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t took extraordinary circumstances to make any healthy man break into a cold sweat while standing along the Equator, yet National Geographic field researcher Justin Sween could feel such a forewarning of danger saturate his sun-baked spine and arms. He did not dither if it was malaria or fear that had summoned this reaction; the cause had just materialized out of the blurring waves of heat that hovered the vast and open savannah spread before him. He slowly lowered his binoculars, pushed back his felt breezer hat from the thin bangs dangling his forehead, and retrieved the Weatherby Mark V safari rifle slung across his back. Through the scope of his weapon he confirmed that the hunting party was comprised of six horsemen crossing the arid plain single file at a leisurely pace. The group intermittently vanished in the haze of the horizon, with only the glint from their bandoleers, swords, or gun barrels betraying their progression. A corner of Sween’s upper lip darted upward as the crosshairs of his rifle locked onto the swathed head of one of the armed posse, then lilted, as his more tempered side reminded him that it was against company policy to shoot, let alone kill, even such a deserving target unless it a defensive measure of last resort.


“Perhaps, you bastards, some other day,” he softly jeered as the sporadic reflections of the relentless African sun finally rounded a distant hillside. He lowered his rifle and took in a few deep breaths, pausing to look up to a Long-tailed hawk gazing at him from atop the depleted branches of the areas lone cluster of sausage trees.

“What difference does it make?” he questioned the studious bird while dousing his face and neck with water from his canteen. “They’ve already slaughtered everything in Garamba worth saving.” 
Sween abandoned the shade of his camouflaged position to check in with the other members of his assignment team. The makeshift camp stood two hundred meters away, erected in a semi-circle along a shallow tributary of the Dungu River. It consisted of two exceedingly dented up Land Rover 90 Defenders, three tents, a fire pit, and four colleagues recently roused from another poor night’s sleep. He gave a vague greeting to Mark Rothstein as the journalist sat on a large stone trimming his beard, and then a nod of the head to local guides Amba and Kavidi Bayonga, who busied themselves preparing a meager breakfast of dried biscuits, tea, and canned fruit. 

Cassie, he assumed, had gone back to sleep in her tent. 

Although rule one of the business was to remain emotionally detached from the subjects of one’s story, everyone in camp innately knew that anything resembling good morale would be sacrilegious for this particular expedition, which Rothstein planned to title, GARAMBA: The death of a wildlife oasis.
Garamba National Park had been established in 1938, constituting 1,900 square miles of pristine, undulating grasslands surrounded on three sides by the dense forests of Equatorial Africa, and the watersheds of the Congo and Nile Rivers, which delineated the northern frontier with neighboring Sudan. National Geographic had last visited the park twenty years ago to report on the rampant poaching of elephants and the last herd of Northern white Rhinoceros known to man. The brutal toll inflicted by regional warfare over the last three decades had seen their respective populations dwindle to a handful of specimens. A brief rally in both herds had petered out in 1992, once international funding for park rangers could no longer match the increased infiltration of dueling militia groups partaking in the Second Congo War. 

As with Biblical curses, the last breed of pestilence would prove the worst. Thundering from the north had finally stormed the Janjaweed: the notorious Arab Baggara mercenaries of the government in Khartoum. 

The Janjaweed had earned global disdain for their blatant and brutal campaign to cleanse the indigenous farmers from the vast Darfur region of western Sudan. Nothing had stopped this bloody pogrom into the present day-- neither the protests of the ineffectual United Nations, nor the tearful pleas of the thousands of Dinka women as they were raped, and then knelt aside their slaughtered men and children to await the bullet or saber stroke that would end their hapless lives. Somehow, during this continuing butchery, the last dozen white Rhinos in Garamba were air lifted to Kenya, and the once cherished World Heritage Site abandoned to these new invaders, allowing their role in global jihad to be financed through the prohibited trade of ivory, pelts, and lions’ claws. Elephants and lions still existed in Africa-- not in Garamba, however, where packs of hyenas now stood atop the food chain, with grazing herds of kob, roan, reedbuck, and oribi left to dominate the rolling plains, leaving little of value for the Arab raiders to plunder.

