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Prologue
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“My first day off in...” Ranger Dirk Grobler paused, staring up at the chandelier that hung in his living area as he thought about the last time he had taken leave. He slowly shook his head, a smile on his face as he realised that he could not remember the last time he had taken time off. He loved his job and, for that reason, he did not feel like he was working. Every day was always a new adventure and there was always something new to learn.

Ranger Dirk rubbed his eyes and quickly ran his fingers through his thick, messy ginger hair as he walked from the living area into the kitchen. The rays of the morning sun shone brightly into his cottage and he blinked; he had forgotten to close his curtains the night before.

He filled the kettle, flipped the switch and waited for the water to boil for his first cup of coffee, then walked over to the window to gaze out at the autumn scenery. The once-green grass and trees had become dry and brown, but the magic of the scenery transported Dirk back to the first day he had arrived at the park.

“Come on, son! Get your arse in motion! You are going to miss out,” the elderly ranger had shouted and young Dirk had looked up as he stumbled through the flat land. He had just joined the Madiba National Park and had been hoping to train under the great Marius Pretorius, who had been approaching retirement and had decided to run a series of interviews for potential recruits. Marius had thought of the entire recruitment process as a game show and, thus, made the process fairly difficult for all applicants.

The process that he had devised was made up of three steps. The first step was a one-on-one interview. In the interview, the applicants were thrown off guard, as many of the questions posed dealt with what they enjoyed doing in their spare time. He had asked various seemingly innocuous questions, ranging from their favourite song to their favourite joke. He later shared with Dirk that the only reason he had asked about the joke was that he loved jokes and hadn’t heard any new ones for ages.

The second step was a jog through the park, which involved chasing after Marius as he drove his truck. Marius would throw various objects out of his window, which he had expected the applicant to fetch. Dirk had picked up an army knife, a compass, a jersey and a water bottle. This was not too bad, as he’d heard that some of the other applicants were asked to pick up toothpicks, coins and even a half-eaten sandwich. Marius would thereafter count the toothpicks or coins collected to ensure that the applicant had found all the pieces. Although this was challenging while trying to keep up with the truck on foot, it was made much more difficult, as after the run, Marius would question the applicant on the vegetation where he had thrown the items out, or any animals that were nearby at the time.

The final step was the oddest in Dirk’s view, as it involved hand-to-hand combat with the old man. Every applicant underestimated Marius’ agility and strength and, therefore, lost hopelessly. Somehow, Dirk had managed to anticipate Marius’ actions and drag the fight on for a few seconds longer than the other applicants.

“I chose you for your inner strength! Now push on!” the elderly ranger had shouted. Dirk had struggled through the mud. He had often wondered what made Marius choose him over the other applicants; Marius would never give a straight answer, but, on occasion, had dropped a few clues. This was the third clue thus far. Dirk remembered the first two, one being that he was persistent and the other being that he had a good understanding of the environment. Dirk smiled to himself, as he had always prided himself on this.

He had spent time in a smaller game reserve before applying at the Madiba National Park. Working in the Madiba National Park was his personal dream, and he knew he had to be the best if he wanted to stand a chance of being accepted there. All aspiring rangers wanted to be a ranger in the Madiba National Park, and all wanted to work under the great Marius Pretorius.

Dirk smiled victoriously; he had been one of three rangers who were hired to work in the Madiba National Park, specifically under Marius.

Qwua qwua, sounded a group of hadidas as they flew past the window, breaking Dirk’s daydream. He smiled to himself as he continued to stare out the window while he sipped on his cooling coffee, then turned and looked around the little cottage, which had now been his home for more than ten years. Marius had long retired, but still lived in a cottage near the border of the park and Dirk would occasionally visit him there. He would always find Marius lecturing the many children who were visiting the park.

It has been a great ten years, he thought as he stared out the window. He suddenly chuckled – he was still wearing his pyjamas; something he had not done since joining the park. He smiled as a quote from Marius floated into his mind.

