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The Gathering of Souls

Beneath the scotching sun of the African savanna, the animals of the wild had gathered for a momentous meeting. Led by the venerable Elephant, Mr. Seropo Tlou, and the graceful Giraffe, Miss. Thamotelele Thutlwa, the assembly included creatures from every corner of the wilderness. The air hummed with anticipation as dust motes danced in the golden afternoon light filtering through the ancient acacia trees.

Seropo Tlou’s massive form threw a shadow over the clearing as he raised his trunk, calling for silence. “Brothers and sisters of the wild,” his voice rumbled like distant thunder, “we gather today not merely to lament our trials, but to forge a path forward in this world we share with humans.”

Miss Thamotelele Thutlwa, her neck arching elegantly toward the heavens, nodded in agreement. “The time has come to address the growing discord between our kinds,” she said, her voice melodious yet tinged with sorrow. “Our numbers dwindle while theirs multiply, and with each passing season, their encroachment upon our lands grows bolder.”

As the murmurs of conversation filled the air, the mischievous Hare, Matlhale Mmutla, chuckled, his long ears twitching with barely contained mirth. “Humans fashion guns and entrust them to careless teenagers and the mentally handicapped. They have no mercy on our souls. Such stupidity!”

The gathering erupted in a chorus of agreement, some laughing bitterly at the absurdity of human behaviour, others growling with indignation. The cacophony rose until Seropo Tlou once again raised his trunk for silence.

“With our might,” he rumbled solemnly, “we could squash their villages to the ground. Yet, we only feel pity for these misguided beings.”

A chorus of agreement rippled through the gathering as the Wild Pig, Baby Thinthi, snorted, his tusks gleaming as he pawed at the earth. “We endure the fiercest storms of nature, while humans would perish within days under such conditions. They are indeed weak.”

Laughter erupted among the animals as they shared tales of human folly - their pollution of the air, their refusal to end wars, their jealousy and hatred toward one another. The birds chirped mockingly from their perches, mimicking human speech in exaggerated tones that sent the smaller mammals into fits of giggles.

Mrs. Mariri Tau, the Lioness, her golden coat shimmering in the dappled light, growled with a voice that carried across the assembly. “Humans are consumed by their own envy, their hatred poisoning their souls.” Her eyes, amber and piercing, surveyed the gathering with regal disdain. “They kill without purpose, without honour.”

But Mariba Tshwene, the Baboon, never one to let a statement go unchallenged, interjected, his intelligent eyes narrowing. “And what about you, Lion? Are you not skilled in the art of killing and devouring others?” He bared his fangs in a challenging grin, the hierarchy of the savanna momentarily forgotten in this democratic assembly.

A tense silence fell over the gathering. Even the insects ceased their buzzing, waiting for the lioness’s response. Mrs. Mariri Tau’s muscles tensed, and for a moment, it seemed she might pounce. But instead, she met his gaze, her eyes unyielding yet calm.

“True,” she conceded with dignity, “but humans kill indiscriminately. Some hunt for trophies, revelling in their cruelty. We kill to survive, to feed our young. There is purpose in our actions, a balance maintained.” She paced in a small circle, her tail swishing thoughtfully. “When was the last time you saw a lion mounting the head of a gazelle on a wall?”

A murmur of appreciation rippled through the assembly at the lioness’s wisdom. The Snake, Mr. Leferefere Noga, slithered forward, his scales shimmering in the sunlight like polished jewels. “A human is nothing before us,” he hissed, his forked tongue flicking the air. “With but a few of our kind, we can infiltrate their homes and bring them to ruin.”

“Their carelessness knows no bounds,” added Sir Legwere Mamba with a chilling hiss, his reputation as one of the deadliest snakes in Africa preceding him.

Sir Legwere Mamba began to regale his fellow animals with a tale that sent shivers down their spines, his voice a mesmerising whisper that drew them all closer.

“I once spent a year inside a human family’s house without anyone ever noticing,” he hissed, his eyes gleaming with an eerie light that reflected the fading sun. “I witnessed their most private moments, their cruelties to one another, their indifference to the world around them.”