Justin Sween, by nature, was not one to passively observe the trampling or torment of living things simply trying to get by in the world. It had inspired his habit of teaching bullies “proper manners” in his youth, his application to the United States Air Force Academy, and in some ways, his eventual decision to disengage from his stellar career in the military. It was for this reason his shoulders slumped as he reflected on his failure to abide by his darker callings to offer the roaming Janjaweed a few metallic souvenirs of their latest southern journeys. He called over the only member of the party who might understand his regret over the missed opportunity. 

Amba, the older of the two Tutsi guides, sprinted over. 

“Take your rifle and binoculars,” Sween quietly told him. “Radio me with any signs of trouble.” 


Amba sensed Sween’s concern. “What am I to look for?” 


He startled the man with his response. “Janjaweed.” 


Amba physically shook in despair. He quickly gathered his gear and headed up the embankment. 

As for the others, Sween believed it wiser not to alarm them. The rigors of the weeklong expedition had already taken its toll: scene after scene of the skeletal remains and rancid decay of a ravaged region, which struck a disheartening and condemning contrast to the flourishing haven photographed years ago. Moreover, there remained no shortage of perils and pitfalls weighing on their moods. Not far to the south, another outbreak of Marburg hemorrhagic Fever had afflicted the villages of the Durba and Watsa regions. To the southeast, the Lendu and Hema tribes were again slaughtering each other in the Ituri district, blocking the expedition’s most direct route back into Uganda. Of a less neighborly concern—last evening’s broadcast on shortwave BBC had reported that several suicide bombers had struck in Washington D.C. 


Word that nearby lurked foreign marauders, boasting a reputation for killing or enslaving even once protected species such as journalists, was bad news they could do without. 
Despite the glum atmosphere, Sween’s spirits lightened as he heard the flap of the camp’s nearest tent flutter. Cassie Carlisle emerged in her last clean set of khaki cargo shorts and a wrinkled stonewashed camisole. Her shimmering red hair was tied in a ponytail. 

“Morning, flyboy. You were dickin’ on the savannah, so I had need to recruit a baby croc to comb out the knots in my tresses.” She offered a flirtatious smile before bending over to trade in her soiled boots for clean sandals. “What have we got motoring today?” 


“We’re heading home. This sun is too intense not to wear a hat, DEET.” He removed his breezer and placed it on her head, then finger-tussled the sweaty strands of his dirty-blond hair, which he wore short on the sides and the back. He claimed a sun-dried towel off the winch of the nearest Land Rover and headed for the river. “If you have any shampoo left, bring it on down.” 

“Before we skedaddle, what ya say about a quick roger?” 


Sween gave her a puzzled look. This carefree Australian rambled rambunctiously through life, enchanting the heart of anyone she met, and at the age of thirty had already staked her claim as one of the industries most lauded photojournalists. When they had first met, playful sparks had flown, but any romantic blaze had remained unlit, as he managed to cling to some semblance of professional discretion. Her hesitancy to get involved stemmed from something quite different. Cassie was the type of firebrand who enjoyed traversing the globe to woo the legions of European young men who claimed the best hotels and restaurants as their personal playgrounds, simply to break their unrefined hearts. American men bored her-- they were too easy of marks--, as no culture seemed so vulnerable to a pretty face offering an Aussie accent as that of the US of A. 

Serious love affairs were not part of her agenda. 


Despite all this, Justin Sween had somehow seriously captured her fancy, and she had needed time and distance to sort out her discombobulated universe. She knew he held the upper hand when informed that they were assigned together on this expedition, and slightly resented finally falling captive to his subtle and effortless charm. It was not a one-way street. 

What Sween found once they had reunited in Uganda was a spirited woman even more endearing than he had initially realized. She was equally comfortable mingling in jewels and an elegant gown with the highbrow crowds of the international cocktail circuit as she was caressing a glass of ale around a poker table in faded jeans. They had spent three days at the Windsor Lake Victoria Hotel in Entebbe reviewing their maps and gear, prior to setting off for the border. During the evenings, they had discreetly shared one bed, passionate interludes, and then had vowed to put any further intimacy aside until they were again in the company of a bathtub big enough for two. Before we skedaddle, what ya say about a quick roger? He did not believe a muddied offshoot of the Dungu River met such criteria. 

He was tempted, regardless. “Serious?” 

