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Chapter 1

The Hill That Kept Going Up


Cappy West arrived in Namibia full of plans. Good plans. Plans about water.

He had heard there was a famous coast here, where the sand ran right down into the sea. Cappy was a capybara. Capybaras love water the way other animals love sleep. He had packed an extra water bottle and everything.

So he set off to find the ocean. He held up his compass. The compass pointed north, the way it always did. Cappy pointed himself a different way and walked.

That was his first mistake.

⭐ Fun FactNamibia is home to the Namib Desert — the oldest desert on Earth. It has some of the tallest sand dunes in the world. A few of them reach a thousand feet high. That is taller than most buildings you have ever seen.




The land here was orange and gold and went on forever. There was a small hill up ahead. Cappy decided to climb it and look for the sea from the top.

The hill did not stay small. The higher he climbed, the higher it got. His feet sank into warm sand with every step. He climbed and climbed. He stopped to rest. He climbed some more.

“This is a very tall hill,” Cappy puffed. “This is the tallest hill I have ever — oh. Oh, my.”

At the top, he turned around. There was no ocean. There was sand. Wave after wave of sand, rolling away in every direction, all the way to the sky. He had not climbed a hill at all. He had climbed a dune the size of a mountain.

A girl was sitting near the top with a flat wooden board, ready to slide down. Her name, Cappy soon learned, was Hilya.

“Big, isn’t it?” Hilya said, grinning. “This is the Namib. It’s the oldest desert in the whole world. Some of these dunes are a thousand feet tall.”

Cappy looked down the long, long slope he had just climbed. A thousand feet. He had walked up a thousand feet of sand looking for a puddle.

Once, in Morocco, he had wandered into the edge of the Sahara by mistake. He had thought that was a lot of sand. He had been wrong. There was always, it seemed, more sand than Cappy expected.

“Want to slide down?” Hilya asked.

It was not the ocean. But it was the next best thing. Cappy sat on the board, and down he went, fast and laughing, all the way to the bottom of the oldest desert on Earth.

🧭 Cappy TipSometimes the thing in front of you is much, much bigger than it looks from far away. That is not a reason to turn back. It is a reason to start climbing — and to look at everything once you reach the top.






Chapter 2

Where the Hot Sand Touches the Cold Sea


The next day, Cappy found the sea.

He smelled it before he saw it. Cool, salty, fishy air came drifting over the dunes. Cappy’s whole face lit up. He dropped his backpack and ran.

“Water!” he shouted. “Finally! Lovely, splashy, friendly —”

He hit the waves at a full gallop. Then he stopped. Then he yelped.

⭐ Fun FactNamibia’s Skeleton Coast is where the hot desert sand meets the cold waters of the Atlantic Ocean. It got its name from old whale bones and rusty shipwrecks scattered along the shore. It is one of the most mysterious beaches in the world.




The water was freezing. Not cool. Not chilly. Cold as winter, even though the sand behind him was warm as toast. Cappy hopped right back out and shook each foot, one at a time.

A boy was walking the shoreline, looking for shells. His name was Tangi.

“You’re not from here,” Tangi said kindly.

“What gave it away?” said Cappy, still shivering.

“You ran into the sea.” Tangi smiled. “Nobody local does that. This is the Skeleton Coast. The hot desert touches the cold ocean right here. The land is warm and the water is freezing, all in the same step.”

Cappy looked along the misty beach. He saw the smooth pale shapes of old whale bones, worn soft by the wind. He saw the curved wooden ribs of ships that had washed up long, long ago. Fog rolled in off the water and curled around everything.

“It’s a little spooky,” Cappy admitted.

“That’s how it got its name,” said Tangi. “The bones and the old ships. But it isn’t sad. It’s just very old, and very quiet, and full of stories. Most of the ships have been here longer than my grandfather.”

Cappy stood for a while and listened to the quiet. The warm sand under his feet. The cold sea in front of him. The fog keeping all its old stories to itself. It was, he decided, the strangest and most beautiful beach he had ever stood on.

🧭 Cappy TipNot every beautiful place is warm and friendly. Some are cold and quiet and a little bit spooky. Those places have the best stories of all. Be brave enough to stay a few minutes and listen.






Chapter 3

The Fastest Cat He Never Caught


Inland from the coast, the land turned to wide golden grass. Cappy liked it much better. It was warmer, for one thing, and his feet had finally thawed out.

He was strolling along, humming, when something shot past him. A streak. A blur. A flash of spotted gold, there and then gone.

“Oh! Hello!” Cappy called. “Wait — come back — I only wanted to say —”

But it was already a tiny dot far across the grass. Cappy had not even finished his sentence.

