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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.

      

    


The Line They Walk

Book One of The Kruger Chronicles
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Part One: Foundations
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Hugh’s phone buzzed on a Tuesday morning in February, pulling him out of a budget review meeting that had long since lost any connection to reality. Around the polished mahogany table, figures blurred into a haze of quarterly projections and operational expenses—meaningless white noise against the sudden, visceral pull of the vibration in his pocket. The screen glowed with a single name: Grace. He excused himself immediately, his chair scraping softly against the floor as he rose, already moving toward the door. His daughter never called during class hours unless something was important.

The hallway outside the conference room was cool and quiet, a stark contrast to the stifling air of deliberation he’d just left. He leaned against the pale plaster wall; the phone pressed to his ear. “Dad?” Her voice was bright, threaded with an excitement so palpable it felt like a physical thing, a spark leaping the distance between Pretoria and the university in Onderstepoort. “You have a minute?”

“Always,” he said, the word automatic and utterly true. “What’s up?”

“I got my first-year results!” The sentences tumbled out, a joyful cascade. “Top of my class in field techniques and large animal medicine. Dr. Marais wrote on my evaluation that I have ‘exceptional aptitude for wildlife veterinary work.’ She said it’s rare to see such a blend of theoretical understanding and practical instinct so early.”

Hugh felt his chest tighten, a sweet, fierce pressure of pride. He closed his eyes, picturing her—not the young woman she was now, but the little girl with scraped knees and unwavering focus, carefully splinting a robin’s broken wing she’d found in the garden. She’d done more than done it—she’d excelled, carving her own path with a determination that was entirely her own, yet somehow familiar. “That’s wonderful, Darling Angel,” he said, the old nickname slipping out. “I’m so proud of you. Your mother would be... she’d be over the moon.”

There was a brief, soft silence on the line, a shared moment of remembrance for the woman whose love of all living things had been Grace’s first and best tutorial. Then Grace drew a breath, and her tone shifted. “There’s more.” A thread of nervousness wove into the excitement, subtle but unmistakable. “Dr. Wendell called me today. He’d like me to join him for field work next December—as a proper intern. Real treatments, real cases in Kruger. He said... you guys would be on patrol in the northern sector at the same time. He thought it might be a good opportunity for me to... to see it all up close.”

And there it was. The conversation Hugh had known was coming since Grace had declared at nine years old, her small face smudged with dust and set with absolute conviction, that she’d join him in the bush someday. He’d smiled then, patted her head, and said, “We’ll see.” But in his heart, he’d known. The pull of the wild was in her blood, a legacy as tangible as the shape of her eyes or the stubborn set of her jaw.

“What did you tell him?” Hugh asked carefully, pushing off from the wall and walking slowly down the corridor toward the sanctuary of his office.

“That I needed to talk to you first. That I wouldn’t do it without your blessing.” She paused, and he could almost see her biting her lip, the way she did when she was choosing her words. “But Dad, this is what all the studying and practicing and late nights have been for. This isn’t just a school trip. It’s the real work.”

Hugh pushed open his office door, the familiar space offering little comfort. He walked to the window, looking out over Pretoria’s sprawl—the orderly streets, the jacaranda trees not yet in bloom, the distant haze of city life. His mind’s eye, however, was already six hours to the east, in the lowveld. He saw the baked, red earth, the skeletal grey branches of leadwood trees against a blistering blue sky, the slow, rolling gait of an elephant herd at a waterhole. A place where breathtaking beauty and intimate danger lived in constant, whispering tension. Where a single misstep, a moment of inattention, could rewrite a life.

“Let me think about it,” he said finally, the words feeling inadequate. “Give me a few days to talk to Wendell myself. Understand the specifics—the location, the team, the protocols.” He turned from the window, leaning his palms on his desk. “But Grace... if you do this, you need to understand it’s not romantic. It’s not a documentary. It’s hard, gritty, often heartbreaking work. The smells, the sounds, the... the raw physics of it. You’ll see things that will stay with you, in places you can’t always talk about. Things that change the colour of your sleep.”

Her reply was immediate, steady. “I know, Dad. I’ve spent my whole life listening to your stories. I’ve read the case files you left lying around—the poaching reports, the post-mortem photos. I’m not going in blind. I’m ready for that. Or as ready as anyone can be.”

There was a maturity in her voice that both comforted and terrified him. She was no longer his little girl pleading for a story; she was a young professional stating her case. After they hung up, Hugh stared at his phone for a long moment, the screen darkening to black, reflecting the weary concern in his own face. Then, without sitting, he scrolled through his contacts and called Wendell.

The phone rang once, twice. “LT,” Wendell answered, his voice a familiar, gravelly baritone, underscored by the faint crackle of a poor signal. He was probably already out there, somewhere near the Olifants River. “I’m guessing Grace already told you?”

“She did.” Hugh dispensed with pleasantries. “What do you really think, Mike? Not what you told her. Is she ready?”

Wendell was quiet for a moment; a thoughtful silence filled with the weight of thirty years in the field. “Technically,” he began, measured and precise, “she’s one of the best first-year students I’ve seen. Her suture work is neat and fast under pressure. Her drug calculations are flawless. She’s got good hands, a clear head under simulated stress. She listens, and she asks the right questions.” He paused. “Emotionally... that’s harder to assess in a classroom. You can’t simulate the weight of a dying rhino’s head in your lap, or the sound of a lioness grieving. But LT, she’s got your genetics and her mother’s temperament. Sarah’s calm, her ability to just... be present with suffering. I think she can handle it. More than that, I think she needs to do it. The talent is there, burning a hole in her pocket.”

“You’ll keep her safe?” Hugh’s voice was low, the question not a request but a plea.

Wendell’s sigh was audible. “As safe as this work allows. You know I can’t promise perfect safety—the bush doesn’t work that way. A spooked buffalo, a territorial hippo, a hidden snake... the variables are infinite. But I’ll train her properly. No special treatment because she’s your daughter—that would get her killed. But also, no unnecessary risks. She’ll be my
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