“Gotcha, cobber,” she snickered, facetiously winking one of her pearly blues. She pranced off to organize her camera equipment. 
Justin Sween stood knee-deep in an isolated pool of semi-clear water when he heard Amba’s spirited voice crackle over the Motorola XTN two-way radio tucked in one of the pockets of his rigby safari vest. He quickly rinsed his hair and face free of soap and hustled ashore, scattering a line of saddlebill storks strolling along the shoreline. 


He lifted his receiver off the foldable camping chair that hosted his clothing. “What do you see, Amba?”….CHHH 

…“Large herd of Cape buffalo moving east.”….CHHH 

He raised a perturbed eyebrow. “Is that all?”….CHHH 

…“That is all. Amba out.”…. CHHH 

As he wiped himself dry with a towel, Mark Rothstein ventured over. “I hear that you plan to lead us homeward. My story here is yet completed.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.” He slid his arms into his dirty linen shirt and pulled on a pair of cargo pants. “What else were you hoping for us to run into?”


“Something more exceptional than this wasteland.”


“We found what we knew we would: an obliterated oasis.” 


“You don’t get it. I need inspiration! It is something only an artist can understand!”


“I have my responsibilities; you have yours. We head south, and then for the border crossing at Bunia..., end of story.”


Mark’s lean gaze was matched and overpowered. He turned and returned to the campsite. 
Sween shook off the matter as he rolled up his pant legs and laced up his boots. He did not begrudge Mark his ire on this decision, but he forever failed to appreciate the condescending underpinning of the man’s daily demeanor. It was not a unique temperament for those who had reached the pinnacle of their profession, nor of those dependent on anonymous underlings put in place to keep them safe from harm. Rothstein’s job was to write the article, receive the accolades, and hammer a slice of the human or world condition into the hearts of the company hierarchy and worldwide readership. He was the star attraction-- Sween a brutish nobody-- and yet their employer had established a policy placing all field and safety decisions in the hands of those lacking his distinguished journalistic pedigree. It was part of Sween’s job description not to set Rothstein-- or any National Geographic employee-- straight on the true nature of his role in such expeditions. He speculated that if fully informed on such matters, Mark would have a greater appreciation for his duties-at-hand. Then again; perhaps not. Regardless, Sween concluded, being awarded a Pulitzer Prize did not give anyone the right to walk with a stick up one’s ass.
Cassie could sense from Sween’s pursed lips and stormy strides that the worm had turned on his morning. She did her best in assisting him to tear down and pack up the campsite, while privately relishing thoughts of their pending return to the comforts of civilization once removed from this hot and steamy piece of the beyond. 

She tipped the bill of her outback hat to him. “Had your daily chat with Mark, I see?”


He reclaimed his breezer and issued a frown.

“Well, flyboy, it’s not your fault he’s a bit of a wowser.”


They collapsed one tent and disassembled its apparatus.


“So why do you call me DEET?” she pensively inquired. 


“Because you nicknamed me ‘flyboy,’” he gruffly informed her as they gathered up some cooking gear. 

“Well, you were an air force lad, weren’t you?”


“Fair enough,” he acknowledged. “But that term has inter-service connotations. If you were navy or army personnel, I’d be bound by Academy honor to punch you in the nose.”


She was pleased to squeeze some humor out of him. “Had a girl in every airport, I bet. Next time remind me to bring more orange juice. I’d barter your left kidney for a spray of orange juice. Imagine, a big iced glass of--”


… “Justin! A miracle stands before me.”….CHHH


He grabbed his two-way. “A miracle, Amba?”…CHHH 


… “Come! Come, for I do not trust my eyes.”….CHHH


“What’s gotten into his knickers?” Cassie wondered aloud, having learned that while brave and able in his duties, Amba reacted to the most innocuous occurrences in nature as the awe-inspiring work of spiritual forces of good or outright evil.


Sween took his rifle in hand. “Want to come along?”


She snapped up her camera bag and retrieved a tripod from the back of the Land Rover. “I could use a few more worthy shots.” 


“Finish breaking things down, Kavidi.”


The young man waved as the two left the campsite. 

Sween hiked up the muddy embankment that bordered the camp, and then lent his hand to lift Cassie up onto the plain. They walked through the high grass that lined the savannah’s periphery, their pace free of any intonations of fear, care, or urgency. 

“So why, DEET? What does it mean?”


He broke a slight grin. “You know..., the insect repellent.”

