually, though, Jay-R was forced to interject that which he knew to be true: “Well, none of the Black boys are allowed to have firearms anywhere in the country—and neither can their fathers. And they have no problem going into the bush day or night, so what are we whining about?” 

In the middle of their casual debate of this matter, Jay-R’s father hove around the front of the tent, obviously with a purpose for his visit. “Lads,” he began, “I have news of our search today. We found the little poacher’s camp this morning, and the half-eaten remains of our missing Ranger.”

Jay-R looked puzzled and interjected, “I didn’t know a Ranger was missing, Pop.”

Clive looked at his son as if to issue a mild reproach for the interruption and the obvious fact that he’d told them just yesterday, but the boy missed the glance, expectantly awaiting an answer. Captain Davies held his disciplinary instinct in check, and responded, “Yes, Son, one of the Black Rangers went missing late yesterday or last night. We found the remains of his headless body near the little camp, over that way, about five clicks.” Jay-R followed his father’s gesture, looking towards the east out across the veld. The elder Davies continued, “We’ll get the Trackers back out tomorrow and contact the District policemen to pick up the remains. Meanwhile, you lads need to stick close by the camp here. Don’t give the poachers any other targets.”

The boys assented with a nod and downcast look, but then Jay-R abruptly changed the subject: “Pop, when did they start hiring Black Rangers?”

“Well, the original park Warden, Major Stevenson-Hamilton hired the first Rangers, I think there were five Whites and fifty Blacks. That must have been more than forty years ago. The Major seemed to believe that the Black Rangers would better relate to the tribal Africans who still lived within the park boundaries, and stand a better chance of curtailing the poaching by the ones living near the boundaries.”

“Is that who’s poaching now?” asked Del.

“”No, this is a different level of poaching. There is a difference between the tribesmen who take an antelope for subsistence once in a while, and the poachers that kill elephants for the ivory or the cats for their skins. Having said that, we’ve always been required to pursue them the same.”

“Why, Pop? At home, we don’t prohibit the Xhosa from a little hunting for food on the Watervaal. That seems like their way of life.”

“True, it is Junior. But the old laws were written around the notion that allowing subsistence hunting was the cause of the game decline, and it was asserted so often that hunting made the Blacks lazy and uninterested in so-called honest labor, that it was accepted as fact. But we at Watervaal—Mr. de Buys and I—we believe otherwise. Those old laws were created to increase the labor force for the White mine owners and large farm owners. So we honor the old tribal customs on our properties, where we can. But here in the Kruger, we have to use our best judgment knowing that everybody is watching, and enforce the laws. Having said that, there is enough cross-border ivory and skins poaching from Mozambique to keep us quite busy. And now we have this murder to solve.” And with that, the Ranger took his leave of the boys.

As soon as the Captain was out of earshot, Del said in a low, accusing tone, “What was that all about? You knew the answers to almost everything you asked your old man.”

Jay-R looked at the twins and shook his head slowly: “Right, well if I ask something intelligent, he’ll start to think I’m paying attention, and then he’ll come to expect it. Besides, I never get tired of being reminded of what a messed up country we live in. Listen up! Did you see where he pointed and how far away he said they found the Ranger’s remains? They’re looking in the wrong place. The big bonfire was about a click or more to the west, and the Boys said eight or ten clicks out, maybe more, and you thought the vultures were at least ten out; but not five.”

“Maybe they were wrong,” said Wil, “and maybe your old man just pointed in a general direction.”

“Maybe,” interjected Del, “but the Captain said it was a small camp, and the Boys said it was a big camp, and Jay-R said they picked up the tracks of a larger band last night. So maybe this is a different place after all.”

