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Chapter One: The City Boy

The bus smelled like diesel and dried sweat, and it had been two hours since the last paved road.

Michael Osei pressed his forehead against the vibrating window and watched the world outside become something he had no words for. The suburbs of Johannesburg had dissolved hours ago, then the small towns with their corrugated rooftops and hand-painted signboards, then even the secondary roads with their cracked tarmac and occasional filling stations. Now there was just this: a rutted dirt track cutting through an ocean of golden grass that stretched in every direction until it met the enormous sky.

He'd never seen this much sky in his life.

Back home in Cape Town, the sky was something you glimpsed between buildings, something that happened above traffic lights and apartment blocks. You looked up at it, a small blue rectangle hemmed in by concrete. Out here, the sky wasn't above you. It was around you. It pressed down on the grass from every side, a vast dome of bleached white and burning blue, and Michael felt very small sitting underneath it.

He shifted in his seat and pulled the strap of his backpack tighter across his lap, as if holding onto something familiar.

Three weeks, he reminded himself. Just three weeks.

His mother had made it sound like an opportunity. "Pieter van Reenen was your father's oldest friend," she'd said, folding his clothes with the careful precision she used when she was trying not to cry. "And Anika is your age, practically. You'll have a wonderful time. The fresh air will do you good."

She had said fresh air the way people say it'll build character — which is to say, she meant it, but she also meant something else entirely. What she meant, underneath the carefully folded shirts and the packed insect repellent, was: I need you somewhere safe while I figure out what comes next.

His father had been gone eighteen months now. Not dead — just gone. To Durban, then to somewhere else, then to somewhere else after that. His mother was working double shifts at the hospital. His grades had slipped. There had been an incident at school that neither of them had spoken about since. And so: a wildlife farm on the edge of nowhere, three weeks, and the suggestion that fresh air would fix what Cape Town apparently couldn't.

Michael hadn't argued. He'd packed his noise-cancelling headphones, three novels, his laptop, and enough snack bars to survive a minor apocalypse. He had a plan.

The plan did not account for the bus breaking down.

The driver — a heavyset man named Thomas who had said approximately six words during the entire journey — pulled over to the side of the track, stepped out, and opened the bonnet without any particular urgency. Michael stepped out after him into the afternoon heat and immediately understood that the heat here was a different creature from the heat he knew. Cape Town summers were warm and salty and softened by the ocean. This heat was dry and absolute, radiating upward from the pale earth and pressing downward from the sun simultaneously, as if the world were a sandwich and he were the filling.

He took one step away from the bus and a thorn the size of a finishing nail pierced clean through the rubber sole of his trainer.

"Ow—" He hopped backwards, grabbing the bus door. The thorn had snapped off at the sole, but the tip was still in his foot. He sat on the step and pulled off his shoe, wincing. A drop of blood welled from his heel, bright against his dark skin.

Thomas glanced over without expression.

"Wag-'n-bietjie," the man said, and turned back to the engine.

"I'm sorry?"

"The thorns." Thomas gestured vaguely at the surrounding grass. "Wait-a-bit thorns. They hook in. The more you pull, the more they catch."

Michael looked down at his trainer sole. Three more thorns had embedded themselves while he'd been hopping around. He hadn't even noticed.

"Right," he said. "Great."

He dug the thorns out one by one, dabbed his heel with the corner of his shirt, and put his shoe back on. Then he stood very still and looked out at the landscape, which looked back at him with total indifference.

He was, he realised, genuinely afraid.

Not of anything specific — not of an attacker or a drop or an oncoming car, the things that had ordinary solutions. This was a different kind of fear, quieter and stranger. The fear of being somewhere that did not care about you. The city, for all its hardness, at least acknowledged your existence. It had pavements and streetlights and corner shops that were open at two in the morning. It pushed back against you. This landscape would not push back. It would simply wait, patient and enormous, and if you made a mistake, it would swallow you whole without even noticing.

He put his headphones on and scrolled to his most familiar playlist, the one he listened to when things got too loud inside his head. It didn't really help. The music felt thin and far away, like sound coming through a wall.

Thomas had the engine running again within forty minutes, which Michael considered something close to miraculous, and they were moving once more through the grass. The sun was beginning to angle westward, painting everything amber and copper, and the shadows of the scattered acacia trees stretched long and strange across the ground.

Then the farm appeared.

