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Dhinoo stepped slowly out of his family shelter, tilting his head as a slight breeze caused the leafy wreath around his neck to rustle. The wreath had been given to him by his niece, Josie, the day before, for good luck.

He looked back at the shelter and then at the surrounding bush. The spacious abode had been in his family for over five generations and he clearly remembered his younger years here. Growing up with his four siblings; the mischief caused by his younger brother, Semo... and, of course, the birth of his children.

I’ve been truly blessed, thought Dhinoo. He slowly scanned the front of his home as the breeze strengthened and brushed up the large horn dominating his face, telling him it would be a cold winter. Dhinoo closed his eyes, remembering the green fields of spring and the warmth of the African sun on his body. The thought now of hiking the generally flat lands of the park and spending more time with his family filled his rhino heart with great joy.

Yes, it’s been a long, but fulfilling, life. He snorted.

Dhinoo had spent many years building up an area that was not only suitable for his children to live in, but that was worthy of all of nature’s children. He would leave a legacy worthy of any tribe. 

Life is still far from over. He chuckled softly to himself. The thought of spending precious time with his children and the soon-to-be first grandchild added further excitement. This would be his last walk out into the park alone. He had represented and led the animals of the region known as Umzantsi for many years. They had been aware of Dhinoo’s strong moral and ethical strength, and had been happy to allow him to be the youngest member of council. The politics of the other animals had always been vigorous, but he had learnt to build his voice and stand for the truth and the best interests of his fellow animals. The fire in him still burnt strongly, and he knew that he would always stand up for those weaker than himself. The rhinos were a proud breed that took their duties very seriously. Dhinoo understood this, and so did the rest of the park. The rhino clan in Umzantsi, and the rest of the park, had always been known as the enforcers of justice, their decisions based upon a deep introspection that resulted in a firm judgment that was rarely, if ever, altered. Dhinoo was a true embodiment of the ideals of the rhino heritage.

His father’s words echoed through his mind.

Your life should always be a reflection of the ideals of the rhino clan. Your legacy should be that of truth, justice and honour. There are many animals in this park that cannot stand for themselves, but there are also those that will take advantage of any weakness. We live in a very competitive and destructive environment, but we survive; the strongest, the weakest, those in the middle and those who just don’t know where they belong. The founding fathers of the rhino clan have played a crucial role in defining this environment where we can all co-exist, and it should always be defended from all forms of arrogance, tyranny and extreme ambition. The rhino life should be the embodiment of this promise.

Dhinoo had adopted these ideals and applied them during the formation of the council, the highest governing body of this park. He would continue to do so as long as he lived. He had fought for the Umzantsi region and ensured its continued prosperity; he had ensured that all voices were heard. But he had also realised that, with the growth of the park, many more animals had come to co-exist here, and this had brought about much complexity. The governing structure as set out by the founding members needed revision and this idea of change had not been taken well by the rest of the council members.

Dhinoo slowly opened his eyes, and lumbered to his feet as his aching joints screamed with pain. It was time to start his journey to the third council meeting of the year. The council meeting always rotated through the different regions of the park, and today’s was in Umzantsi, Dhinoo’s region. The journey would not be tiring, but the thought of the discussions that lay ahead added weight to his already sagging shoulders.

“Research suggests that excessive and continuous stress materialises as bodily ailments.”

Dhinoo grinned at the extremely short and plump giraffe. Busi’s appearance always startled him, as he knew giraffes were supposed to be tall and lean. She was much younger than him, but he was sure her soul was older than his own; Busi was a free-spirited animal with a perspective of the environment that was truly beyond her years. Somehow, the uniqueness of the giraffes always caused discomfort with the other animals and Busi was very aware of this; she would often provoke debate just to make a point. 

“And will continuous and excessive joy cause my horn to grow?” Dhinoo responded dryly.

Busi’s long eyelashes closed over her large eyes as she burst out laughing, her short horns twitching. “You should not make jokes like that at your age. On a more serious note, however, I thought I would just wish you luck with the council meeting. I know you have been taking strain, but just remember that, whichever way the discussions go, the animals of Umzantsi and the park will always respect the outcome. You only have two more council meetings to attend before retiring and should not kill yourself with stress before that!” she scolded.

Dhinoo always enjoyed listening to Busi. Her calming approach was extremely contagious. He was glad that she had stopped for the quick chat.

“Don’t you worry yourself, B; I plan on living until the next Ice Age! Thank you for those words, though. Let me be on my way now. I would like to be back early, as I’ve got some humans to entertain tomorrow.”

With a delicate incline of her neck, Busi trotted away and Dhinoo continued his journey in the opposite direction, through the dark bushes of the park.