“Well, so what if it is,” Wil argued. That’s where they found the body.” This seemed to put an end to the speculation, but the twins knew that the wheels were turning in their companion’s contrarian gearbox.
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THAT NIGHT, LONG AFTER supper, but not long after the lights went out in the camp, Jay-R interrupted their inane banter: “Ssshhh! Listen!” They all heard the next sounds...clicking noises followed by the call of a nighthawk, then scratching at the rear of their tent. “It’s Kabali! Wait here inside.” The twins just shrugged as their companion darted out the front of the tent. 

Kabali politely refused the invitation to join the White boys inside their tent. By the rules, he wasn’t even supposed to be up in this part of the camp unless accompanied by a Ranger during the day, but he didn’t have time for the formalities this night. He conversed with Jay-R for about five minutes, then melted back into the night.”

When Jay-R returned to the tent, the twins were all over him: “What was that all about?” “What are those?” Jay-R laid three handcrafted spears on one of the cots. 

“Kabali brought these to us as a departing gift.” 

“Departing? Why? Where is he going?”

“All the Trackers have decided to leave because of the spirits,” answered Jay-R cryptically.

“What spirits?”

“The worst kind: the headless kind.”

“Buffalo kak,” said Wil. “These Trackers aren’t afraid of a charging lion or elephant...why would a headless body freak them out?”

“Who knows? They might be afraid of headless lions too. But they aren’t coming back unless the Rangers find the head.”

“Well how are the Rangers going to find the head without the Trackers?”

Jay-R just smiled a clever smile, and said, “I have a plan...”

“Of course you do. Does it include us?” asked Del. 

“Oh, most certainly. Now, about these spears...Kabali said they are assegai, and that they are strong medicine. Along with the power of Heitsi-eibib and the Black Queen’s kin, they can protect us from evil. He then said some kind of verse, I think: 

‘The lion marks his territory from the upside down tree to the magic tree to the rising sun; he fears nothing but the elephant and man with his black stick.’

“What Black Queen’s kin?” Del retorted. “Where are we gonna find somebody like that?”

“Really?” said Wil, “that’s your question? How about what’s a 

Heitsi—whatever he said?”

“Oh, we have the Black Queen’s kin,” said Jay-R, pointing at the twins. “It’s you two. Turns out that’s the real reason they were afraid of you. Seems that they know about your Black oumagrootjie.”

The twins laughed a little, and one said, “More like our groot-groot-groot oumagrootjie.” The other said, “I can’t believe anybody’s heard of that old tale.”

Jay-R said, “Well, you boys are Legends...roll with it. Now...on to the plan...oh wait. You know Heitsi-eibib as the Warrior-Sorcerer, right?” 

—————————————————
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NEITHER OF THE TWINS was eager to venture into the bush to be part of their friend’s plan, warrior-sorcerer god or not, but Jay-R cleverly spent the night recounting old tales of Coenraad de Buys, the giant Trekker, and his two African queen wives. Jay-R recounted Coenraad’s legendary wars with the tribes, battles with the Brits and the Trekkers, and his general independence and sense of adventure. Gradually he wore them down—or rather they fell asleep.

Jay-R rousted them before dawn, and implored them to hurry to the mess tent. “Listen to me! It’s important that we see my Pop to know where they are going to be today. Leave it to me.”

As expected, Captain Davies came into the mess tent, open at dawn once again. “Are you lads turning over a new leaf?” he grinned.

“It’s just cooler in the morning Pop. Say, I forgot to tell you something yesterday evening that might be important. Yesterday, late morning, Wil and Del and I climbed up the ridge with our field glasses, and we thought we saw smoke. But with the glasses, we could see that it was a large flock of vultures or other carrion birds. Could that be connected with the poachers?”

The father’s smile turned serious, “Come show me where, Boy.”

Standing away from the acacia trees, Jay-R pointed to the location using two far away peaks to frame the view. “Maybe eight clicks or more...it’s hard to say this morning with the different shadows, and the sun’s not up yet.”

“Okay, well I think I’ll take Wilbert in the Moth, and we’ll look by air. I sent two of the Black Rangers to Phalaborwa for the district police to come help with the murder investigation. But they can’t possibly be here for several hours.”