It didn't look like a farm the way Michael understood the word. There were no neat fields, no irrigation channels, no rows of anything. The fence came first — a game fence, Thomas told him, twelve feet high and serious, the kind of fence that was meant to keep things in as much as keep things out. A dirt road led through a heavy gate to a cluster of low buildings: a main house built from warm sandstone, a workshop with its roller door open, several outbuildings in various stages of repair, and a water tower that creaked when the late breeze touched it.

And beyond all of it, as far as he could see through the fence and across the veld: wilderness. Real, unmediated, uncurated wilderness. Not a park or a reserve with guided tours and gift shops. Just the land, doing what it had always done.

Thomas pulled up beside the main house, put the bus in park, and turned to Michael.

"Van Reenen farm," he said. It seemed to be the longest sentence he'd managed all day.

Michael retrieved his bags from the overhead rack. He stepped out onto the dirt.

The figure waiting for him beside the house was not Pieter van Reenen.

She was a girl, roughly his age, standing with her arms crossed and her weight on one hip in the unselfconscious way of someone who had never wasted a thought on how they appeared to other people. She was lean and tanned, with a blonde-brown braid that had mostly escaped whatever had tied it, and she was wearing khaki shorts and a faded blue shirt that looked as though it had been washed approximately four hundred times. There was a smear of something red and earthy on her left forearm. On her feet were proper veldskoen boots, the worn leather kind that looked like they'd walked ten thousand kilometres already.

She looked at his city trainers. She looked at his full backpack, which had a laptop sleeve, two external pockets, a hydration port he'd never used, and a reflective strip down the back. She looked at his noise-cancelling headphones, still around his neck.

She didn't say anything, but something shifted in her expression.

"Hi," said Michael, because someone had to start. "I'm Michael. Michael Osei."

"I know who you are," she said. Her accent was a mix of Afrikaans and something else, something that had spent its whole life outdoors. "I'm Anika. My dad's out on the reserve. Something came up." She tilted her head toward the house. "Come inside. You'll want water."

She turned and walked away. He followed.

The house was cool and low-ceilinged, with thick walls that kept the heat out and floors of polished concrete that felt good underfoot. It was also, Michael noticed immediately, completely unlike anywhere he'd ever been. There were field guides stacked everywhere — birds, mammals, reptiles, plants — along with topographic maps pinned to a board in the hallway. Shelves held an assortment of things he couldn't identify: jawbones, seed pods, what appeared to be a scorpion preserved in a block of resin. The furniture was simple and heavy, built to last. On the wall above the fireplace hung a framed photograph of a much younger Anika and a big, broad-shouldered man with a sunburned face and a wide smile, both of them standing beside a tranquilised lion.

A tranquilised lion.

"Sit," said Anika, pointing at the kitchen table. She moved to the sink and filled a glass from the tap, setting it in front of him. "Drink it all. Heat dehydration catches people fast out here."

Michael drank. The water was cold and tasted faintly of minerals. He drank the whole glass and she refilled it without being asked.

"Your trainers are going to be a problem," she said, leaning against the counter.

"Sorry?"

"Out in the bush. Those." She nodded at his feet. "Thin soles, low ankle support. You'll turn your ankle on the first rocky ground and you'll collect thorns like a magnet." She said it not unkindly, just as fact. "I'll see if we have anything in the workshop that fits you."

"I'm fine," Michael said, reflexively.

She looked at his foot. He looked down. There was a dark, spreading stain on the white rubber sole of his left trainer where the thorn had pierced it and his heel had bled through.

"Right," said Anika.

Michael felt the heat in his face that had nothing to do with the sun.

"I've just," he started. "I don't really — I haven't done much of this. The outdoor stuff."

"I know." She didn't say it to be cruel. She said it with the tone of someone mentally adjusting a plan. "My dad told me. City, your whole life?"

"Cape Town."

She nodded as if this explained many things. "Okay. I'll show you around before dark. The things you need to know first." She held up fingers and began counting them off. "Don't walk anywhere after dark without a torch and without telling someone. Don't put your hands in gaps in rocks or logs. Don't leave food out. Don't go near the riverbed at night."

Michael was quiet a moment. "Because of the lions?"

"The riverbed?" She considered this. "Hippos, mostly. And crocodiles in the pools to the east. The lions generally aren't a problem unless they're hungry." She paused. "The male's been tracking a new territory along the western fence. You'll hear him tonight."

Michael set his glass down very carefully. "I'll hear him."