“Repulsive stuff. Dries out my skin every use.”


He came clean with her. “When you sweat, your scent takes on hints of sweet honey. It’s about the most sensual thing I’ve ever encountered.”


Her lean frame puckered with satisfaction. “So that’s why you men flutter about more violently the closer to the Equator I travel. What do insects have to do with this?”


“If we’re together, I know they’ll never bother with me.” 


“Not even the lasses in the bunch?”


“You smell so good when you sweat, they instantly change their proclivities.”


They shared a laugh and called a truce as they approached Amba’s position within the camouflage-netted observation post. In the distance roamed several hundred Cape buffalo and antelope benignly grazing as they made their way east towards a wider spread of the river. Amba darted out, holding out his binoculars. 

“Look. Right there at one o’clock.”


Sween examined the area. Many buffalo, no miracles.


Amba broke the incriminating calm. “I saw a white Rhino.”


Cassie believed him. “Give me those spectacles.”


Sween obliged, offering Amba a cynical gaze. “Just one?”


“As God is all seeing, I swear it to be true.”

Cassie could see nothing except the huge, and often ornery, horned buffalo as they reaped the grasslands. Though the chance of a rogue white Rhino evading detection, slaughter, or capture over the years were astronomical, she preferred to chance miracles, and abandoned her search to set up her camera tripod and equip her Nikon with its most powerful lens.


Sween took another quick look to put the matter to rest, and to his shock, he caught a momentary glimpse of something big of a light grayish hue moving amidst the shifting sea of dark oxen. “Ten degrees right, Cassie. I think something’s there.”


She aligned her camera with his binoculars, adjusted the focus, took a breath, and waited to capture the unimaginable.


“There!” Sween gasped as the Rhino came into view. 

Click. Click. Click. Click. Cassie rocketed out of her crouch, emitting a girlish shriek of glee. She jumped into Sween’s arms and kissed his neck, hugged Amba firmly much to the guide’s complete shock, and was back down behind her camera all in less time that it took either man to take a breath. Click. Click. Click. 

As she waited for the interference to again clear, she felt a spasm of sorrow disrupt her libation. This solitary specimen-- likely the last of its kind in the wild-- must have endured the loneliest of existences. She wondered if it was perchance that it roamed with a herd of buffalo, or if it had made it routine for protection, for company, as it searched out its vanished kin. She lifted her camera from its tripod. 

She had to get closer.


“Take it slow, Cas,” Sween said, walking along her flank.


“The mozzies are in a frenzy, cause I’m leaking buckets,” she howled, never losing sight of her target as she stepped blindly forward up a path of dirt and flattened grass that marked one of the herds migration routes to the river. Click. Click. Click.

Sween shadowed her movement towards the grazing giants, remaining fifty meters to her right and a few paces ahead of her. Concern over the Janjaweed scouting party intruded his elation, and he could not help but wonder if such bandits had been searching to kill the magnificent specimen he now closed on. Every third step he shifted his eyes to scout out the valley into which the horsemen had evaporated an hour earlier. A few bulls in the herd detected their approach, lifting their heads from the grasslands to examine the intruders. Below their pronounced horns and dark eyes they continued chewing and drooling, occasionally flaring their nostrils and emitting grunts of displeasure. 

Both stopped instantly, well aware that a single Cape buffalo, agitated enough to charge, was a surprisingly fast and thoroughly lethal hazard to escape. The herd fell still for a moment, spreading well to the left and right of them. The white Rhino remained out of sight. 

Cassie shot a quick gaze to her protection as he stood waist high in a stretch of thicker foliage. She smiled, and as he nodded to acknowledge this incredible turn of events, a thunderous explosion-- close enough to shake the ground she stood-- sent tremors of terror and bewilderment through her entire system. A number of buffalo directly ahead scurried away from the plume of dust, smoke, and dirt that briefly filled the air. She instinctively began backing off. Another burst, not far from the first, lifted a calf off its feet and tumbling lamely to its side. 

Not knowing what to do, she started snapping pictures. 

It did not immediately register to Sween what had just occurred. Clearly, two explosives had detonated, and since he had heard no whistle of incoming mortars, he concluded that the herd, and possibly he and Cassie, had walked into a minefield. He shouted to her to stand still. The herd had settled, perhaps as confused as he was. 