“If you love what you do, you will never have to work a day in your life... or something like that. Albert Einstein said this. He was a very smart man who knew what he was talking about!”

Dirk recalled the author changing from Isaac Newton to Benjamin Franklin to Nelson Mandela, and, on one occasion, it was David Hasselhoff!

Dirk continued to chuckle to himself; he loved the quote and knew it applied to him as much as to Marius. He took another sip of his coffee and scanned his simple furnishings. The living area contained a single-seater cushioned chair with a large brown ottoman in front of it, and a small table to the side where he would normally have his glass of whisky. Two double-seater couches sat to the sides of the single couch. A glass coffee table in the centre was piled with various newspapers and National Geographic magazines. Behind the couches was a large cupboard with glass doors; his collection of encyclopaedias was on the top shelf, various bottles of whisky stood on the shelf below and underneath that were piles of National Geographic magazines that he had collected over the past fifteen years. On top of the cupboard, he displayed the various trophies and plaques he had won over the years.

To the left of the cupboard was the doorway to the bedrooms and bathroom. To the right of the cupboard were various picture frames filled with photos from various moments in his career. Dirk browsed the various images slowly. The first frame was a picture of him with Marius just after a close encounter with a ‘large man-eating’ lion. Dirk laughed, remembering how the lion was only a cub, but it had startled him, causing him to trip over a log and scrape his head, giving him a large gash above his right eyebrow. Dirk rubbed the area, remembering what Marius had told the other rangers once they had returned to camp.

“It had to be the largest lion I’ve ever seen! I think it might have come from the northern regions out of the park. Young Dirk here saved us from definite death and merely scratched his head in the process.”

None of the rangers had really believed him, but, out of respect, they hadn’t questioned the old man. Dirk had known then that he would always have a special bond with the old ranger.

Various other photos of Marius and himself during various game drives and walks in the park decorated the shelf, but two brought a large smile to Dirk’s face. The first was one of all the game rangers at Marius’ retirement party, at a little pub just outside the park. Marius had got so drunk that he had to be carried out to his hotel room and put to bed. Dirk laughed softly, thinking of the evening, as that was the last party he had attended; he promised himself that he would make it a priority to get out more and have a life outside of the park.

Dirk slowly shifted his gaze to the last photo; one of himself and a family of four with their brave little dog. The little dog had fallen out of the ranger vehicle while they were out on a night game drive when they had startled a young elephant and the over-possessive mother had attacked the vehicle. Luckily, none of the passengers had been injured, but somehow the little dog had been flung out of the vehicle. They had searched the area, but could not find the dog and, although the family was unhappy, the search party was called off as soon as the rescue vehicles arrived to collect the stranded passengers. Miraculously, a few days later, Dirk had found the little dog lying on the side of the road with its tail bitten off! The dog had lost a lot of blood, but had survived, and was happily reunited with his family.

Dirk lifted the photo off the wall and stared at the little dog and then at the reporter who was also included in the picture. Her name was Jane Coetzee and she had been reporting on a missing old rhino and, in the process, had decided to cover the story of the missing dog. Dirk stared at her and wondered if he would ever see her again. While she had been in the park, she had annoyed him more than anyone else had, yet he had always looked forward to meeting her.

He grinned suddenly. The next break he got, he decided, he was going to make a trip to the city and attempt to spend some time with Ms Coetzee. I hope it’s Ms, he thought.

A loud banging sounded on his front door, startling him. The framed image dropped from his hand and hit the floor, shattering the glass.

“Dirk! Is everything okay?” shouted a deep male voice as the knocking on the door intensified.

“Everything is fine! Just give me a second!” shouted Dirk, annoyed.

This was his first day off in many years and he had been hoping that he would not be disturbed. He quickly picked up the broken frame and swept the glass pieces into the corner with his shoe. The knocking continued irritatingly, and now Dirk could hear rangers’ voices pleading with him to open the door. Flinging it open, Dirk was about to shout at the deputies for disturbing him during his time off, but stopped when he saw the grim expressions on the faces of the three deputies. The next words that Dirk heard caused his heart to skip a beat and the first of many tears to roll down his face.

