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THE OLD MAN
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He had outlived them all.


He had outlived his children.


He had outlived his grandchildren.


He had outlived his grandchildren’s children. He was the last living survivor of his tribe.


And he was beyond loneliness. There simply was no one left to talk to and no one left to listen. He was trapped deep within his own mind, isolated and alone.


‘For some, life is too long’ thought the old man, ‘for others, too short.’


The old man wore a lion claw around his neck.


All he had left were his memories – and these too were beginning to fade.


He remembered when the world had begun to change. He remembered when the tribe had decided to leave their traditional ancient hunting grounds. He remembered the signs. He remembered the omens. Yet he had chosen to ignore them all, forever hopeful that things would get better, that things would improve. But things never got better and things never improved.


The old man had reached the ripe old age of ninety-three. He had lived a life filled with trials and tribulations, failures and tragedies. His hair was grey and he was extremely frail. Some would have said that he had been a pillar of society, for he was a healer. Many people had come to him over the years seeking his advice, his council and his wisdom. His face was etched with goodness and kindness, yet at the same time there was a hidden harshness… or perhaps something else.


As he stood there among the ruins of his ancient village with the dusty winds blowing, he knew that his journey must begin at once. He had no more time left to spare. He had his calabash, filled to the brim with water. He had his sack, fashioned from old animal skins, strapped to his back. He had his bow and his quiver full of arrows. He had some dried meats and dried fruits. There was unlikely to be any other food or water along the way, for there was a savage drought ravaging the land. He had estimated that his journey would take him about seven days. If he were younger it surely would have taken him three, but now he was old and slow and weary and tired.


The old man knew deep within his heart that he had an important task to complete. And it was this single, simple task which had kept him going for the past couple of months. It was this singular task which had motivated him and which had given him purpose and strength. For he knew that if he did not complete this task, then surely all of mankind, from now and forever, would be cursed and doomed for eternity.


For in his possession, tightly clasped in his old arthritic hand, double wrapped with old brown leather, and tightly entombed within golden Amber, was Africa’s darkest secret...
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NEVER KILL A RAIN BEETLE
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There was one golden rule which had been passed down in scripture and by word of mouth, through oral law, from generation to generation.


The rule was very simple – Never kill a rain beetle.


This very special little blue beetle was to be found nowhere else in the land. Turquoise and shining blue, it would emerge every springtime to herald the coming of the rains. Failure of the beetles to appear would indicate that the rains would not come.


This was why the tribe treated this little blue beetle with such absolute respect. They would ensure at all costs that the little beetles were revered and honoured and treasured. The tribe believed that if the beetles were treated well they would return, bringing with them the rains.


Tribal law was very strict and very clear regarding this rule: anyone who dared to injure or kill a rain beetle would themselves be injured or killed. This little blue scarab beetle was therefore immortalized and worshipped and carved into the very fabric of tribal society. Pictures of the beetle were carved into stones. Paintings of it decorated their earthenware. And stories of the little beetle were told around the campfires or under the old fig tree.


It was the boy with the thin ribs who noticed the first beetle of the season. The boy was playing near the river when he noticed a strange blue beetle sitting on one of the black river stones. This little beetle was fascinating in that it seemed totally unafraid of him. It moved very little. It almost seemed dead. It just sat there on the river stone; one could not help but see it. The beetle just sat there, silently watching the boy.


The beetle had an unusual way of observing the boy. It was a very quiet, very strange and very surreal moment when he noticed that he was being watched by the little beetle, yet he made nothing of it. He quickly trapped the beetle within his cupped hands and placed it into his pouch. He would show it to the tribal elders.


The young boy was fascinated by his little blue beetle. It was strange in that it wasn’t quite like any of the other beetles in the region. For one thing, it had the most unbelievable blue shine, like the finest turquoise blue stone from the clearest of freshwater streams. And then there was its fearlessness. It was totally unafraid of the boy. It would just sit there and be handled. It had a way of simply sitting and observing, almost as if it knew something, something secret or sacred that no one else knew.


The elders were all sitting under the old fig tree. They were in deep discussion and all seemed to have deep frowns upon their foreheads.


Surely the old men were discussing the drought which was busy ravaging the land. The boy knew not to interrupt such important meetings. But this, he felt, was important. He approached the old men.


One old man was clearly quite irritated by the boy. ‘What do you want, boy?’ he asked in a gruff voice.


The boy just stood there, hands cupped tightly in front of him. Slowly and gingerly he opened his hands to reveal the turquoise gem inside.


‘The beetles have arrived.’ said the boy, with a smile on his face. The old man looked at the insect and carefully took it from the boy. Interestingly, the insect allowed itself to be handled by the old man. It just sat there on his leathery hand, quietly and fearlessly observing.


The old man showed it to his fellow elders. At first there was silence. Then smiles appeared. Eyes shone and frowns disappeared.