However obvious, it made little sense. Despite the rampant civil unrest in this corner of Africa, his research had pointed out little chance of landmines in Garamba. Throughout the civil war, the park was not disputed and under the full control of the Tutsi-aligned Rally of Congolese Democracy; thus mining it would be an absurd tactic. The explosions were along the depressed track Cassie walked; a path too routinely trampled upon to have dormant mines surviving to this day. Even the prospect that the mines had been placed by the Janjaweed made little sense, since they roamed unopposed over this abattoir of their creation. 


They’re using mines to hunt, he concluded with disgust. 

“Sweenie, I’m scared,” Cassie yelled. “What should I do?”

He shouted back to Amba, “Get the others and the number two Rover. Park it behind the trees and stay there!” Once Amba ran off, he refocused on Cassie. “I want you to stand still.” 


“Getting a little green around the gills, over here.” 

“Someone scattered a few landmines for hunting; like throwing a stick of dynamite in a pond and calling it fishing.” He started toward her without sighting his steps. Both explosions had been along her pathway, and he placed faith in his assumption that was where the danger resided. He closed to forty meters, then thirty, when an antelope triggered a blast that sent the entire herd into panic, grumbling and scattering in all directions. 


A bull foaming at the mouth charged towards Cassie. 

Seeing the agitated beast storming her way, Cassie took several steps in retreat. As she did, she caught an askance glimpse of Sween running toward her, shouting for her to stand still as he fired his rifle. The gunfire caused the rampaging buffalo to veer away, but she remained too flustered to think clearly enough to halt instantly her progression. When her final step lightly grazed the ground she felt the slightest of depressions, a metallic click, and she waited to be lifted into the air and torn into pieces..., yet nothing happened. 

“Stay perfectly still, Cas,” Sween huffed, now beside her. 

She could hear the brakes of one of their Land Rover’s screech a fair distance away. She slowly peered down to her right foot, which covered a patch of dry mulch encircled by fresh dirt. She closed her eyes to blot out the pulsating sun and tried to remain still as blood departed her head and she became woozy. 


“What’s the situation?” Mark yelled from the vehicle. 


“Bring over my green Kipling duffel, but stick to the grassy areas and off the trail,” Sween ordered, creeping closer to Cassie’s position, stopping just at arm’s length. 


“You can save me at any tic of the clock,” she trembled. 


“Slowly loosen your grip on the camera.”

Cassie complied, unlocking her fingers until she felt the heavy Nikon plucked from her clutches. 

“That a girl. I’ll get you free of this. Just remain still.”
For the moment they seemed safe from the panicked herd, which had accelerated its trek east for the river. Mark and Amba approached at a fast clip and settled twenty meters away. Sween left to join them. 

He passed the camera to Amba. “Pressure mine.” 


“What in hell does that mean?” Mark questioned, fearfully. 


In a hushed voice, he said, “It means that the moment she removes her foot, her leg, and maybe the rest of her, is…. I need you to keep an eye on those hills while I try to get her clear. Let me know if you see anything entering this spread of the plain.” 


“What are you expecting?” Mark asked. 


“I’m worried that the Janjaweed I spotted this morning heard the explosions and might return to investigate.” 


Mark’s complexion fell ashen. “You were in the military. Can you deactivate mines?” 


“I flew jets for the air force. Landmines were not a particular concern.” Sween wiped his brow with his forearm and dried his hands on his pants. He claimed his duffel bag. “Get back to the vehicle.” 

Both men duly retreated along the path they had arrived. 


Sween placed down his rifle and two-way, then unzipped his bag. He lifted out a long hunter’s knife and a used Kevlar bulletproof vest that he had picked up on a whim at a kiosk in Entebbe, as body armor was not part of his normal inventory. He returned to Cassie’s side, not pleased at all that a couple of wounded stragglers stood up the trail intently watching his every move. Two of the herd and several antelope had conceded to their wounds. 

Cassie said in a parched voice, “If I’m going to be spread to Timbuktu, I’m not going quietly. Is it a dud?” 


“Don’t test that theory.” Now on his knees, Sween inserted the tip of his knife under a corner of the moss and gently lifted. He could only get a glimpse of the device, but what he had seen was encouraging. It looked like an explosive called a “Toe Popper,” and he recalled reading that some could be armed to detonate only after an applied pressure was removed. While it packed only forty grams of explosive, it was still enough to cause life-altering damage. 