“What about the Trackers?” asked Jay-R disingenuously.

“They’ve deserted...some superstitious nonsense about headless spirits.” Jay-R let it pass. 

“Anything we can do to help, Pop?” the son asked. 

“Just stay out of trouble,” he commanded, as he turned on his heel and headed back to the main headquarters building.

———————————
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“HOW DO YOU DO THAT?” asked Del. “Someday, he’s gonna catch you at this game and beat the tar out of you.” 

Jay-R just chuckled, knowing this bit of wisdom had a ring of truth to it. “Let’s go,” he said. “We should get down the ridge before the sun is above the hills. Once the plane is in the air, nobody will see us.”

The trio prepared as the day before, but added a knapsack with extra food, water, and shirt, and each grabbed one of the new assegai spears before lighting out the rear of the camp. The dawn had turned from gray to pink, but the colors didn’t matter yet because this was familiar terrain. The trick was to stay far enough apart so a fall didn’t impale a comrade on a spear tip. They’d learned long ago how to carry a long gun on a hunting trek, and this seemed the proper method for the more primitive weapon as well. They descended the bluff silently and efficiently and regrouped at the bottom; now warily nearer the water, they headed for the crossing they’d staked out the day before. Remarkably, they encountered no beast, and were accompanied only by the songs and jabber of the woodland birds waking to a new day.

Once at the muddy margin of the slow moving water, they removed their boots and socks, stuffed the socks inside, tied the laces together and slung the boots over their shoulders. The water scarcely reached the hem of their walking shorts, and once on the other side, they walked single file through the dusty silt of the well-worn elephant path for about two hundred meters before their feet were entirely dry. Only then did they stop to take their bearings and lace up their boots.

“Now what genius?” asked Del.

“Now we track. I took a compass bearing approximating Pop’s direction yesterday. Now, remember: they came in from the east of us and stumbled onto a small camp they called the poacher’s camp. But the Trackers had to have been following some sign—they wouldn’t have just stumbled along. So think: what does that mean to you?”

“Well...there must have been a game trail or a dirt road that angled from the bridge over this way. The poachers would have needed a path for either a vehicle or a mule or something to carry out the bounty. So, I’m guessing that a poacher’s camp wouldn’t have been far from a game trail either.”

“Right. And this path we’re on is pretty close to parallel to my estimated compass bearing. So, let’s go two clicks and see what we can find.” Hearing no objection, Jay-R set off on a brisk pace, but all three were scanning for any odd sign along the way. It didn’t take much more than a half hour for the trio to cover what Jay-R estimated to be two kilometers. Still, they’d intersected nothing of note. Now the sun was in full view above the hills and scrub, but the air was still cool. In a routine familiar to all three of them since they first explored Watervaal as small boys, Jay-R motioned for them to stop, and they trained their ears in different directions, waiting for their heart rates to slow and the external sounds to focus. Still nothing was heard but birds and the occasional far-off yips of a wild dog or hyena somewhere. “Let’s go another click.”

They hadn’t gone four hundred meters when the trail forked. The main path, the one trampled smooth by the elephants scrambling for the river, veered to the West slightly. The other, showing no sign of the pachyderms, veered slightly to the east. Animal sign was scant and old on this one, but it angled towards the direction the boys estimated that the Trackers had come from the day before. They all nodded in agreement that they would go this way. Wil, bringing up the rear of the procession, knew that a deserted animal trail might mean that there had been a reason for the diversion; his companions would know that as well and be examining the ground in front, so he started to lag a bit and peer more into and over the scrub to look for some other feature. In another four hundred meters, he stopped and issued a series of tongue clicks he’d learned from the Xhosa, “Q-Q.” It was an audible signal without the nuisance of throaty language that would carry the sound beyond their location. His companions stopped and rejoined him. “See—the stand of trees over there! The bunch all by themselves!”

