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  Chapter one
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Somewhere in the golden African savannah, where the grass swayed like ocean waves and the acacia trees stretched their branches towards the endless sky, there lived a young zebra named Qwarha. And, wherever Qwarha galloped, laughter followed like his shadow.
Qwarha was particularly proud of his stripes: bold, perfect black lines that curved gracefully around his sturdy body. Every morning, he would trot to the watering hole and admire his reflection, counting each stripe with satisfaction. “One… two… three...” he would mumble to himself, “...thirty-seven… thirty-eight… thirty-nine!” His stripes made him feel special, like he belonged to something magnificent and ancient.
His best friend was Vuzi the Meerkat, a clever little creature with bright, curious eyes who lived in a burrow nearby. Vuzi was always ready for an adventure, and together they would race across the plains, Qwarha’s hooves thundering against the earth while Vuzi rode on his back, squeaking with delight.
“Faster, Qwarha!” Vuzi would call out, his tiny paws gripping Qwarha’s mane. “Show those gazelles what real speed looks like!”
And Qwarha would laugh, his heart full of joy as his stripes flashed in the sunlight like a beautiful, living barcode of happiness.
Every evening, when the sun painted the sky in shades of orange and pink, Qwarha would return to his herd. The other zebras would nuzzle him affectionately, and he felt perfectly at home among their familiar black-and-white patterns. He belonged. He was part of something bigger than himself.









  
  Chapter two
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One morning, as the first rays of sunlight crept across the savannah, Qwarha stirred from his sleep beneath his favourite acacia tree. He stretched his legs and yawned, ready to start another wonderful day. But as he wandered towards the watering hole for his usual morning drink, something felt... different.
The other animals he passed seemed to stare at him strangely. A family of warthogs stopped their morning rooting to gawk. A group of baboons chattered excitedly and pointed in his direction. Even the usually dignified giraffes craned their long necks to get a better look.
“Why is everyone looking at me like that?” Qwarha wondered aloud, quickening his pace towards the water.
When he reached the watering hole and looked down at his reflection, Qwarha’s heart nearly stopped. Staring back at him was not the familiar striped zebra he knew, but a completely white horse-like creature. His stripes, every single one of them, had vanished in the night.
“No, no, no!” Qwarha gasped, splashing the water with his hoof to clear his reflection. But when the ripples settled, the same stripeless zebra looked back at him. He looked like a strange white donkey, nothing like the proud zebra he had always been.
Behind him, he heard the cruel laughter of a group of young zebras from his herd. “Look at Qwarha now!” one of them neighed. “He’s not even a real zebra anymore!”
Tears welled up in Qwarha’s eyes. He had never felt so embarrassed, so different, so alone. Without his stripes, who was he? How could he face his family and friends looking like this?
Filled with shame, Qwarha galloped away from the watering hole, away from the laughter, away from everything he had ever known. He found a secluded grove of mimosa trees and hid there, refusing to come out even when he heard Vuzi calling his name.






  
  Chapter three
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For three days, Qwarha remained hidden in the grove, feeling sorry for himself. He ate very little and spoke to no one. But Vuzi was persistent. The little meerkat visited every day, chattering through the bushes.
“Qwarha, my friend,” Vuzi called on the third day, “hiding won’t bring your stripes back. We need to find out what happened and fix it!”
“There’s nothing to fix,” Qwarha replied miserably. “I’m not a real zebra anymore. I don’t belong anywhere.”
“Nonsense!” Vuzi squeaked indignantly. “You’re still the same Qwarha who races like the wind and tells the funniest jokes in the savannah. Your stripes don’t make you who you are!”
But Qwarha just shook his head. He couldn’t believe his friend’s words, not when he felt so different, so wrong.
Finally, Vuzi had an idea. “Listen, if you won’t come out for yourself, then come out for me. Let’s go on an adventure to find some answers. The wise animals of the savannah might know what happened to your stripes.”
Something in Vuzi’s voice made Qwarha lift his head. His friend’s eyes were bright with determination. Maybe, just maybe, there was hope.
“Alright,” Qwarha said. “But if anyone laughs at me...”
“I’ll bite their toes,” Vuzi declared fiercely, making Qwarha smile for the first time in days.
Their first stop was the den of Mama Nyoka, the ancient python who was said to know the secrets of the savannah. They found her coiled around a large rock, her scales shimmering green-and-gold in the dappled sunlight.
“Mama Nyoka,” Vuzi said respectfully, “our friend Qwarha has lost his stripes. Do you know any remedies?”
The old snake’s eyes opened slowly, focusing on the stripeless zebra. “Ah, young one,” she hissed thoughtfully, “I have seen many strange things in my long life, but stripes that vanish overnight... This is not ordinary magic.”
She slithered closer to Qwarha, who tried not to flinch. “Try rolling in the mud by the old termite mound,” she suggested. “Sometimes the earth remembers what we have forgotten.”
Qwarha and Vuzi thanked her and hurried to the termite mound. Qwarha rolled in the mud until he was covered from head to tail, but when he washed it off in the stream, he was still completely white.
Next, they visited Tat’ubade, or ’Bade for short, the wise old elephant who remembered everything that had ever happened in the savannah. They found him under his favourite baobab tree, using his trunk to scratch his back.
“’Bade,” Vuzi said, climbing onto the elephant’s head, “do you remember ever seeing a zebra lose his stripes?”
’Bade’s ancient eyes twinkled with wisdom. “Indeed, little meerkat. I remember such a thing happening once, many seasons ago. But the zebra found his stripes again in the most unexpected place.”
“Where?” Qwarha asked eagerly.
“At the Rainbow Pool, deep in the heart of the savannah,” ’Bade replied. “It is a magical place where the earth touches the sky, and creatures can see their true selves reflected in the water.”
Qwarha’s heart leaped with hope. “Can you tell us how to get there?”
“Follow the ancient elephant path towards the setting sun,” ’Bade said. “When you reach the circle of singing stones, turn towards the brightest star. The Rainbow Pool lies beyond the Valley of Whispers.”
Their last stop was the hollow tree where the Owl Sisters lived. These two wise birds spoke only in riddles and were active during the day, which made them quite unusual.
“Who-who-who comes seeking wisdom?” hooted the first sister.
“The one who has lost what was never truly his,” replied the second sister mysteriously.
“What was never truly mine?” Qwarha asked, confused.
“The answer lies not in what you’ve lost, but in what you’ve never recognised you had,” the first sister said.
“Look within, young zebra, before you look without,” the second sister added.
Qwarha didn’t understand the riddles, but he thanked the sisters anyway. They walked away and  Vuzi shook his head. “Owls,” he muttered. “They’re always speaking in puzzles.”
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