Cassie braved opening one eye, gaining a clear view of one of the bleeding buffalo as it slowly stumbled toward them. “How’s our horned mate fairing in the pasture? I’m going to loose one of my anchors…, ain’t it the bloody truth?”

Sween darted a glance to the approaching buffalo. A frothy mixture of foam and blood dripped from its bloated lips and chin, and its dark eyes sported a glint of suicidal vengeance. The beast was preparing to charge. After examining all of his options, he made his decision. 


“How much are you weighing these days, Cas?” 


She nearly laughed. “One hundred and twelve pounds.” 


He estimated that she had burned ten of those pounds off her waifish frame since they had crossed the border. He examined her position: right foot planted on the moss; left leg angled fifteen inches to the rear at forty-five degrees; hips slightly turned to the left. 

He determined from these cues that she had about forty pounds of pressure on the device. 

“This is what we’re going to do,” he stated in a determined voice. He stood and settled directly beside her. “You caught the left half of the mine. I’m going to place this Kevlar vest over your foot, then slowly push it down. As my weight falls onto your sandal, gently slide your foot out of it, then scurry off the trail into the brush as quickly as you can.” 


“How quickly should I slide my foot out?” she gurgled. 


The bull was stumbling directly toward them. 


“One inch per second.” He collapsed the thin vest and rested it over the area, and then pressed down with his hand until its summit rested an inch above her foot like a shallow teepee. 


“Has this ever worked before?” 


“Not to my knowledge. Just remember: you owe me a bath after this,” he quipped to steady his nerves more than hers. 

… “The horsemen. They are back.”….CHHH 


He ignored the muffled warning coming over his two-way and placed the tip of his left boot over the vest. “Here we go.” 


She looked up to him, pensively. “Let’s not dilly-dally.” Without looking down, she slowly, evenly, slid her foot from the leather sole of her flip-flop, leaving it to Sween to apply counter- pressure as he deemed appropriate. Her foot suddenly emerged from under the cloak of the bulletproof canopy that he now pressed over the mine-- nothing exploded-- and she shuffled several meters away before stopping. 

“Do you think it’s a dud?” she gasped with hope. 


“Get to the others,” Sween ordered, now trapped himself. 

As Cassie scurried off, the wounded Cape buffalo began its rush, the thick, spiraled ramming horns lowered for battle. Sween had not expected to make it this far in one piece, he was running out of time, and knew better than to press his luck. 

The beast thundered forward, he whispered a quick prayer, and then snapped back his foot and dove for salvation. 

Sween felt searing hot shards rip into his lower left leg, foot, and buttocks before he landed hard on his right hip, close to his bag and rifle. The vest had muted the noise of the explosion and diverted most of its destructive power forward. In front of him, the bull spun wildly; its face horribly disfigured, spewing blood, legs kicking blindly. 

After a final grunt, the beast collapsed and died quietly. 

Sween rolled himself into the scrub and looked over his shoulder to gain a glimpse of his tattered pant leg, which was splattered with blood, powder burns, dirt, and muck. He lunged for his two-way with one hand as the other frantically checked if his leg remained attached. Once he felt confident it was, he struggled up, managing to anchor his stance on his right foot while his left hung in the air. Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to place some pressure on it, and growled with pain once his shredded heal was reluctantly bent parallel to the ground. He lifted the two-way to his lips. 

“Where are they, Amba?”….CHHH 

… “Do you need help? Are you fine?”….CHHH 


“Are they still coming? Damnit!”….CHHH 

… “Riding directly for you. Half a kilometer.”….CHHH 

“Cover the Rover with the netting. Take up a good position, but stay out of sight. Only fire if fired upon.”…. CHHH 


…“They have come to kill our new friend.”….CHHH 


Sween’s head was pounding, his ears were painfully ringing, and he was reticent to take the needed steps to his rifle. He frantically rolled up his pant leg to gain a full inspection of the wound. As expected, it looked neither fatal nor pretty, and a fresh surge of adrenalin had helped to dull the pain. He hopped a few times and reached down for his rifle. He shouldered it in a flash and aimed it toward the coordinates Amba had provided. As he scanned the plain, he could see the blurred image of the horsemen riding toward a mark just ahead of him. 