Jay-R motioned for Wil to take the lead, now considering whether or not they could make it through the brush without a machete. But Wil had good instincts, and slowly picked his way through, pushing thorn bush limbs out of his way with the new spear. The other two followed, emulating, but staying distant enough to avoid the snap-back in Wil’s wake. It took fifteen minutes to go a few hundred meters, but then, suddenly, they were in the clearing.

It was obviously a camp, but none of them thought it had seen any recent use. Yet, as they explored out towards the perimeter, they found the tire tracks from the Ranger’s party. Apparently, the tree stand had been spied from the other side of the place, and the bakkie was used to simply bulldoze through the brush. The boys followed the tire tracks back out to the dirt trail the vehicles had been on before the detour, perhaps a full kilometer to the east. There was no point in examining anything on this trail of destruction since the pickup had wrecked anything that might have been useful. After pondering the situation for a few minutes, Jay-R said, “Okay, I’m going to say that the Rangers had already found the body before they found that camp.”

“Maybe, but defend,” said Del.

“Well, first, the camp is old. Second, they find the body somewhere nearby, then want to know where it came from... a Tracker spots the tree stand, and the bakkie driver crashes over here, finds the camp, and goes back to report to our Fathers that they found a poacher’s camp. Satisfied, all attention is returned to the remains, and there is much lamenting that a poacher has killed the poor Black Ranger. They secure the remains and return to Ranger base. Criticize.”

“I can not. I agree.”

“Let’s find where the remains were. It can’t have been too far from here.”

“Easy, let’s follow the tire treads back the way they came.” The trio set off in an easy trot with the sun inching its way higher. They slowed to a walk again after a few hundred meters as they spied a turnaround intersecting the dirt road.

“This is it—they must have spotted the remains from the road.” All three sets of eyes followed the scene. “Well that part of the Captain’s account is spot on—look at the lion sign here.” The three boys fanned out from the bloody mess in the dirt, towards the perimeter of the clearing, looking for something that all the professionals might have missed. 

“Okay, stop for a second. What do we think we’re looking for? Think about it.” The twins looked puzzled at their friend’s rhetorical question. “Okay, listen. Did we see any sign that the lion dragged this man’s carcass from the direction of the old camp? No, we did not. Might this man have been killed here on the spot? Yes, but why here? It’s not close to anything we’ve seen, so he couldn’t have been in any way about to discover a poacher’s camp right here. So, if you’re a poacher, why kill a Ranger if he’s not got the goods on you? And how did a poacher get here? There are no tire tracks, no mule tracks on this road past the point where the bakkie turned off into the brush. So, maybe a lion killed the man.”

“So, you’re saying that this man wasn’t killed here by a poacher,” ventured Del. “Then the cat must have dragged him here.”

“Or killed him here,” said Wil.

“Okay, now we’re all thinking alike. Let’s look for signs that the cat may have brought at least part of him here to finish a meal." 

The boys started examining the hardpan around the clearing, but found no clues. Then Del shouted out, “Wait a minute. Didn’t Kabali say something about the lion and the big tree?”

Jay-R stopped in his tracks. “Brilliant. It wasn’t a verse or a chant. He was telling us where to look. The big baobab tree by the old camp was what they call the upside down tree. We should be looking eastward for a big guarri tree—the magic tree. The Trackers knew where this all happened the entire time.”

“Why didn’t they tell the Rangers, then?” said Wil.

“They probably did tell one of the Black Rangers, but whatever he said was either misinterpreted or ignored. Remember what I said about talking instead of listening with the Trackers?”

“Okay smart guy, how do we find a magic tree out here in the middle of...what? Thousands of trees?”

“Go east and look for a tree that hasn’t been grazed by the antelope. The drought makes them inedible. It’ll be the only tree with foliage below about six feet from the ground.”