At the far end of Umzantsi lay the council meeting venue; a circular flat piece of land, with five large elongated oval rocks lying flat on the barren ground. Each rock represented a council member, one of the Big Five, namely the lion, elephant, rhino, buffalo and leopard. The largest rock, the base rock, was maintained for the chairperson of the council. From high up, it would be possible to see that the rocks had been carefully arranged to form the shape of a pentagon. Those animals who had noticed the unusual shape did not know the reason for it, or that the pentagon was present at the other four council venues across the land. Dhinoo had always been awed by the rationale of the shape and would take any opportunity to explain, but today, his mind was focussed on the discussions to follow.

As Dhinoo approached the outer edge of the circle, he saw that he was not the first member to arrive; Lenoh, a lion from the Umntla region, was lying patiently in front of the rock marked for the rhino clan member. Dhinoo shook his large head in irritation. He had purposely arrived early so as to meditate and gather his thoughts before the meeting.

Lenoh raised his untidy, shaggy head and smirked at the old rhino’s displeasure.

“Welcome, fellow council member,” he sneered sarcastically. “I welcome you to your own venue.”

Dhinoo forced a grimacing smile to his face.

“A warm welcome to you too, Lenoh. I see you have made yourself at home already. Do you plan on attempting similar tactics to get the council’s vote?”

Lenoh sprang to his feet, his muscles rippling.

“Don’t you dare attempt your law enforcement bullshit with me! I am a council member, and I am not a subordinate to you! Why, I could easily rip-”

“Watch your words, council member!” a loud voice trumpeted from behind them.

Lenoh and Dhinoo spun around to face Hhati, the wise and powerful elephant, the chairman of the council, who came from the Empuma region.

“What are you trying to show us, Lenoh? Remember that, as a council member, you have a duty to set an example!”

Lenoh narrowed his eyes to a thin yellow glint, then slowly moved towards the lion clan rock. “I understand my duty, Hhati, but, as a lion, you should know that I can be overly expressive of my emotions. No harm was intended.”

“That is understandable, but you must learn self-control in these instances, as we do not want our decisions to be purely based upon emotion. We must learn-”

Hhati’s lecture was cut short by the sudden shrill scream in the distance. This was no ordinary scream, nor was it unfamiliar. Dhinoo, Lenoh and Hhati froze momentarily as they recognised the buffalo council member, Bheki, from the Entshona region. Who would attack a council member?

Dhinoo was the first to regain his composure and he lumbered in the direction of that terrifying scream. Lenoh and Hhati followed, then ran ahead as Dhinoo’s old body cried for him to slow down. But his need to help his friend pushed him on, even harder. As the three members got close, Arya, the leopard council member of the Phandle region, rushed out of the low bush.

“Come, help! Quickly! Bheki has got his leg caught in one of those damn human hunting traps! He appears to have hurt himself quite badly. He’s just over this hill! Follow me!”

In a split second, Arya twisted her lithe body and was a blur of spots as she darted over the hill, with Lenoh and Hhati not too far behind. Dhinoo could feel his body giving up, and he slowed down to catch his breath.

“Carry on...” he wheezed. “I... I... I’ll catch up.”

Arya, Lenoh and Hhati reached Bheki, who was sprawled on the ground, his left leg severely caught in the trap. There was a pool of blood seeping into the dust. “Not... bad... can’t... believe... stop... why,” Bheki mumbled, only semi-conscious.

“Shhh... save your energy, Bheki. You are going to be fine. We are-”

For the second time, Hhati’s sentence was cut short as another blood-curdling scream echoed down into the valley. It came from the other side of the hill they had just climbed! All those who heard it broke into a sweat, shock on everyone’s faces.

They all knew the voice, but could not believe it.

It was Dhinoo, without a doubt!
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Four candles burnt brightly on the cake shaped like a giant bone. 

Hope it has chocolate filling, thought Raja as he licked his lips.

The cake was propped up on the dining room table, and surrounding the table was Raja’s family. Raja looked at them, his eyes watering with love and gratitude.

Father Dev was an elderly man who looked much younger than his actual age, but, when you looked into his eyes, you could tell that he had truly lived a full life. Dev’s wife, Bharti, was a fun loving woman. In Raja’s opinion, she was the reason Dev had maintained his youthfulness. She was a strong, opinionated lady who had raised her family to think for themselves, yet not take life too seriously. She was always affectionate towards Raja, but instilled responsibility into Dev and the children by ensuring they all had a role in taking care of him. Every now and then, though, she would share an extra treat with him while the others were not watching, and he knew he had a special place in her heart. Raja had learnt a lot from her.

Their two daughters, Meesha and Maya, were the best of friends. Well, that was until there was a disagreement, then you would think they could happily kill each other! They were total opposites, yet they seemed to bring balance to each other. They would never admit it, but they couldn’t live without each other.