"He calls at dusk. And again around two or three in the morning." She looked at him directly for the first time, something candid and not unkind in her blue-grey eyes. "First time you hear it, it's terrifying. It sounds like it's right outside the window. It won't be. Probably."

"Probably."

"My dad says the land doesn't try to scare you. It's just being the land." She pushed off from the counter. "Come on. Sun's dropping. I'll show you the reserve."

She crossed to the back door, opened it, and stepped into the amber light without looking back.

Michael sat at the kitchen table for a moment. He looked at the photograph of the girl and the lion. He looked at the scorpion in its block of resin. He looked at the topographic maps on the hallway wall, at the contour lines indicating terrain he hadn't the first idea how to read.

Three weeks, he thought.

He picked up his backpack and followed her outside.

The tour was brief and overwhelming in equal measure.

The farm — Anika called it the reserve, which he noted — covered nearly eight thousand hectares. He had no sense of what that meant in practical terms until she led him up onto a raised wooden viewing platform near the workshop, from which he could see the full sweep of it: the rippled gold of the grass, the dark islands of thorn forest, the silver thread of the dry riverbed to the east, and beyond the fence, more of the same repeating endlessly into the distance.

The sky had started to turn. Sherbet orange at the horizon, deepening to violet overhead. The first star had appeared, tentative, above the eastern treeline.

"Eight thousand hectares," he said, trying to make the number feel real.

"Give or take. My dad expanded the southern section two years ago." Anika was scanning the veld with a pair of binoculars as she talked, a habit so automatic she didn't seem aware she was doing it. "There." She handed him the binoculars and pointed. "About seven hundred metres, along the ridge. Just left of that big umbrella thorn."

He raised the binoculars, fumbled with the focus.

And then he saw it. A giraffe, moving with that slow, rocking-horse stride, its patterned neck swaying as it walked against the last of the golden light. Behind it — he hadn't seen them at first — three more. Then a younger one, smaller, keeping close to what must have been its mother. Five of them moving along the ridge in single file, unhurried, magnificent, completely uninterested in the two small humans watching from a platform in the fading light.

Michael lowered the binoculars.

Something had shifted in his chest. He couldn't have named it exactly — it wasn't happiness, quite, and it wasn't wonder, quite — but it was something that hadn't been there that morning.

"They come through most evenings," said Anika, taking the binoculars back. "If you're quiet and you stay downwind, you can get within thirty metres. Sometimes less."

"Can you walk up to them?"

She shook her head. "They'll bolt. But sit still, don't smell like the city, and they'll come to you eventually." She lowered the binoculars and looked at him sideways. Something in her expression had shifted fractionally, perhaps by one degree. "Come on. Dad'll be back by now. We'll eat."

She climbed down from the platform, and Michael followed. Behind him, from somewhere deep in the blackening veld, a low and resonant sound rolled across the grass.

It was not quite a roar. It was deeper and rougher than that, less urgent — an announcement rather than a warning. A declaration that something enormous was out there in the growing dark, and that it had been here long before the fence, and the farmhouse, and the two small figures walking back across the dirt.

The hairs on Michael's arms rose clean on end.

Anika didn't even break stride.

"That's him," she said. "See? Probably."

She walked on. Michael stood absolutely still for one more second, listening to the sound fade across the grass, feeling the sky press down from above and the earth press up from below, and himself suspended between the two, very small and very much alive.

He thought: I am genuinely not prepared for this.

He thought: Three weeks.

He thought, for just a moment, of nothing at all — which, for Michael Osei, was rarer than he would have admitted.

Then he hitched his backpack and walked after her into the dark.
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Chapter Two: First Impressions
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Pieter van Reenen arrived the way Michael imagined he arrived at most things — fast, certain, and already talking.

The Land Cruiser came through the gate in a billow of dust, headlights cutting yellow tunnels through the blue dusk. It hadn't fully stopped before the door swung open and a large man stepped out, moving with the unhurried authority of someone who had never once in his life needed to raise his voice to be taken seriously.

He was big across the shoulders, tanned the deep ochre of someone permanently outdoors, and he wore the same style of worn bush clothes as Anika — as though father and daughter dressed each morning from the same philosophy rather than the same wardrobe. His grey-flecked beard was two days past a trim, his hat hung on a peg in the vehicle's cab, and his handshake, when he offered it to Michael in the yellow light of the porch lamp, was the kind that said I will judge nothing about you yet.