“How can a you be such a dumbass in school, and know all this stuff out here?” wondered Del.
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THE BOYS FANNED OUT in a narrow phalanx headed towards where they reckoned the sun had risen over the hills, looking for lion tracks, bloodied twigs, or drag marks across the ground. Occasionally, one or the other would look up for a magic guarri tree, but for half a kilometer there was no sign of anything on the hardpan. Abruptly, the hardpan gave way to a path with a silt layer; it was Del who saw the first distinct cat track. He clicked a signal to the others, and now a thirty-meter spread between them became ten. Jay-R stopped within a few more meters, and the boys listened intently. There was a loud silence: no birds, no breeze—nothing. The hackles went up on the back of his neck. Looking around, he spied a dead tree that he thought would support his weight, and scrambled up as high as he dared. From this vantage point above the tall scrub, he was sure he saw a magic guarri tree. Now it was time to proceed with caution.

All three knew they’d be safer if there was even the slightest breeze wafting in their faces, but they had to settle for stillness as they moved in the direction of the tree as quietly as they could. Wil stopped and pointed down: “Hyena.” Del answered, ironically, “Great.” Another fifty meters, and Jay-R clicked the “Q-Q” alert. He silently mouthed, “Baboons, some big ones.” “Great,” muttered Del to himself. They pushed on, scarcely noticing the angle of the afternoon sun behind them. Then, there the tree stood, casting a wide shade across the clearing. Behind it was a rocky spire, wide at the base, narrowing to a pinnacle some twenty meters up in the air. The ground was punctuated with hyena and baboon prints, overstepped in places by the pads of a large male lion. Instinctively, the boys backed into each other to look around. “How much danger are we in?” was flashing through their brains, for once aware that they were not as immortal as they often acted. But they stayed outwardly calm. “Let’s look around the rock pile,” suggested Jay-R, and they approached it around the farthest side of the magic tree. On the backside of the tree, they stopped dead in their tracks in front of a carcass. 

“It’s a mule or a horse—look at the hoofs,” Del pointed out. The rest of the beast’s skeleton was scattered all around the area, picked clean by the birds. They continued around to the base of the spire, and rounded a large boulder to see what was left of the poachers’ camp: a latched box of rotting meat now reeked horribly as they got closer, and a lean-to of sorts faced away from the bait box towards the east. In front was a two-meter high stack of firewood arranged in a pyramid, ready to be burned. Beyond the pyre, a dark contrasting feature at the base of the spire caught their attention. It was a cave opening.

They approached the cave with caution, spears at the ready: the smell of baboon was distinct, and the sign was fresh. Wordlessly, they dared each other into the cave. The opening was a good seven feet high, but it sloped quickly down into darkness. Jay-R advanced as far back as he could without dropping to his knees. “Holy shit! Look! The head!” The twins looked, then started for daylight, Jay-R at their heels. 

Regrouping, regaining some composure, they laughed a little bit. “No wonder the lion took this bastard’s carcass so far away... the hyenas and baboons were probably harassing him. The baboons probably played with his head,” said Jay-R.

“Can’t blame them after the Rangers started thinning the baboon hordes a couple of years ago. The baboons probably had some revenge here,” said Del.

Wil said, “We’ll need to get back home and tell Papa and Captain Davies.”

Nobody disagreed, except Jay-R pointed to the sun: “We won’t make it before dark.” There was some discussion...they could double-time it, but that risked attracting predators. They could make it to the river before dark, but that put them in jeopardy for the last two miles. Finally, Jay-R suggested a signal fire: “It’s ready to light—just add some green branches from the magic tree to create a lot of black smoke...One of the Rangers is bound to notice.” And so they set about hacking off branches of the oily tree with their machetes.

Once the fire was lit the boys stood back and waited for the expected results. They didn’t have to wait long for thick black smoke from the green limbs to be lifted straight up into the windless sky by the heat of the blazing dried wood underneath. As a signal fire, it was excellent. What they had to hope for now was that it also was a sufficient deterrent to the local predators. With that thought in mind, the trio shrank back from the inferno to the opening of the cave to protect their backs as the sun dropped lower on the horizon.

