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Part One: Gathering
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Hugh stood in the Mbombela airport arrivals hall on a December morning, watching faces emerge from the domestic terminal, and felt something he hadn’t felt in years—the particular anticipation that came before a significant operation. Not fear, exactly. More like standing at the edge of something that would either be extraordinary or a disaster, with no middle ground available.

The airport smelled like coffee and diesel fuel and the particular staleness of air conditioning running too long. Through the windows, heat shimmered off the tarmac where the Lowveld sun was already climbing toward its brutal midday peak. December in Mpumalanga. The start of the wet season, when the bush turned green and dangerous, when poachers worked with desperation knowing the rains would wash away their tracks.

Grace stood beside him, her own pack at her feet, her field gear already showing the wear of someone who’d spent the year preparing. She was twenty now, finishing her second year at Onderstepoort with the same intensity she brought to everything. She’d come home most weekends talking about advanced surgical techniques, wildlife disease management, the complex pharmacology of chemical immobilization. Hugh had watched her transform from a girl who loved animals into a professional who understood that loving them sometimes meant making hard choices about their survival.

But today wasn't about her studies. Today was about meeting the full team for the first time. All ten of them, gathered together for the first time in five years. The last time they'd all been in one place had been at a surprise party Sarah had organized at their house. Hugh had walked through the front door to find them all waiting—Trevor flying in from Johannesburg, Simon driving up from the city, even Freddy making the trip from Botswana. Sarah stood in the centre of the living room, beaming with pride at her secret mission accomplished. Different circumstances now. Different mission. Same brotherhood. “You’re nervous,” Grace observed, watching him check his phone for the fourth time in five minutes.

“I’m coordinating logistics,” Hugh corrected, though she was right. “Ten people arriving on different flights, different schedules. Werner’s already here—flew in yesterday to set up communications. Frank and Freddy are driving from Johannesburg together. The rest are scattered.”

“You’re nervous about them meeting me,” Grace said, cutting through his deflection with the same directness she’d inherited from her mother. “About whether they’ll think I belong here.”

Hugh looked at his daughter—twenty years old, competent and committed, about to meet men who’d known her since she was born but had never seen her work. In her face, he could still see the stubborn five-year-old who’d tried to bandage a wounded guinea fowl with her hair ribbons, and the fierce fifteen-year-old who’d stood toe-to-toe with a provincial wildlife officer twice her age, arguing translocation protocols. But superimposed now was the steady gaze of a clinician, someone who understood the weight of a
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