Gasps of disbelief rippled through the assembly as the animals leaned in closer, eager to hear the details of this daring feat. Even the predators, usually aloof and independent, found themselves drawn into the Mamba’s narrative.

“I would slither out every night to hunt for food,” continued the Mamba, weaving his body in a hypnotic pattern, “and return before dawn, unseen and unheard. And during the day, I would coil myself away in the darkest corners, hidden from sight, watching their foolish rituals.”

“But how could they not notice you?” squeaked Squirrel Ramonnye Kgano, his whiskers twitching with curiosity, tiny paws clutched to his chest in astonishment.

Sir Legwere Mamba’s forked tongue flickered as he replied, a note of disdain clear in his sibilant speech. “They were lazy, careless with their surroundings. Their house was a mess, filled with clutter and dust. They couldn’t be bothered with thorough cleaning or maintenance.” He coiled his body into a tighter spiral, his head raised proudly. “Their child almost found me once – a curious little creature, smarter than its parents. But even then, when it pointed at my hiding spot, the mother simply scolded it for making up stories.”

A murmur of understanding spread through the gathering as the other animals nodded in agreement. It was indeed a testament to human negligence that such a dangerous creature could go unnoticed for so long. The smaller creatures shuddered at the thought of such blind carelessness.

“And what did you learn during your time there?” asked the wise old Elephant, Mr. Seropo Tlou, his voice rumbling like distant thunder across the now-hushed assembly.

Sir Legwere Mamba’s gaze grew even more intense as he replied, his body now completely still except for the occasional flick of his tongue. “Oh, I learned many things, my friends. I learned about their routines, their habits, and their secrets. And some of those secrets could land the man of that family in prison, if only the authorities knew.”

He paused dramatically, savouring the rapt attention of his audience. “The man would come home reeking of alcohol, bragging to his wife about the elephants he had helped poach that day, the rhino horns he had smuggled, the leopard cubs he had stolen from their mother.” The Mamba’s voice dropped to a venomous whisper. “Humans are hypocrites, I tell you,” he hissed, venom dripping from his words both literally and figuratively.

The animals exchanged uneasy glances, pondering the depths of human folly and deceit. In that moment, they understood that even the most seemingly innocent of creatures could hold sway over the lives of their human counterparts. A collective shudder passed through the gathering at the thought of humanity’s callous disregard for the natural order.

From the shelter of a nearby bush, Mr. Phiri Phamola, the Hyena, let out his signature laugh, though there was little humour in his eyes. “I’ve followed their waste trails for many years,” he said, his powerful jaws crunching idly on a bone he’d brought along. “They discard more food in a single day than my clan could eat in a week. Yet they fence their lands and shoot us for hunger.”

“And they call us savage,” growled Legano Kwena, the Crocodile, his ancient eyes reflecting centuries of wisdom as he shifted his massive form in the mud at the edge of a nearby water hole. “They fear us for taking what we need to survive, yet their kind slaughters thousands for sport and vanity.”

The zebra sisters, Bontle and Mabono Pitseyanaga, stood side by side, their striped patterns seeming to shimmer as they moved nervously. “Just last season,” began Bontle, the bolder of the two, “we lost our youngest sister to a hunting party. They pursued her until she collapsed from exhaustion, then celebrated over her body with drinks and photographs.”

“They didn’t even take her meat,” added Mabono softly, her voice barely audible above the sympathetic murmurs of the gathering. “They only wanted her skin as a rug.”

As the sun began to dip toward the horizon, Maswe Nare, the Buffalo, stepped forward. His massive bulk moved with surprising grace as he took center stage, his horns gleaming in the golden light.

“We have not gathered to lament the folly of humans,” he spoke with quiet authority, his deep voice carrying conviction, “but to ensure the survival of our own kind. Let us focus on conserving water for the future, for our descendants... like we have all agreed.”

The animals nodded in agreement, their resolve firm. As Bontle Pitseyanaga, the Zebra, called out their names one by one, they shouted in unison, affirming their commitment to the preservation of their precious resources.

“Porcupine Ramitlwa Noko!” called Bontle, her striped coat gleaming in the fading light.

“Present and committed!” came the reply, as the porcupine raised his quills in salute.