“Do you suppose the Rangers will see this?”

“Or even tell Papa or the Captain if they do?”

Jay-R seemed to answer both of them with, “Once Pop realizes that nobody has seen us around camp all day, he’ll find our note in the tent, and he’ll be looking out for us. We’re doing exactly what he’s always told us to do if we were to ever get lost: stay in one spot and signal as best we can.”

It took nearly an hour for their questions to be answered—time spent by hacking and adding more wood to the blaze. Finally, over the roar of the fire, they could hear the buzz of the Tiger Moth’s engine, and stepped out of the shadow of the spire to look for the ancient biplane. It seems to be coming directly out of the sinking fireball in the western sky, but they started waving long before they actually caught a glimpse of the slow moving aircraft when it banked to circle their odd predicament. Captain Davies dipped low as he passed, and signaled with a thumbs-up to the boys on the pass, and headed back towards the bushveld camp. The three boys heaved a sigh of relief, and resumed their defense of the cave’s mouth, just close enough to the fire to absorb some of its warmth.

“Hopefully, the fool radios are working, and your Papa is already driving this way,” offered Jay-R. The twins were thinking the same way, but the ancient Ranger radios were constantly on the fritz, and all three of them knew as much as they watched the bonfire burn down from the mouth of the cave.

The roar of a lion in the distance is not an uncommon sound in Kruger, and usually not the cause of any particular alarm. But when one of the big cats is close enough for his roar to reverberate through your body and shake your socks, well that’s a different matter. In the case of the three boys standing sentinel at the rock spire, the roar was nearly a sock-wetting experience. Instinctively, they skulked back deeper into the cave, which then evoked the sense of being trapped. They closed ranks, spears pointed outward, shafts planted in the ground, and retreated another two meters in the process. An unfamiliar commotion was unfolding outside the cave, one they could hear but not see. Then in a flash, confusion reigned as a dozen or more baboons raced into the cave, scurried past the huddle of boys and their spears, and scrambled up the rocks and disappeared into the back ceiling of the cave. The lion roared again, this time much closer, judging from the way the boulders seemed to vibrate around them. “Where’d the monkeys go,” piped Del to nobody in particular. 

“I dunno; why don’t you go check it out—they must know a way out of here.” And so Del ran to the back of the cave and scrambled up the rocks as far as he could go, but his frame was too big to continue up the chute that he could see disappearing into blackness; he could feel a cool air flow down, however, that told him that there was a route to the outside of the spire. He returned to his comrades with the news.

Jay-R chuckled and said, “I think these baboons have done this before—probably just to torment the lion.” The thought of a band of baboons toying with the king of beasts made them all chuckle until they realized that if this cat was annoyed just enough, their level of danger had reached a critical level as they were now part of the baboons’ game.

Wrestling with this notion was just starting to wear on their nerves when the first pair of hyenas appeared, snarling in front of the cave, heads hung low and pacing expectantly. Then the next pair, and the next appeared. “Great, just great,” said Del in his familiar ironic way. At that moment, it would have mattered little to any of the three boys that the spotted hyena was a creature resulting from convergent evolution, possessing both cat-like and dog-like features, or that its name derived from ancient Sanskrit, meaning ‘golden jackal’; nor would they have been particularly impressed to learn that it’s bite was stronger than a leopard’s by some forty percent. What they knew was that these creatures were consummate carnivores that regularly killed their own prey and efficiently consumed what they killed unless driven off by lions. They might have been encouraged, though, by the knowledge that a male lion could become sufficiently annoyed by hyenas invading his territory to remove a few of them from the food chain.

