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    To my grandchildren — Juan, Janicke, Regan, Naomi, Amelia, Noah, Zak, and Liam — each of you a different colour in the tapestry of my heart.
May you always explore the world with wonder, see beauty in unexpected places, and walk with the courage of little adventurers who know they are deeply loved.
May the wild magic of the Okavango remind you that life is full of surprises, that friendship is a treasure, and that bravery often begins with a single small step.
This story is for you — for your laughter, your curiosity, your questions, your imaginations, and for the joy you bring into my life simply by being who you are.
May you always know that you were dreamed of, prayed for, and written into every chapter of my heart.
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Chapter One: Otto and the Butterfly of Trouble


[image: ]


The morning sun spilled gold across the Okovango Delta as Otto, the rasta zebra foal with more attitude than stripes, lowered his head to graze. He chomped lazily on sweet grass, flicking his tail, minding his own business, when— A flash of colour fluttered right under his nose. Otto froze.

“Hey bru... what’s this now?” 

A butterfly — the brightest, most beautiful butterfly he had ever seen — hovered in front of him like a tiny rainbow with wings. Without thinking, Otto stepped forward. Then another step. Then another. And just like that, he wandered away from the herd. He didn’t notice the silence. He didn’t notice the tall grass shifting. He didn’t notice the young lion crouched low, eyes locked on him. Otto followed the butterfly deeper into the reeds, humming to himself, until a low growl rippled through the air. He stopped. The butterfly drifted away. And Otto felt the hairs on his neck rise. He turned — and the lion leapt. 

“YOH! NO, BRU!”

Otto squealed, spinning around so fast his hooves skidded in the mud. He bolted left. Then right. Then left again. His heart hammered in his chest like a drum. He could hear the lion’s breath — hot, close, too close. He was sure he was about to become lunch. The lion roared, louder and louder, the sound shaking the reeds— And then... 

Nothing. 

Silence. 

Otto slowed, panting, trembling, and dared to look back. What he saw made his brain stop working. The lion was rolling on the ground, paws in the air, roaring not in hunger — but in PAIN. And sticking out of his backside was... an arrow. 

A white unicorn stood proudly nearby, mane shimmering like moonlight. On her back sat a tiny Vervet monkey with a red bandanna, holding a bow and looking very pleased with himself. 

Otto blinked once. 

Twice. 

Three times.

“I’m dead,” he whispered. “I must be dead. This is heaven. Or a dream. Or both.” Then another thought hit him like a stampede: “Wait till I tell the others what happened... they will NEVER believe me!” 

He swallowed hard and trotted closer, legs still shaking. “Who-who are you?” he stammered. The unicorn lifted her chin. “I am Annabelle,” she said, voice strong and elegant.

The monkey adjusted his bandana, cleared his throat, and added in a calm, wise tone: “I am Shiloh... and who art thou?” 

Otto puffed out his little chest, trying to look braver than he felt. “I... I am Otto. Where do you come from? And exactly what are you?” he asked, staring at Annabelle with wide, confused eyes.

Annabelle simply smiled — a mysterious, knowing smile — turned gracefully, and trotted away. “See you again...” she said over her shoulder. And just like that, she disappeared into the reeds, leaving Otto standing there, speechless, stunned, and suddenly very aware that his life had just changed forever.

~ ✦ ~
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Chapter Two: The Dream of Wings
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Otto trotted back into the herd just before sunset, still buzzing from the wildest day of his life. He couldn’t wait to tell someone — anyone — about the unicorn, the monkey, and the lion with an arrow in its bum. But the moment his mother saw him, her ears shot straight up.

“OTTO! Where have you BEEN?” she snapped, stomping toward him. “Do you know how worried I was? You can’t just wander off like that!”

“But Ma—” 

“No! No excuses! Straight to the sleeping grounds. Now.” Otto’s mouth hung open. He had survived a lion attack. He had met magical creatures. He had seen things no zebra had ever seen. And he wasn’t even allowed to say one word. He sulked all the way to the sleeping patch, flopped down, and muttered to himself: “Wait till I tell the others tomorrow... they will NEVER believe me.” 

That night, sleep pulled him under quickly — and with it came a dream so bright it felt real. He was flying. 

Not running. 

Not galloping. 

Flying. 