He shifted his weapon to the right; and there stood the white Rhino awaiting their arrival. 

Cassie arrived under the shade of the sausage trees just as Kavidi was spreading the observation post’s netting over the hood of the Rover. She ripped open the driver’s side door and turned the key, desperate to rush back to get Sween, not knowing if she would find him dead or alive. As Kavidi frantically called out for her to stop, the Rover lurched forward, and he hopped back without yielding a clear path for her to take. Before she could curse him out, Mark sprinted over and slapped the hood. 

“Sween is all right! We have problems. Get your camera.” 


Her shoulders slumped and she rested her head on the steering wheel, barely moving or breathing as a warm flush fell over her. Kavidi resumed camouflaging the vehicle. 


Mark handed her the two-way. “Talk to him quickly.” 


She took it in hand. “How bad are you?”….CHHH 

… “I can walk. I don’t think they’ve spotted us. They’re riding into the sun.” ….CHHH 


“Spotted by who?” she asked Mark with concern.

 
He informed her that Janjaweed were on the hunt. “You need to get this on film, Cassie.” 

She was repulsed by his words, yet knew he was right.


… “Amba in position.” ….CHHH


… “Keep your aim on the two in the rear.” ….CHHH 


Mark snatched the two-way from Cassie’s grip. “Don’t interfere, Sween! Do not fire unless we are threatened.” ….CHHH 


… “We can save this animal.” ….CHHH 


“And you can get us all killed. We are journalists and must remain passive observers to the wills of man and nature.” ….CHHH 

… “I’m not a UN peacekeeper. Amba.., switch to our previous channel.” ….CHHH 
Sween had had enough of Rothstein’s banality. He reacquired his targets and overviewed his firing strategy: Detect the leader; drop him first. Get the second shot off before his position was compromised; hope that Amba did his part and any survivors would flee. A dozen less favorable scenarios rapidly flashed through his mind. The Janjaweed were very skilled shooters when mounted, indeed their name translated to “armed men on horseback.” These six might only be a scouting party for a larger group in close proximity. His job was to get his people home safely. He was losing a lot of blood, and his maneuverability was growing more impaired. 


Perhaps the civil, and often easily distracted world, needed another reminder of the barbarous nature of such men, he tried to convince himself to keep his impulses in check.

… “Didn’t take me long to find your new channel. Already on your left flank.” ….CHHH 


He cursed at Cassie’s pluck and bravado. “Stay low in the brush. I’ll cover you.” ….CHHH 

… “Setting up seventy meters; north-northwest of your position, Sweenie. Two-way off.” ….CHHH 

Sween needed to dip into better cover, but found it impossible. He took a final overview of the savannah and then let himself collapse back into the grass. He reached into his duffel bag and pulled out a small med kit, taking an ace bandage to wrap as a tourniquet at the base of his groin. He hoped that it would limit his bleeding and allow him to crouch in a good firing position. 

Cassie finally had a clear and clean view of the white Rhinoceros. It was a large, well-scarred specimen defiantly standing, waiting, seemingly too tired or too proud to run away from its inevitable fate any longer. Her own fear of the approaching armed band fell secondary to the rush of utilizing her camera to narrate the coming story. She felt properly obscure and detached; an invisible witness to both hunter and prey. Indeed, her biggest concern now was her lack of film-- twenty shots left in all. She took a deep breath and thoroughly focused through her lens. 

Nothing else, no distractions, existed. 

Panorama of six horsemen slowing their mounts. …Click 

The white Rhino standing idle as they circled. …Click 


Close-up of one raider taking a first rifle shot. …Click 

The beast charges, scurrying the nearest horses. …Click 

The circle again tightens. …Click…Click…Click 

Close-up of a raider riddling the prey with gunfire. …Click 

The thick-skinned warrior collapsing to its knees. …Click 

A plume of dust as the Rhino falls to its side. …Click 

Futile attempts to rise, and then final rest. …Click…Click 

Panorama of the five horsemen dismounting. …Click 

The poachers hacking off the horn with sabers. …Click 

Close-up of one ripping the horn free. …Click… Click 


Holding the prized trophy high in the air. …Click 

A panorama of the death of a feral species. …Click…Click 


Cassie removed her eye from the lens and wondered why she was now crouched within shadow. She slowly looked up to see the sixth horseman pointing down the sharp tip of his saber.