Had they known that, well then they might have understood what had happened when the shadow of a six hundred-pound cat flashed in front of the cave and one of the hyenas disappeared from sight. Instead, their focus was on the remaining hyenas that pushed deeper inside; Wil thrust the tip of his spear into a snarling snout, painfully bloodying the animal. They were close enough to the beasts now that the stench of the animals was nearly overpowering. In turn, each of the boys bloodied one of the hyenas with a spear tip, causing the group of carnivores to shrink back towards the mouth of the cave, but snarling still. Again, one of the hyenas disappeared as if engulfed by a fast moving shadow, and the remaining pack shrank closer together, caught between the three primates with their spears, and the deadly wraith behind them.

The glow of the dwindling fire left eerie shadows flickering behind the hyenas as the pacing pack of hyenas grasped for some strategy to render the three primates into a meal. More strange lights and shadows caused more confusion until a rifle shot echoed into the cave, and another hyena dropped from view. The Rover’s lights preceded its final charge to the front of the cave, dispersing the rest of the predators, and providing the boys with their chariot ride back to camp. “Grab the head,” Jay-R shouted at Wil.
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THE ROVER DRIVE BACK to the bushveld camp was devoid of talk, except for the crackle of the radio and affirmation that the boys had been retrieved. They sat wedged in the rear seats, behind Wilbert de Buys and a Black Ranger, all three convinced that the silence was a sure sign of their doom once they arrived in front of the Captain. But they had mistaken Wilbert’s natural tendency to not speak much with an assumed anger and the consequent impending punishment of being sent back to Graaff-Reinet in shame on the first available train. 

Wilbert ushered them into the mess tent for some chow, but also to an ovation from all the Rangers, including Jay-R’s father. Of course, there was relief that the boys had been returned home safely, which for almost any parent, would largely outweigh the aggravation of the fact that the boys had disobeyed long-standing rules about crossing the river. But there was the added benefit that the retrieved head had belonged, not to a murdered Ranger, but to a Mozambican poacher idiotic enough to stage his camp smack in the middle of a lion’s favorite dining room. Retrieval of the head also meant that the Trackers and their Boys would soon return to the fold. The two fathers, patiently at first, but proudly by the end, coaxed the entire adventure out of their sons. To the delight of the Black Rangers in particular, the three White boys gave so much credit to the Black Trackers’ Boys for their survival.

The next morning, with the story already blossoming into legend, a sheepish but not dead prodigal Ranger returned to camp, amidst a mixture of relief and derision: he’d gone AWOL to visit his girlfriend because her husband had trucked off to a new job in a mine somewhere. The three boys tried to process this bit of information, eventually managing a practiced laugh when the other Rangers claimed that the prodigal one would have been better off being eaten by the lion. 

No, the trio wasn’t shipped home immediately as might have been expected, but their wings were clipped short by assignment of a wide variety of chores. “If you want to act grown up, then you can do grown up work,” chided Clive Davies. This state of affairs didn’t last too very long, as the boys’ holiday was nearly over; they were destined to be on a two-day train ride back to Graaff-Reinet to return to school.

———————————
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THE LEGENDARY TRIP turned out to be the last one to the Kruger for the three boys. South Africa had left the British Commonwealth in 1961, and Anti-Apartheid sentiments had increased over the next few years to the point that the all-White government was feeling pressure from both a more violent ANC, and a UN arms embargo. An increase in arms smuggling across the Mozambican border seemed to have jumped dramatically after Wil, Del, and Jay-R left the Kruger that season of their fourteenth year. The hazards were further complicated by escalation of border wars in South West Africa that extended northward into Angola. Now, with their sixteenth birthday behind them, they rankled with being left behind once again this school recess, bored with life in the town and resentful of the people there and the circumstances that penned them in.

“Well, you’re lucky he’s still alive and that he’s still recovering. Not many people survive a plane wreck,” said Jay-R, trying to console his friends and yet admonish them about Wilbert’s debilitating injuries that kept them tied even closer to Watervaal. He continued, “It could’ve happen to anybody. Pop never let me land the Moth—he said it was too squirrely in the tail if there was the slightest bit of crosswind when you set it down. Your Papa did a good job in keeping it to one flip when the crosswind hit him.”

