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    This story, though a fiction, is woven from the threads of a harsh truth: the relentless poaching that pushes rhinos toward extinction. It is dedicated to the real-life men and women—the guardians—who stand as a shield between these ancient creatures and oblivion, facing peril and sacrifice that are all too real.
If their struggle, reflected in these pages, resonated with you, I urge you to extend your support to the frontline conservation and anti-poaching organizations working tirelessly to turn the tide.
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Chapter One: The Question
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Hugh stood at his kitchen window, watching his daughter through the glass. The late afternoon sun slanted across the brick patio, casting long, distorted shadows that seemed to stretch and twist like the thoughts he knew were churning in her head. Grace sat at the wrought-iron table, a fortress of glossy brochures and open textbooks surrounding her. The blue and white of the University of Cape Town Medical School. The deep maroon of Stellenbosch. The stark, academic crest of Witwatersrand. But it was her laptop screen that held his gaze—a page pulled up for the Onderstepoort Faculty of Veterinary Science, a photograph of students in white coats examining a tranquilized cheetah on a sun-drenched field.

She’d been sitting there for three hours. Not moving, not really. Just staring, turning pages, scrolling, closing her eyes. The paralysis was a physical thing he could feel from inside the house. It tightened his own chest.

Her mother, Sarah, came up beside him, her presence announced by the faint scent of gardenias from her soap. She followed his gaze, her expression softening into a familiar blend of worry and resolve. “You need to talk to her.”

Hugh didn’t look away from the window. “She needs to make her own decision.”

“She’s seventeen, Hugh.” Sarah’s voice was gentle but insistent. “She’s brilliant enough for either path. Top of her class in both biology and physics. But she’s paralyzed by choice.” She turned to him, her hand coming to rest lightly on his forearm. The touch was warm, grounding. “You know what she needs. You’ve always known.”

Hugh did know. The knowledge was a stone in his gut, worn smooth by years of careful avoidance. Grace had been asking about his work since she was nine—the year he’d come back from his December deployment with stories he’d meticulously softened and sanitized. Stories of saving elephants from poachers’ snares, of relocating rhino calves whose mothers had been killed, of beautiful sunrises over the Okavango. He’d omitted the smell of infection, the sound of a bone saw, the crushing weight of failure when an animal was too far gone. He’d left out the long, silent drives back to camp, the dirt under his nails that felt like guilt, the way the dust never really washed out.

She’d seen through it. Of course she had. She was a perceptive child, grown into an observant young woman. At nine, she’d fixed him with those serious grey eyes—his eyes—and said, “That’s not all of it, is it, Dad?” He’d tried to demur, but she’d pressed. “Tell me the truth.” And so, haltingly, he had. He’d told her about the lioness with the shattered jaw they’d had to euthanize. About the bushfire orphans that hadn’t survived the night despite their vigil. Her tears had been quiet, but her resolve when it came, was diamond hard. “Someday,” she’d said, wiping her cheeks with small, fierce fists, “I’m going to go with you. I’m going to help.”

But wanting to go and understanding what that meant were different things. A child’s declaration was one thing. A teenager’s life-altering choice was another. The brochures on the table were the safe paths, the celebrated paths. Medicine. Veterinary science in a pristine academic setting. They led to clear titles, respected careers, a life of controlled challenges. His path was muddier, grittier, fraught with moral ambiguity and emotional tolls.

“She needs to see it,” Sarah said quietly, her words pulling him from his thoughts. “Not the sanitized version. The real work. Then she’ll know.”

Hugh finally looked at his wife. “And if she sees it and chooses it? Are you ready for that?”

Sarah’s eyes glistened, but she didn’t look away. “I’m ready for her to choose without regret. Without wondering ‘what if.’ I’d rather her heart break from a truth she chose than from a dream she never dared to touch.”

That evening, the house was too quiet. Grace had gone to bed early, the brochures neatly stacked but no decision made. The silence felt charged, like the air before a storm. Hugh paced the living room, the worn Persian rug familiar under his feet. He stopped at the bookshelf, his fingers tracing the spine of an old photo album. He didn’t open it. He knew the pictures by heart. Him, twenty years younger, standing beside Wendell, both of them grinning in front of a battered Land Cruiser. The beginning.

He walked to his study; a small room lined with maps and reference books on African ecology. He sat at his desk, the old wooden chair groaning under his weight. For a long moment, he just stared at the satellite phone on the corner of the desk—a chunky, utilitarian device, its casing scratched from years in duffel bags. It was a direct line to another world.

He picked it up. The weight of it was familiar, heavy with memory. He dialled a number he knew by heart, a number that rang in a canvas tent or a dusty field office more often than in a house.

The line crackled, then connected. A voice answered, rough with sleep or the dust of a long day. “Yeah?”

“Wendell? It’s Hugh.”

A pause, then the roughness melted into warmth. “Hugh. Hell. It’s been a minute. Everything alright?”

“I need a favour.”

Another pause, shorter this time, more perceptive. “It’s about Grace, isn’t it?”

Hugh felt a faint smile touch his lips. “How did you—”

“Because I remember being that age,” Wendell interrupted, his voice softening. “Standing at the same crossroads. Pre-med at Cornell one day, wildlife conservation the next. My father thought I’d lost my mind.” He gave a low, raspy chuckle. “And I remember who helped me see the path. Who showed me that the work wasn’t just
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