Huge, shimmering wings stretched from his sides, glowing like sunlight on water. He soared above the Okovango Delta, dipping and swooping, laughing as the wind rushed past his ears. “I’m a flying zebra, bru! Look at me!” 

But then the sky spun. The clouds twisted. His wings wobbled. “Uh-oh...” He got dizzy — very dizzy — and before he could steady himself, he crash-landed straight into a patch of reeds. He jolted awake with a gasp. He looked left. He looked right. No one had seen his “landing.” He sighed with relief... and then remembered: Annabelle. Shiloh. The arrow. The lion. His heart thumped with excitement. He had to find them again. The sun was just beginning to rise, painting the sky soft pink. Otto’s tummy growled loudly, so he grazed a few mouthfuls of grass, then headed toward the waterhole for a drink. Mist hung thick and low over the water, curling around the reeds like a blanket. Everything was quiet. Still. Magical. And then he saw her. Annabelle. Standing at the water’s edge, her white coat glowing through the mist like a ghost made of moonlight. Otto froze. He wanted to turn around and pretend he hadn’t seen anything — but before he could, a familiar voice called out: 

“Good morning, young man! What a lovely day it is.” Shiloh. Sitting on Annabelle’s back, bandanna tied neatly, bow slung over his shoulder, grinning like he had been expecting Otto all along. Otto swallowed hard. This day was about to get interesting.

~ ✦ ~
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Chapter Three: The Crocodile Splash
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The mist still hugged the water when something long and dark drifted silently through it — a mokoro, gliding like a shadow. The man standing inside used a long pole to push gently through the reeds. Otto squinted. He knew that silhouette. He knew that mokoro. He knew that man. Nyelethi. And Nyelethi always had a treat for him. Before Annabelle or Shiloh could say a single word, Otto’s eyes lit up.

“YOH! MY BRU! SNACK TIME!” He launched himself into the water with a splash so big it sent ripples across the whole waterhole. He water-trotted toward the mokoro, head high, tail flicking, not looking left, not looking right, not thinking about anything except the treat he was sure was waiting for him. He did not consider crocodiles. Not even once. Annabelle gasped. Shiloh’s eyes widened. 

“Otto, no—!” Annabelle called. But it was too late.

A massive crocodile surged upward from the water, jaws wide, teeth gleaming, water exploding around it. Otto froze mid-paddle. “OH NO NO NO NO—!” Before the crocodile could clamp down, Shiloh stood tall on Annabelle’s back, pulled an arrow from his tiny quiver, and fired with perfect aim. The arrow shot straight into the crocodile’s open mouth. It wasn’t enough to hurt him badly — but it was enough to shock him. The crocodile recoiled, splashing back into the depths with a furious growl. Otto spun around in blind panic, paddling wildly, and swam straight into the thickest, slimiest patch of water plants in the whole Delta. Green slime wrapped around his legs. Weeds tangled in his mane. A long string of algae draped over his face like a moustache. He almost fainted.

“GET IT OFF! GET IT OFF ME! I’M DYING!” 

Annabelle burst out laughing. Not a polite giggle. Not a soft chuckle. A full-on, can’t-breathe, tears-running-down-her-face laugh. She laughed so hard she had to sit down. She laughed so hard Shiloh had to hold onto her mane to stay upright. Otto glared at her, furious and embarrassed... but then he caught sight of his reflection in the water — green slime, weeds, algae moustache — and even he couldn’t hold it in. He snorted. Then giggled. Then laughed so loudly the birds flew out of the trees. 

“Hey, dude... that was funny,” he admitted, shaking slime off his ears. 

Annabelle wiped her eyes, still giggling. Shiloh, however, cleared his throat, lifted his chin, and spoke in the most serious Shakespearean tone imaginable: 

“Foolishness, dear Otto, is oft the herald of wisdom — if one survives it.” 

Otto blinked. 

Annabelle blinked. 

Even the frogs blinked. 

Shiloh simply folded his tiny arms, as if nothing unusual had been said at all.

~ ✦ ~

[image: ]

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Okovango Trio

wvma gl

= (K

mi 5

\ 7
IWFQ ey “\“
@ \%/

‘:?A\‘@‘ “i‘ < ‘ ‘? /

=51 ;g:‘m

by Izelle McHugh





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image017.png





d2d_images/image009.png
The Okovango Trio

by Izelle McHugh