“There were poachers at the border... ummm... two rhinos killed....a gun fight... with us... ummm... three of the poachers were shot dead... ummm...” the deputy stuttered, gulped and continued, with tears now streaming down his face. “But... but... Marius was killed too!”
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The morning sun slowly rose to bathe the park in an orange glow. The rustling of animals had started long before the sunrise and many animals were beginning to roam the land. The stream in Umzantsi was already filled with animals of different sizes and species. Many of the elderly animals stuck to themselves, but the younger animals of different species played together. The park seemed to have recovered from the mayhem of the past, thought a sleepy Niol as he lay lazily on the hill that overlooked the stream.

He had just woken up from a very restless night. He had not been sleeping well since the ordeals of the past. His nights had been filled with various nightmares that included both his father, Panthera, and his brother, O-el. The nightmares had become more and more vivid as he dreamt that his father was still alive and disapproved of his actions. The night before, he had dreamt his father had suggested that O-el was the stronger son and he should have been the one who survived. The dream became a nightmare as his father stated that Niol should not have killed O-el, while Niol argued back, saying that it had to be done and that he would have been killed if he had not acted. Panthera shook his head disapprovingly and stated that he wished it had been Niol who had been killed.

Niol’s eyes sagged as he watched the various animals from his vantage point. He scanned the herd of elephants at the banks and then further into the stream in the hope that he would spot his dear elephant friend, Niya. She had become his confidante ever since the ordeals they had faced seasons ago, and always knew how to calm Niol’s overactive mind.

Niol searched restlessly, looking for the little wild dog, Sqwee, who had also been part of their ordeals. Niol hadn’t seen much of Sqwee since then, but, on the last occasion, Sqwee had mentioned that he had taken on a more active role within his wild dog pack. He had also said that his relationship with his father had improved and they were now working together very well.

Niol smiled sadly and wished he had the opportunity to have got to know his own father better. He thought about his childhood and his relationship with his parents. His father, Panthera, had not spent much time with his children when they were young cubs, but he had increased his interaction as they grew older. However, Niol had always thought his father should have spent more time with them while they were younger.

As Niol stared down at the roaming animals, the sun slowly rose higher into the sky and his mind wandered to the day when he had raced his siblings, O-el and Presol. Niol had become distracted while calling his father, giving O-el the opportunity to burst forward and take the lead. O-el had then swerved in Niol’s way, causing him to lose his balance, trip and fall. Panthera had been neutral in the way he dealt with the issue, but Niol had always wished his father had taken his side.

Niol thought back to those days when his father had discovered that humans were losing interest in visiting the park. Panthera had attempted to alert Niol’s grandfather, the lion leader, Sinha, but Sinha had not been interested. In fact, Sinha had been demeaning and disrespectful, so Panthera had decided that he would attempt to speak to the leaders of the other Big Five species himself. During the early days in the park, animals of different species did not speak to each, so the task that had lain ahead for Panthera was difficult.

Niol smiled as he remembered the day Panthera had left to tour the park. Niol and O-el had walked their father out of their home village of Ungonyama. Once they had exited their village, they had met the rhino, Dhinoo, whom Panthera had befriended the day before. This was the first time he had met Dhinoo and it was the beginning of a lifelong friendship.

Panthera and Dhinoo had left that day and only returned after four seasons, with many stories of their adventures, which they shared openly when they returned. Niol remembered most of them, but his memory had grown slightly fuzzy and he promised himself that he would ask Dhinoo for a refresher.

Soon after returning, Panthera had left again to visit Dhinoo in Umzantsi, promising to return soon. Niol’s mother, Launa, had not been happy about this, and neither had Niol.

Niol yawned tiredly. He had been sure that his father just wanted some space, especially since he had come back to the news that two of his sons had been killed. O-el was thought to have been drowned during the great floods, while Presol had picked a fight with a group of neighbouring lions, which did not end well for him.