"Michael," he said. "Good. You made it. Thomas's bus behave itself?"

"It broke down," said Michael. "Once."

Pieter nodded as if this were a reasonable and expected piece of information. "Only once is a good day." He turned to Anika. "The bull elephant's back on the eastern fence. I'll need you out early — before seven."

"I know," said Anika. "I heard him this afternoon."

"Good girl." He looked between them. "You showed him round?"

"The overview. He hasn't seen the waterhole yet."

"Tomorrow." Pieter clapped a hand briefly onto Michael's shoulder, the kind of contact that was warm without being sentimental. "Tonight you eat, you sleep. The reserve will still be there in the morning and it's better met rested." He disappeared inside.

Michael turned to Anika. "An elephant. On the fence."

"He leans on it. Tests the wires." She was already following her father. "We had to replace a whole section last March."

"What happens if—"

"If he pushes through?" She paused at the door and considered the question seriously, because he was learning already that Anika considered most questions seriously, as though careless thinking was a form of disrespect to the world. "Then we have a very large elephant on the wrong side of the fence, a Land Cruiser, and a problem that needs solving carefully." A beat. "Come inside, Michael. You're letting the moths in."

He hadn't even noticed the moths.

Dinner was a simple, substantial thing: a pot of mutton stew over mealie pap that Anika served without ceremony and Pieter ate standing at the kitchen bench for the first five minutes because he was reading something on a folded piece of paper and hadn't quite finished with it yet. Michael sat at the table and decided not to be strange about any of it.

The stew was extraordinary. He didn't know how to say so without sounding surprised, so he said nothing and had a second bowl when Anika offered it.

Pieter eventually settled into a chair and the paper disappeared into a shirt pocket. He asked Michael questions the way someone skilled at it asks questions — not rapid-fire, not particularly personal, but open-ended and genuinely curious. Where had he grown up in Cape Town. What he studied. Whether he played sport. Michael answered, feeling the particular awkwardness of being seen clearly by an adult he'd just met, the way you feel when someone looks directly at you rather than at the version of you they've already decided upon.

Anika said little. She ate methodically, watching the conversation with the calm attention of someone who was already thinking about tomorrow.

"You'll help Anika with her rounds in the morning," Pieter said eventually. It was not a question, not quite an order — just the shape of how things would be. "She knows the reserve better than I do in some respects. Pay attention to her."

Michael glanced at Anika. She didn't look pleased or smug about this. She just looked like it was a fact, the same way the fence was a fact, and the elephant was a fact.

"Sure," he said.

After dinner, Pieter showed him to the room he'd be sleeping in — a spare bedroom at the back of the house, small and sparse, with a concrete floor, a ceiling fan that turned slowly, and a window that looked out into pure, unlit darkness. There was a bedside lamp, a bookshelf with more field guides, and a mosquito net folded neatly over the headboard.

"Tuck that in properly," said Pieter, nodding at the net. "All the way under the mattress. If there's a gap, they'll find it."

He left without elaborating on who they were, which Michael thought was either oversight or deliberate character-building. He unfolded the net, tucked it under the mattress as instructed, and lay on top of his sleeping bag on the bed without taking his clothes off, staring at the slow rotation of the ceiling fan.

Outside the window, the night was making sounds.

It was not quiet. That was the thing nobody had told him — that the wild was loud. There were insects, thousands of them, building a constant low static that wasn't quite sound so much as pressure. Something croaked rhythmically in what he assumed was the direction of the riverbed. Once, something moved through the dry grass very close to the window, something of weight and unhurriedness, and Michael lay very still and did not investigate.

At some point, distantly and deeply, the lion called again.

He was asleep before he knew he'd closed his eyes.

Anika woke him at twenty past five by knocking once on his door and not waiting for a response.

"Rounds in forty minutes," she said through the wood. "Wear long trousers and your most covered shoes. Breakfast is on the stove."

He dressed in the grey pre-dawn half-light, finding his least ventilated jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, and went to the kitchen. There was porridge on the stove, dense and hot, and a tin cup of strong, sweet tea. He ate standing, because somehow sitting at the table alone in this house at five-thirty in the morning felt more vulnerable than standing.

Anika was already outside when he got there. She had her field pack on — a compact, battered thing that had been repaired across one strap with what appeared to be electrical tape and a clip — and she was crouching by the Land Cruiser's rear wheel, checking the tyre pressure with a gauge she then snapped back into a case on her belt.