⭐ Fun FactNamibia has the largest population of wild cheetahs of any country on Earth. Cheetahs are the fastest land animal in the world. They love to sprint across the open grassland, faster than any car on your street, looking for food.




A girl sat nearby under a tree, watching the same dot through a pair of small binoculars. Her name was Kauna.

“You won’t catch that one,” she said, not unkindly.

“I noticed,” said Cappy. “What was it? It was the fastest cat I’ve ever seen. Actually it was the fastest anything I’ve ever seen.”

“A cheetah,” said Kauna. “The fastest land animal on the whole planet. And you came to the right country to meet one. Namibia has more wild cheetahs than anywhere else on Earth. They love this open grass. It’s perfect for running.”

Cappy watched the dot become a smaller dot. He thought about being the world’s largest rodent, which he was, and not at all the world’s fastest. He was, in fact, one of the world’s slowest. He was at peace with this.

“I don’t think we’d be good at the same things,” Cappy said.

“Probably not,” Kauna agreed. “But you’d both be very good at lying in the shade afterward.”

Cappy thought that was the kindest thing anyone had said to him all week.

🧭 Cappy TipYou don’t have to be the fastest, or the biggest, or the best at the thing the animal next to you is best at. Cheer for them. Then go be brilliant at your own thing. (Cappy’s thing is floating. He’s wonderful at it.)






Chapter 4

The Footprints Going Nowhere


By the third day, Cappy was thirsty.

He had drunk both his water bottles. He had licked the dew off a rock that morning, which was not as nice as it sounds. He needed a proper drink, and he needed it soon.

Then he found the footprints. Huge ones. Round as dinner plates, pressed deep into the dry sand of an old riverbed.

“Footprints!” said Cappy. “Big feet means a big animal. A big animal needs a big drink. If I follow these, they’ll lead me to water!”

It was, for once, not a bad plan. So off he went, hurrying along behind the giant tracks.

⭐ Fun FactNamibia has special desert-adapted elephants. They have learned to live in a very dry place. Their feet are wider so they don’t sink in soft sand, and their legs are longer to help them travel far, far across the desert to find water holes.




The tracks led him around a bend, and there they were. Elephants. A whole family of them, walking calmly through the driest place Cappy had ever seen.

But they looked a little different from elephants he had pictured. Their feet were wider. Their legs seemed longer. A young one walked at the back, lifting each big wide foot neatly out of the soft sand.

A girl named Naomi was filling water containers at a small pump nearby, watching them pass.

“They’re desert elephants,” she said. “Special ones. Most elephants live where there’s lots of water. These learned to live where there’s hardly any. Their feet are wider so they don’t sink in the sand. Their legs are longer so they can walk all day to the next water hole. Sometimes they walk for miles and miles.”

Cappy looked at the elephants. Then he looked at his own wide, flat capybara feet. Then he looked at the dry, dry sand.

“We have something in common,” he told the nearest elephant. “We both walk a very long way to find a drink.”

The elephant did not answer. But it did blink at him, slowly, which Cappy chose to take as agreement.

🧭 Cappy TipWhen a place is hard to live in, the clever ones don’t give up. They change. A wider foot, a longer leg, a little more patience. If a desert elephant can manage out here, so can you. Just bring more water than Cappy did.






Chapter 5

The Oldest Things in the Desert


Cappy spent that whole day among rocks. Big flat reddish rocks, scattered across a quiet hillside.

He was very tired. He found a nice smooth boulder and leaned against it to rest his back. He closed his eyes. He nearly fell asleep.

Then he opened one eye and looked at the rock he was leaning on. There was a giraffe on it. A giraffe carved right into the stone, with long legs and a long neck. Next to it, a rhino. Next to that, an elephant.

Cappy jumped up. “Sorry!” he said to the rock. “I didn’t mean to lean on your — your — your art!”

⭐ Fun FactNamibia is full of very old things! At Twyfelfontein, ancient people carved thousands of pictures of animals — giraffes, rhinos, elephants — into the rocks thousands of years ago. And growing nearby is the Welwitschia plant, which makes only two leaves its whole life, lets the wind shred them, and can live over a thousand years.




A boy named Elias was sketching the carvings in a notebook. He laughed, but kindly.

“It’s all right. The rocks don’t mind,” Elias said. “This place is called Twyfelfontein. Ancient people carved these pictures thousands of years ago. Giraffes, rhinos, elephants — hundreds and hundreds of them. They’ve been here longer than anyone can count.”

Cappy looked at the giraffe in the stone. Someone had made it so long ago that nobody alive remembered them. But here was the giraffe, still running across the rock.

As he





🧭 Cappy Tip
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