Sween had focused on the one Janjaweed who had drifted from the site of slaughter to leisurely inspect those animals that had been felled by the mines. He was a young man with a shabby beard and course facial skin, swathed head to toe in traditional dark Bedouin garb. 

Sween had seen the man’s initial head jerk, the tightening of his eyes, and then the elated rise of the dry lips, and instantly knew that Cassie had been detected. The moment the rider had directed his horse for her position, he had reentered the game. Stealth and surprise had proven good allies, as he now aimed his rifle point-blank on a target whose best weapon remained strapped across his back. 


The gunman lifted his attention from Cassie, his eyes betraying surprise and fear. 


“Rouhya Ayr, Kalb,” Sween growled to the man, uncouthly ordering the lone Janjaweed to flee in Arabic. He flicked his barrel twice towards the defiant man’s departing posse. 

Amba emerged from nearby brush, his weapon ready. 


“Rouhya Ayr!” Sween reiterated to the cornered marauder.

The man kicked his horse, backing it away from this showdown. He soon had the beast galloping across the savannah in speedy retreat, seeking the safety of distance and numbers. Sween kept him in his crosshairs until it was prudent to do otherwise. 


“That scare was all too close,” sighed Cassie. She had the temerity to take several dozen steps forward onto the exposed savannah to use up her final shot: a close-up of the emasculated beast, in its spent days, one of Africa’s great warriors. 

She lowered her camera, overwhelmed with melancholy. 


“Let’s get out of here.” Sween started to hobble away. 

“Blasted, Sweenie, you’re wounded!” She hopped through the thickets and took hold of him. “Let me take a gander at that.” 

He paused to allow her to inspect his wounds. She was panicked in what she saw. “How are you standing? This needs some proper disinfectant and a solid wrapping at once.” 


“I need to keep moving or it will stiffen up. You can patch me up once we’re on the road to Bunia,” he insisted. 


Mark and Kavidi met them halfway in the Rover. “Is everyone all right?” 


Sween stopped his slow progression, utilizing his rifle as a cane to support his shaky stance. “Still want to continue north, Mark, or are you feeling inspired enough yet?” 
(

(
It does not take extraordinary circumstances to make any wounded man break into a cold sweat while lying prostrate along the Equator. The torrential rains that had hindered the expedition’s race to the Ugandan border city of Bunia had finally abated, allowing the flooded roads outside an overcrowded and unsanitary field hospital to dry out enough to be passable. Cassie sat next to the cot Justin Sween occupied as he drifted in and out of his morphine and fever inspired hallucinations, taking pause from her idle attentiveness to often wipe sweat from his face or rub encouragement into his exposed hand. A single hung sheet kept out the atrocious visuals of the ward’s other suffering occupants, though the cries, smells, and flies filling this particular sauna of hell were left impossible to ignore. She was thankful that they were tucked in a corner, which at least offered them some privacy. 

“There you go again, handsome. You drifted off to sleep just to make me squirmy.” 


His heavy eyes settled onto a spot just off her left shoulder. “I need to call my dad.” 


“I talked to your father,” she assured. “I told him you’d be coming home soon.” 


“I need to let him know that I’m fine,” he stated weakly, but determinedly. “I don’t want him to worry over nothing. For a Balkan born girl, you look as pale as a ghost.” 


Cassie looked over her shoulder, as his nonsensical comment was directed to where his gaze was locked. All that she saw was a cement wall bleeding moisture in the oppressive humidity. “The roads are open. I’ve put everything into proper order. Those embassy blokes will be here soon to whisk you back home.” 


“That’s my job.” He licked his parched lips. “My foot hurts. How does it look to you?” 


She did not need to look to know the answer. She ran a hand through his hair and flashed a reassuring smile. “I think you’ll be fine in good time.” 


He took several listless and uncoordinated swats at a fly, missing it by miles. “Thank you, Cassie. Thank you for staying and taking care of me. I don’t want a bath, just a shower.” 


She held his hand tighter, doing her best not to cry. “No problem, mate.” 


“Please tell her I’m sorry for her pain,” he pleaded, pointing. 


“I will. She knows that,” she said just to calm him. Cassie once again followed his eyes and looked over her shoulder, knowing she would not see what he saw, as no one was there. 

(
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