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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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The morning briefing had been routine. Too routine.

I stood in the operations tent, studying the patrol map, while Syia marked our route with a grease pencil. Four years with this SADF border patrol unit assigned to Kruger had taught me to trust my gut, and my gut said something was off. The intelligence officer, a captain who'd never set foot beyond the fence line, had declared Sector Seven a green zone. No poacher activity for three months. Safe enough for a training patrol with our newest recruit.

The Mozambique border was less than ten kilometers east. Porous as a sieve, it leaked poaching syndicates like water through cupped hands.

"You sure about this, boss?" Syia asked, reading my face.

He'd been my second-in-command since the beginning, a Shangaan tracker who could read spoor like most men read the morning paper. Syia had learned his craft from the old masters—the Shangaan trackers who worked the Gonarezhou reserves before the war scattered them. His mentor, an ancient man named Tomas, had been legendary. Could follow a single impala through a herd of fifty, distinguish between twins by the weight distribution in their tracks, tell you what an animal had eaten three days prior by examining its dung. The old man had trained Syia from age twelve, taking him into the bush for weeks at a time, teaching him to read the land like a living book.

Some nights, over beers at the compound, he'd talk about Tomas—how the old
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