Niol had begged his father not to leave again, but Panthera, while understanding his son’s pain, was adamant. He had promised that, once he returned from visiting Dhinoo, he would spend more time with the family.

A tear slowly rolled down Niol’s face now as the memories flooded in.

Niol had been playing with the other young lions in the Ungonyama village when a young elephant by the name of Comka had walked into the village. Comka had become the official communication officer of their village and surrounding areas. Elephants had this amazing ability to communicate over vast distances through a process they call ultrasonic communications. The elephants thus formed a network throughout the park and allowed many animals to leverage off this talent.

So communications from around the park were received in the Ungonyama village by Comka, who would then share them with several other animals who, in turn, would pass on the message to everyone else. Comka would normally not personally pass on a message to a recipient, but she had begun to do so when Panthera was involved. She had a high respect for Panthera for bringing about the various changes in the park and had formed a close bond with Launa while Panthera was away.

Seeing Comka walking towards Launa, Niol had run towards his mother.

“Good morning, Launa and Niol. I hope you are well. I have just received word from Umzantsi that Panthera has just left. We can expect him here in about three to four days,” Comka had said, in her unusually high-pitched voice.

“Three to four days? It only takes about two and a half days from Umzantsi!” Niol had shouted in disappointment.

“Yes, young Niol. However, further to the communication, Dhinoo indicated that Panthera suggested that he might speak to various other animals as part of the campaign and that is why you should only expect him after three to four days.”

Launa and Niol had been visibly unhappy about this, but had thanked Comka warmly.

Four days had passed, then five. Comka had further confirmed that Panthera had left Umzantsi and had not returned. On the seventh day, Launa had asked some of the lions to assist in a search for Panthera.

“You still having those nightmares, Niol?” asked a concerned voice, breaking the spell of Niol’s memories. Niol quickly wiped the tears from his face and turned in relief to see his good friend, Niya.

“Yes, Niya, I’m still having those dreams. I think they’re actually getting worse,” replied Niol, then explained the dream he’d had the night before.

Niya listened attentively and, once he had finished, she placed her trunk comfortingly on his shoulder.

“Where do you think these dreams are coming from? You were not having them before the mayhem occurred, right? Why do you suddenly doubt yourself and your self-worth? Why do you think your father thought badly of you?”

“No, I didn’t have these feelings before, Niya. I can’t say for sure where the thoughts are coming from, but I think I’ve always had this feeling of not being good enough. My father was always neutral with all his children, but I think he always favoured O-el. I need to speak to Dhinoo and see what his thoughts are,” replied Niol.

“I see. Do you think it has anything to do with the responsibility that has now been placed on your shoulders? I mean the expectations that all the animals in the park have for you?” asked Niya, attempting to be as gentle as she could.

Niol looked over at Niya and knew she was right. He had been denying this fact and purposely avoiding thinking about it. He turned to look back at the stream. The sun had now fully risen and many animals had gathered around the banks. Niya stared down at the stream too as she waited for Niol’s response.

Niol thought about the past seasons since the mayhem had occurred and specifically about the chubby giraffe behind it all. Busi had orchestrated a massive plan to throw the park into chaos. Her actions were primarily motivated by her hatred towards Panthera. Busi had stated that Panthera had consistently treated Busi’s mother, Liya, badly and this had led to her death. Busi also wanted to bring down the governing structure that existed in the park, as this was considered by many to be Panthera’s legacy and not many knew of her mother’s contribution. According to Busi, Panthera had ensured that Liya did not receive any recognition and acknowledgment for the role she had played, but all credit was given to Panthera and the other Big Five animals, who were now considered to be the founding members of the structure that existed today.

Busi had escaped when it was discovered that she was behind the various attacks in the park and had since not been seen. Niol swallowed hard as he recalled that his brother, O-el, whom Busi had used as part of her plan, had been killed by his own jaws.