At the head of the table facing the group sat the puggle, Raja, a cross breed between a beagle and a pug, the beloved family pet. Raja means ‘King’ in Hindi, and he liked to think of himself as an Indian dog of royalty. In fact, he had been treated like a king most of his life, and considered the family’s house in the middle of suburbia as his castle and the backyard as his empire. Raja stared at this wonderful family and thought in amusement that they were certainly his most trustworthy servants!

Turning four years old is a big thing in dog years, he thought. I am now truly a man; umm... well, an adult. I will become a mighty and heroic warrior in the neighbourhood; protector of the weak and saviour of all! The name Raja will be feared by all wrong doers and... A cool breeze suddenly riffled up Raja’s spine, snapping him out of his daydream.

The lighting in the room started to dim as the sunlight coming through the windows faded. Everyone around the table stared at Raja as if hypnotised, their expressions suddenly blank. Raja looked back in shock as the hair on his little puggle body stood on its end.

“What’s going on?”

Dev stepped forward. “Have you lived as you would have dreamt? If not, that is too bad. Four years is all that you will have. Your time to leave is now,” he whispered, in a monotonous, dreary tone.

The silence that followed was deafening. Raja could not move a paw. Dev slowly stepped backwards from the table, followed by the rest of the family. In the same monotonous tone, they all started chanting, “Your time is up. Your time is up. Your time is up.”

Raja stared at the flames of the four candles on the cake as they flickered; the table started to shake rhythmically and jiggered towards him. He wanted to bark, to run, jump away, but his body remained paralysed with fear, frozen in his chair.

The chanting continued. “Your time is up. Your time is up. Your time is up.”

Then, suddenly, everything stopped and Raja had a flash of hope that things were back to normal. As he took a deep breath, the cake on the table exploded, splattering pieces of sponge cake and icing all over the room! The candles flew up into the air, and behind their flickering flames Raja could see a giant lion, its jaws wide open, flying through the cake and towards him. He cowered, his paws over his face, whimpering.

“Shut that bloody dog up!” a voice shouted over the fence.

Raja rolled over onto his back, his heart still pumping, his eyes dilated and sweat rolling down his jaw; the cold winter night felt even colder than normal on the grass outside his kennel. A light went on inside the house and Raja heard Dev’s footsteps as he walked out onto the patio. Raja slowly stood up on all fours, shivering.

Dev was wearing his favourite pyjamas, tracksuit pants and a sleeveless vest. He shivered slightly as he walked over to Raja. “I really need to get myself a night gown for these 4am trips out into the garden. Father’s Day is around the corner; maybe I should hint at it to the girls.” He chuckled as he bent to scratch Raja’s head. “This is becoming a common occurrence, boy. What’s going on in that little head of yours? Nightmares hey? I’m sure the family holiday planned will do you as much good as it will for us. Tonight you can come and sleep inside. Don’t let Bharti know, though.”

Dev winked at Raja, then lifted him and carried him into the house, along with his favourite blanket. Raja watched as Dev gently folded the blanket before putting him down, locking the doors and then walking back to his room, then snuggled into the blanket. He could still remember the day Dev and the girls had come to see him at the pound. They were looking for a new pet, as Meesha had accidently flushed their pet hamster down the toilet. How this could have happened always worried Raja when he heard about it later, but he had suppressed any further thoughts about the incident. In the pound, he had sat quietly in the cage and put on his best puppy dog eyes to grab the family’s attention. Being a puppy, of course, had its advantages, but Raja was one of a large family of five other puppies! All six stood waiting, tails wagging frantically against the cage as they stared pleadingly at Maya as she approached. She had an angelic look to her and Raja just knew that she would choose him. Amazingly enough, she stared directly at him and it appeared that she was thinking the same thing! Meesha was jumping all over the place screaming with excitement: “They all so cute! Can’t we take them all?”

But Maya had totally ignored her and every other puppy and had her eyes locked only on Raja! It was the most magical moment of Raja’s short life when she had bent down in front of his cage and simply put her hand out with her palm facing upwards. Raja had stared for a fraction of a second, then made his move. He had placed his right paw on top of hers and their connection was sealed. Maya had smiled. She had called Dev and Meesha over, pointed at Raja and said, “He’s the one!”

The first year with his family was an amazing adventure for Raja. He was treated as the third child and included in all their activities, and, of course, his input was always required in settling disagreements. Like the day Dev had brought home two dresses for the girls and an enormous fight ensued as they both clawed and grabbed at the pink dress decorated with multi-coloured flowers. The other dress was quite simple in comparison, but was equally pretty, light yellow with animal prints in white, so subtle that you had to stare hard to see them. After what seemed like hours, the two girls posed for Raja, each one holding each dress up against their school clothes. At that moment, Raja realised that Dev had purposely chosen two very different dresses, both equally beautiful. The yellow dress suited Maya and the pink was best for Meesha. Raja barked once at Meesha, giving his approval, much to her delight. An upset Maya had walked over to the mirror and looked at herself intently. Within seconds, the realisation had dawned on her too. She had smiled softly and ran over to hug her father contentedly, giving Raja a quick wink at the same time.