‘The beetles have arrived! The rain beetles have arrived!’ they shouted.


The news spread quickly through the village.


There was much excitement and much animation, for soon the rains would come.
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THE FEAST OF THE RAIN BEETLE
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As was custom, the first sighting of a rain beetle was traditionally celebrated with a great feast. Everyone would partake in the feast, both young and old, men and women, frail and healthy, rich and poor. Everyone would join in the celebrations.


Every year, on the night of the feast, the little blue scarab rain beetles would be celebrated and worshipped and honoured. Men would dress up in ornamental headgear and the women would sing songs of high praise and prepare the food. Large fires would be lit and the most delicious of foods – the last foods of the previous rainy season - would be served. Copious amounts of fermented beer would be drunk; it truly was one of the most joyous times of the year.


The beetles used to come year after year, from the south west. Good rains had always sprung up from behind them. Ever consistent and ever reliable, the little blue beetles would come in from over the mountains and across the valleys. They had never let the tribe down. Granted, once or twice they had arrived one or two days early and once or twice a couple of days late, but for as long as the tribal elders could remember, the beetles had arrived.


From where they came no one could tell, for there were sharp granite mountain ranges, deep slow-flowing rivers, wide green valleys and endless, impossibly blue skies which they would have to cross, extending for miles and miles all the way down to the south western corners of the land. Nonetheless, they would always arrive. Then, several days later, torrential, nourishing and refreshing rains would come. This was the way it had always been and the tribe had always celebrated their arrival with the great feast. From time immemorial the tribe had celebrated the Feast of the Rain Beetle.


But this year things would be different.


For no more blue rain beetles would arrive. And neither would the rains.
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THE DEATH OF ELI
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There was a rumour doing the rounds in the village that during the night of the feast, someone had killed a rain beetle.


It had been five days since the discovery of the first, solitary rain beetle, yet no more beetles had arrived since. What was more, there were no clouds brewing on the horizon.


As you can imagine, the tribe was anxious and tension levels were running high. There was great uncertainty in the air. And it was then that the rumour began to circulate.


The rumour was that Eli had been seen on the night of the feast with a little blue beetle crushed in his hand. Some said he had picked up the crushed beetle from the ground, while others said it had been accidentally crushed during the dancing and the festivities. However, an old woman from the tribe said she had personally seen Eli crush the beetle.


Everyone knew of Eli; he was the teenage boy who had been born with brain sickness. His brain and mind seemed to work much more slowly than those of the rest of the villagers. He was not independent and his mother had to take care of him. Some had to hunt food for him. Others had to fetch water for him. And at times, others had to feed and take care of him. He dragged his right leg when he walked and he drooled when he talked. Everyone knew of Eli.


‘Could this be true?’ they asked. ‘Eli is not very clever, but even he knows of the sacredness of the Rain Beetle. Even Eli knows the Rule. Surely he knows never to harm the Rain Beetle.’


His mother was always with him – surely she would not have allowed such a thing to happen?


Had he really done such a hellish thing? Had a member of their own community done such a deed? Had he killed the rain beetle? Had his mother allowed this to happen?


His mother saw how the people suddenly changed their attitude towards her and her son. At first they distanced themselves from them. Then they saw them as enemies, Eli and his mother – traitors in their midst. The tribe cursed them with their eyes.


‘May the Ancestors save you, Eli!’ came the cries. ‘Dog!’ they screamed. ‘What have you done?’ they cried. ‘Die!’ they cried.


Eli’s mother remembered the hot sky and she remembered the bloody sun. She was still young and beautiful and she had only the one child. Her husband, Eli’s father, had died many years ago in a hunting accident and she had raised Eli all by herself.


Eli had been born with his brain sickness, and she had always taken care of him. She had always been present, everywhere Eli went.


She had never remarried. And she had never birthed another child. She remembered the elderly women cursing her with her eyes. She had never seen such hatred in anyone’s eyes before.


‘Why has your son done such a thing?’ asked the elderly woman.


‘For what reason has he done such a deed?’ she cried.


Surely there must have been a mistake. Surely this was all unfounded, all untrue. Eli could never hurt a rain beetle. He could never bring himself to kill something so sacred.


Surely they were all mistaken. Surely they were all wrong and Eli was innocent. Surely he had simply found the beetle crushed upon the ground. Surely he had simply been picking up the pulverized remains of the beetle when he had been spotted by the elderly woman. Surely they were all wrong...


Yet the crowd would not hear any of this reasoning. It was she, the elderly woman who had called for blood. And she called for blood loud and clear.


There was now a mutinous mood in the air. The tribal members were hungry for Eli’s blood. The weather was hot and the people were maddened and hungry and thirsty and angry.
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WHEN A BOY CARELESSLY KILLS ONE OF THESE PRECIOUS BEETLES. ITS DEATH
WILL BRING DISASTER NOT ONLY ON HIM BUT UPON HIS ENTIRE TRIBE.
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