She stood, looked at him, and said nothing.

He looked at himself. Long trousers: yes. Covered shoes: his second pair of trainers, which were slightly more robust than yesterday's casualties.

She looked at his feet.

"Still no ankle support," she said.

"It's what I have."

"I know. Come with me." She walked to the workshop, and he followed her into the cool dark interior, which smelled of motor oil and iron dust and something woodsy he couldn't identify. Along one wall, on a shelf above a workbench, sat several pairs of boots in varying sizes. She found a pair, held them up, looked at his feet, swapped them for another. "Try these."

He sat on a wooden crate and put them on. They were old veldskoen boots, buff-coloured leather, slightly too big, but with thick soles and solid ankle cuffs. He laced them and stood. They felt like wearing furniture.

"Better?" she said.

"They're enormous."

"Thick socks. Middle shelf." She turned back toward the door. "You have thirty seconds."

He grabbed thick socks from the shelf, shoved them in the boots, laced them again. When he came back out into the growing dawn, Anika was already at the Land Cruiser's passenger side, driver's door open, looking at him with the expression of someone who had recalibrated their timeline twice already and was now simply committed to it.

"Do you drive?" she said.

"I'm sixteen."

"So am I." She got in. "I meant the tracks. It's a reserve vehicle, not public road. But never mind — I'll drive today."

Today, he noted. Not always. He climbed in.

Anika drove the reserve tracks with one hand on the wheel and her elbow on the window frame, the other hand holding a clipboard with a laminated route map across her knees. She didn't drive fast, but she didn't drive cautiously either — she drove precisely, following the tracks with the attention of someone reading a text, constantly scanning the surrounding bush over and above the mechanics of operating the vehicle.

The sun came up while they were moving. It came up fast and enormous, flooding the savanna with flat, gold light that made every grass stalk cast its own shadow and turned the dust behind them into a rolling amber cloud. Michael sat in the passenger seat and tried to understand the landscape as Anika narrated it — not with the practised patter of a tour guide, but with the quick, economical commentary of someone simply naming what she knew, the way you'd describe your own neighbourhood to a visitor.

"Impala on the left. Herd of about thirty, see the male? Darker, heavier neck."

Michael squinted. He could see the shapes now — slender, rust-red animals grazing in the long shadow of an acacia grove. He could not yet pick out the male.

"The one standing separate from the herd," Anika said, without looking at him, as if she knew he was struggling. "Watching the others. His whole job is watching."

Michael found him. Bigger, yes. Something in the quality of his stillness was different from the grazing females around him. He was on duty.

"Do lions take them?"

"Often. Impala are one of the primary prey animals in this kind of habitat." She spoke matter-of-factly. "It sounds rough, but it's how it works. Everything's connected. You remove the predators, the impala multiply, overgraze, and the whole system starts breaking down. My dad says the bush isn't kind or cruel — it just balances."

She turned the vehicle along a different track, following the fence line. The grass here was shorter and drier, the trees thinner. Ahead, he could see the game fence stretching away in both directions, and where it bent slightly, the dark, massive shape of something pressed against the wire.

The elephant.

It was the largest animal Michael had ever seen in his life outside of a photograph. He knew, intellectually, that elephants were large. The word large collapsed entirely when confronted with the actual fact of one standing twelve metres away in the early morning light. It was not like seeing a big dog or a heavy horse. It was like seeing something geological — a hillside that happened to have legs, a slow eruption of grey weight and memory and age that made the Land Cruiser feel like a toy.

It turned one enormous, contemplative eye toward them.

"Don't get out," said Anika. She hadn't turned the engine off. Her hand rested relaxed on the gearshift. "He's not aggressive, but he's uncertain about vehicles sometimes if you surprise him. We won't surprise him."

"We're definitely not going to surprise him," said Michael.

"He already knew we were coming. Smell, mostly. Wind's coming from the east, so he's had us for the last four minutes."

Michael turned to look at her. "How do you know which direction the wind's coming from?"

She glanced at him. "Feel it on your face."

He put his hand out the window. He felt it — a faint movement of air against his palm, coming from his right, which was, he worked out slowly, east.

"Oh," he said.

"It matters a lot out here. The animals always know where you are before you know where they are. Wind direction tells them. Learning to read it is the first real thing." She put the vehicle in reverse and backed slowly away from the fence. "The elephant's fine. He tested the wire overnight — we'll check the tension along this section before we leave."
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