“I reckon all that’s true, Jay-R,” said Del, but it doesn’t mean we’re any less bored. Besides, it’s been nearly two years and he’s getting around well enough now that he can function without us for a at least a couple of weeks.”

“Right, but Pop won’t let me go up to Kruger either, because he says it’s too dangerous with the gunrunners.”

“Fok die wapensmokelaars,” cursed Wil in Afrikaans, provoking a laugh from all three.

“I’m not happy about it either, broer; I hate these Separatists here, and they hate us. We just need to get away”

Del returned, “That’s the truth. We can’t even get near any of the girls in this town—their parents forbid it.” 

“Well, you have the Schneider sisters,” said Jay-R, “They seem to like you two well enough.”

“Right, but the parents send ‘em off to boarding school in Cape Town every year now. We can only hope that they’ll return now that school is out—they’re the only tall girls in the entire town, and their parents don’t hate us.”  

Jay-R said, “I’m going to leave next year when we finish school—Ireland. I’m going to Ireland to see my Ma. She’s been writing letters trying to get me interested...she says there’s some kind of trouble in Belfast, but it’s better than Graaff.”

“Your Mother? I thought the Davies men were done with her. Didn’t you tell us she was daft? I mean, Christ, she sent a solicitor to rename you—what was it, Ian something after she left.” 

“Well, I’m curious, I guess. She says I don’t understand everything I need to about why she left—maybe it’s the same reason I need to get out of Africa. Would you come with me? We’d have a great adventure! Let’s go to Paris and see what the good life is like! Then we can go visit Ireland, travel around—maybe America? Come with me, yeah? There has to be more to the world than being suffocated here in Desolation Valley.”

Wil said, “You’re the one that’s daft, I can see that. Where are you going to get the money to live like a playboy? We don’t have it. Besides, our land is here. This is where we belong.”

“I don’t want to live like a playboy! But I do want to find adventure and a girl that will love me—and I don’t mean one of these Afrikaans village princesses here in Graaff. 

“And what about Ingrid? I thought you were going to marry her,” Del teased.

“Oh what would Ingrid do with that little peanut of Jay-R’s?” Wil interjected.

“Oh, stop with the Ingrid thing. I was 13 and she’s my tutor. She’s ancient!”

“Twenty-five is ancient now? But not twenty-three when you proposed to her?”

“You two—call yourself friends? You’re ruthless. Besides, she said ‘No!’” Jay-R intoned, looking for sympathy. All he got was laughter, and he just had to join in the mirth.

———————————-
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CAPTAIN CLIVE DAVIES was in a state of shock, sitting at his desk reading his son’s farewell note. One passage in particular cut him to his core:

“I don’t know what I did to make you angry enough with me to ground me at the ranch for the past three holidays. Except for the twins, you were my best friend—and then you just left me on my own. I don’t suppose I’ll ever know, but I can’t stay around here waiting to see what my sin was...”

The reality was that Jay-R had done nothing to alienate the elder Davies, and the father now wished that he could have told his son that he’d become an agent for a foreign government, a spy for British MI5 to report on South Africa’s clandestine activities in the border regions. But of course, that would have blown his cover as an MI5 agent and jeopardized his life. Now he had to face the fact that his only son had followed in the steps of his mother, nearly ten years after she’d abandoned them both along with South Africa.

The Captain knew that his son wanted to see some of the world when he finished his secondary education, and in fact, as a father, he encouraged it. However, he had not expected the boy to leave in anger two days after graduation, and that many days before he himself could return to Graaff-Reinet from the border regions. The only consolation that he could muster was that his son had left before the new military conscription laws went into effect at the turn of the New Year in ‘69. The last thing the father wanted was to have his only son fighting to protect South Africa’s Apartheid colonial aspirations in South West Africa and Angola. Little did he realize what battles Jay-R would fight instead.
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