“Squirrel Ramonnye Kgano!”

“Here and willing!” chirped the small creature, standing as tall as his tiny frame allowed.

“Ostrich Maototsiripane Ntshe!”

“Ready to serve!” came the booming reply as the massive bird bobbed his head.

“Leopard Hamporenkwe Lengau!”

“Vigilant and prepared,” purred the spotted hunter, his eyes glinting with determination.

“Tiger Mashetla Nkwe!”

“Strong and dedicated,” growled the striped predator, muscles rippling beneath his magnificent coat.

“Hyena Phiri Phamola!”

“Clever and waiting,” came the cackling response, teeth gleaming in a grin that was somehow both menacing and merry.

And so the roll call continued, each animal’s name echoing into the vast expanse of the wilderness, a testament to the unity and purpose that bound them together despite their differences. As night fell over the savanna, the animals dispersed to their various territories, but the seeds of action had been planted in their minds. This was only the beginning.​
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Tales of Suffering

The second gathering came three days later, as the moon hung full and luminous over the savanna. This time, they met at the ancient watering hole, a neutral ground where predator and prey had, for centuries, observed an uneasy truce. The water reflected the silver moonlight, creating an almost mystical atmosphere as the animals arrived one by one.

Mr. Seropo Tlou stood near the water’s edge, his massive form silhouetted against the starry sky. Beside him, Miss Thamotelele Thutlwa’s elegant neck curved like a question mark toward the heavens, as if seeking answers from the ancient stars themselves.

“Tonight,” rumbled Seropo Tlou, “we share our stories. The wounds inflicted upon us by those who call themselves civilized must be brought to light before we can begin to heal them.”

A solemn silence fell over the gathering, broken only by the gentle lapping of water and the distant call of night birds. Then, from the shadows, limped a young gazelle, her right hind leg dragging uselessly behind her.

“I am Moroba Phala,” she said, her voice soft yet clear in the night air. “Three moons ago, I was grazing with my family near the road the humans built through our territory.” Her large eyes reflected the moonlight, pools of sorrow in her delicate face. “A vehicle came speeding, faster than the wind itself, lights blinding us. My mother pushed me aside, but not before the metal monster clipped my leg.”

She looked down at her useless limb. “The humans didn’t stop. They continued on their way, leaving me broken and my mother...” her voice faltered, “my mother dead beneath their wheels. I watched her blood seep into the earth while their red lights disappeared into the distance.”

A collective murmur of sympathy rippled through the gathering. Mrs. Mariri Tau, the lioness, surprised everyone by approaching the gazelle gently, without a hint of predatory intent, and nuzzling her in comfort.

“The roads have become rivers of death,” growled an elderly male lion, his once-magnificent mane now patchy with age. “My youngest son, barely past his first year, ventured too close to the tarmac. A truck struck him at such speed that his body was thrown into the air like a leaf in the wind.” The old lion’s voice broke with grief. “The human stopped only to take a photograph of my son’s broken body before driving away, laughing.”

From a nearby branch, Hakuna Korwe, the hornbill, fluttered down to perch on a stone near the gathering. “It is not only on the roads that we suffer,” he chirped sadly. “In the village beyond the eastern ridge, they capture my kind and clip our wings, keeping us in tiny cages for their amusement. We who were born to soar across the sky are condemned to hop pathetically on wooden perches, singing songs of sorrow that the humans mistake for joy.”

“It’s true,” added his mate, perching beside him with drooping wings. “My own sister was taken. Through the village windows, I sometimes see her, her once-vibrant plumage now dull, her spirit broken. She beats her clipped wings against the bars until they bleed, but the humans only think she’s dancing.”

The gathering grew hushed at this, imagining the horror of such captivity. For creatures of the wild, freedom was as essential as air and water.

Baby Thinthi, the Wild Pig, stepped forward. “And what of the ceremonial killings?” he snorted, pawing at the ground in agitation. “Twice each year, the humans from the southern settlement hunt our kind for their festivals. They believe consuming our flesh brings them strength and prosperity.” His small eyes blazed with indignation. “They waste more than they eat, leaving carcasses to rot in the sun, an insult to the life they’ve taken and the balance of nature.”
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