Best of all, Raja loved the numerous adventures he experienced on the various family holidays. Different locations, new environments, and the chance to interact with other people and their pets.

Raja was always sleepless with nervous excitement the night before a trip, but the emotions tonight were very different. The thought of the planned holiday was bringing with it a lot of fear and anxiety. Raja curled himself slowly and tried to settle on the blanket. This truly was his favourite blanket; tonight, though, he was not as comfortable as he would have liked to be. He had had this recurring dream for a very long time... that his time on this planet would not be long. Haunted by the thought, the nightmares over the past few months had added weight and made it feel very real.

The nightmares were always set around his fourth birthday party and always ended tragically for Raja. The thought that he might die young caused him to take chances that he would normally not. ‘Every day and every moment is an adventure’ became his motto. There is no other way to live.

However, the sudden appearance of the lion in his nightmare really scared Raja. He slowly closed his eyes and remembered Dev’s words about the holiday doing him good.

Little did Dev know, but going to a national park filled with wild untamed animals, including lions, was the last thing Raja would enjoy.
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Haa-haa-de-dah!” The raucous shriek sounded from the backyard. Raja slowly opened his eyes to glare at the large hadeda bird in the backyard, startled by Dev opening the back door. “Haa-haa-de-dah!” it screamed again as it flew up to land on the low branch of a bare jacaranda tree in the yard. Raja spent countless hours staring at this magnificently beautiful tree during the spring. The bluish purple of its flowers were hypnotically enchanting, and provided Raja with a deep sense of comfort. He wished those flowers were blooming now, as he needed a lot of comforting to lift his spirits and energy for the planned trip. He groaned silently, stood up, rubbed his nose in the blanket and stretched out his body, followed by a large yawn. Raja looked up at the clock on the study table and, although it was only 5am, the household was bustling with activity. Bharti was busy in the kitchen packing all the food. The cooler box was already packed and standing against the wall near the entrance of the kitchen. Raja guessed Dev must have woken even earlier to pack all the alcoholic drinks. As with every trip, Dev would always over pack the alcohol and Bharti would always complain that he was taking too much. She was always correct, as the cooler box was always brought back after a trip 90% full. Raja assumed the argument with regards to the cooler box had already occurred, as Dev was already busy packing the car with the girls’ luggage. As usual, Meesha had three large bags and Maya one small bag. Dev complained softly to himself about the number of bags that Meesha had packed, but had learnt not to say anything. The last trip he had complained about her bag, Meesha chose not to speak to him for the entire trip.

The girls sat at the kitchen counter having their breakfast. Meesha was having her favourite chocolate-covered flakes while Maya was having a simple piece of toast with orange juice. Bharti had just finished packing the last of the food and was getting ready to have her cup of spice tea. She would always say, “This is the fuel I need to get my day started. Without it, I might as well go straight back to bed!”

Dev finished packing the car, walked back to the kitchen and sat down at the table with a sigh. “Hey boy, have you had your breakfast yet?’ he asked as he reached for the toast on the table and dropped it into a bowl lying next to the cooler box.

Raja walked over and broke off a small piece of the bread and took a sip of water. It was time to leave, and he had decided he might as well just change his attitude and consider it another adventure. If this was the last trip he ever took with the family, he might as well make it the best trip ever.

“Watch out, national park; I am expanding my kingdom and have my sights on a new conquest,” he barked. “This will be where everything changes; the final exciting chapter in my life!”

Raja stalked over to the car and jumped in.

“First trip to the park and someone seems really excited,” Bharti observed as Dev quickly walked around the house making sure all the doors and windows were closed.

He entered the pin for the alarm system and locked the front door. On a previous trip, Dev had his teenage nephew, Manoj, stay over while the family was away. During the second night of the trip, Dev had received a call from the neighbours complaining about the noise. Not about the music, but about the noise created by the network gaming entertainment that was connected to eleven powerful speakers. Muriel, their eighty-two-year-old neighbour, had called the police in a total panic convinced that the country had gone to war! Since then, Dev had installed a sophisticated alarm system and had it linked to the neighbourhood watch security patrol.

The drive ahead was going to be a long one. Raja gathered that the trip was going to take roughly four hours. This was their first trip to the park.

“Before you kids were born,” Dev explained, “your mother and I would make a trip at least twice a year to the park. The natural beauty of the land and the free roaming of animals of different shapes and sizes always brought us a feeling of freedom
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