There had, however, been various reported sightings of Busi, but none of these were ever verified. She had become the most wanted animal in the park and Niol was sure that she would be caught, if not killed, at some point.

Since Busi’s escape, many discussions had been held on how the current governing structure was created by his father and the founding members could be changed.

Dhinoo had decided to retire from the council while a temporary council remained, comprising the previous chairperson, Hhati the elephant, and previous council members Arya, the leopard, and Bheki, the buffalo. A new working group had also been formed to determine how the governing structure would change going forward. The animals all had realised that a change was required and should include other animals besides the Big Five. This debate had been ongoing since Busi’s escape, however, as none of the animals could agree on the best way forward.

Further to this debate was a need for a council member from the Umzantsi region after Dhinoo had retired. None of the animals were willing to take on the role, however, since they believed that Niol should take the position. The constant talk in the park had been that a major change was occurring and someone with strength and foresight was needed. They believed that Panthera was the greatest leader they had ever had and further believed that this leadership skill was also prevalent in Niol. The only problem was that Niol did not want either this position or the responsibility.

Niol looked back at Niya, who was still waiting for an answer. He knew she would not leave unless he said something, so he took a deep breath.

“The nightmares could possibly have something to do with the expectations, but you must realise that this is not for me. I hate all the meetings and all the nonsense of chatting back and forth. I am willing to abide by the rules, but I can’t lead or represent all these animals. Did you know that some animals are already saying that I will be the next chairperson of the council! What are they thinking?”

Niol drew in a few deep breaths, but could not control his frustration and anger as he continued. “Have you been to any of these meetings we’ve been having? The council members, Dhinoo, as well as many of the other members who attend these meetings, are always singing the same song; that the majority of the Big Five do not want to include members of the other species on the council. The other species are becoming more and more aggravated and I’ve heard whispers that some think that Busi was right all along and that the best way forward would be in chaos.”

Niol silently lowered his head, attempting to hide his frustration.

“That’s interesting, Niol. I think you need to seriously think about what you want to do and then explain to the animals. They are all looking up to you. Don’t be afraid to voice your opinion at these meetings,” Niya said. “You’re looking good otherwise, I must say. The scratches on your face have healed very well.”

Niol softly raised his paw to his face. He could still feel the various deep scratches he had received while fighting O-el. He lowered his paw and watched Niya as she walked off and disappeared from sight.

Why don’t they understand, he thought? This council stuff is just not me! I am tired of all these meetings discussing the way forward, especially since there is never any agreement! Do they think I can just solve all these problems? Don’t they understand? I am not my father! I cannot do it.

Niol raised his head and released a loud roar in frustration, causing many of the animals to look up in curiosity.
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“Everything okay, Niol? You’re looking agitated,” asked a concerned Dhinoo.

The old rhino could always discern if something was wrong, thought Niol. He nodded and responded quietly, avoiding eye contact. “Everything is great, Dhinoo. Don’t worry yourself. I just didn’t sleep well. I will grab something to eat after the meeting and catch a snooze afterwards. I’m sure that will sort me out.”

The old rhino continued to stare at Niol, who had now moved away slightly and was striking up conversation with a giraffe. Dhinoo smiled as he watched Niol interact with the giraffe, and thought that, with the various scars strewn across his body, Niol was almost the spitting image of his father. Both animals had been in a major battle and both had survived. Dhinoo continued to stare at Niol, but the lion awkwardly kept his attention away from the elderly rhino.

As usual, none of the expected animals had yet arrived at the meeting place on the banks of the stream in the Umzantsi region; the only ones present were Niol, Sicba the giraffe and Dhinoo. The remainder of the Big Five, as well as members of the wild dogs, hyenas, warthogs, water buck, eagles and louries were late. The number of animals attending these meetings had grown and, at every meeting, a new species joined. Dhinoo did not want to exclude anyone, but it was now getting out of hand and becoming more and more difficult to manage.

After the mayhem
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