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			Dedication

			 

			Dedicated to the memory of Carrie the Brave (17/10/99 – 15/09/12), who identified deeply with Martine and was passionate about creating a better world for rhinos and other animals.
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			‘Race you to the bottom of the hill,’ said Ben, reining in Shiloh, his new pony. ‘Last one there washes the dishes after breakfast.’

			Martine brought her white giraffe to a halt by tugging on his silvery mane. She sometimes wondered what would happen if Jemmy ever took it into his head to ignore her; to simply carry on galloping deeper and deeper into the wilds of Africa until she was never heard of again.

			After all, it wasn’t as if he wore a bridle or saddle, or had spent even a single day being trained, like a horse, to respond to various commands. Although still young he was already nearly five metres high, which meant that Martine, perched on his withers, would crash a bone-breaking three metres if anything went wrong. And yet riding the white giraffe was the thing she adored most and the place she felt safest. From the moment she’d first encountered him almost a year earlier, when he’d come plunging out of the darkness to save her from a striking cobra, he’d treated her as if she was as fragile as a newly hatched bird. As far as Martine was concerned, the bond between them and the love they had for each other was the best insurance policy any rider could wish for.

			‘So how about it?’ Ben gazed up at her with an innocent expression. ‘I mean, Jemmy’s legs are at least three times as long as my pony’s so the odds are in your favour, but, hey, I’m willing to take the chance.’

			Martine shook her head at her best friend’s cheek. ‘Do you really think I blew in with yesterday’s rain shower? I may not be an expert on horses, but even I know that you and Shiloh will fly down the escarpment and reach the road before Jemmy and I have taken two steps. How about racing all the way to the big yellowwood tree near the waterhole? That would be more fair. You might be quicker on the downhill section but at least I’ll have a chance to catch you on the plain.’

			He laughed. ‘Okay, but on one condition. If you lose, you have to do the dishes for the next two weeks.’ Gathering his reins, he squeezed the pony’s sides. ‘Ready? Steady? See you at the waterhole.’

			And with that he was off, cantering Shiloh the short distance to the start of the steep trail and disappearing over the edge at speed.

			‘Ben, wait,’ cried Martine. ‘Remember to take the track through the trees when you get near the house. If my grandmother catches us tearing around the game reserve, she’ll murder us.’

			But her words were lost on the African breeze. Ben was already being whisked down the steep trail by his pretty pony, a surprise Christmas present from his parents the previous week. His Indian mum had made a garland of flowers and silk ribbons to put around Shiloh’s neck, and his dad, a tall, handsome Zulu who captained a ship, had stunned his son by leading the mare right to the kitchen at Sawubona. She was a Basotho, a hardy mountain breed native to the Kingdom of Lesotho. At the time, Ben had been helping Martine and her grandmother, Gwyn Thomas, prepare a big lunch. He’d looked up from a pan of roast potatoes to see the pony leaning over the door. Even now he kept stroking Shiloh’s bay coat in wonder, unable to believe that she was his.

			Martine always got a double set of presents because her birthday was on New Year’s Eve. She’d loved all of them. Her grandmother had given her a pair of tan leather boots for bush-walking, two pony books and jodhpurs with a special pad sewn into the rear to make riding Jemmy more comfortable. And yesterday, at her birthday brunch, Ben and his parents had given her some much-needed new jeans. 

			But for Martine, nothing could top the thrill of seeing Ben’s face when Shiloh had come prancing up the driveway on Christmas morning. Despite the fact that he’d only learned to ride a few months earlier, he was a born horseman. Horses responded to him the way that wild animals responded to Martine, as if they spoke the same language.

			Shiloh would be living in the paddock behind her house, which meant that Ben, who was an apprentice tracker to Tendai, Sawubona’s game warden, would be spending even more time at the reserve than he already did. Martine couldn’t wait. He’d be able to keep her company when she rode Jemmy, her white giraffe. Instead of them both struggling to stay aboard Jemmy (Ben always joked that it gave him vertigo), they’d be free to explore Sawubona whenever they liked. 

			‘That’s what you think,’ her grandmother had retorted when Martine made the mistake of saying it out loud. ‘Just because you’re starting high school in a couple of weeks’ time, doesn’t mean you’re suddenly grown-up and allowed to run wild around the reserve. There’ll be no night rides, except on very special occasions, and no rides anywhere unless you clear it with Tendai and me first. No, don’t look at me like that. As you and Ben understand better than anyone, the game reserve can be a deadly dangerous place.’

			It’s also the most beautiful place on earth, Martine thought now as she gazed out over the rose-tinted contours of Sawubona. At dawn, a lacy veil of mist made a mystery of the distant waterhole and every forest and valley on the reserve. As the hot pink sun heaved itself above the horizon, the buffalo, zebra and kudu drifted slowly onto the plains, followed by the elephants, trunks still dripping after an early morning bath.

			In the still-dark caves of the Secret Valley, the leopards retreated to doze away the day until they could once more prowl the night. Out in the open a pride of lions with fat full bellies flopped down on a rise and waited for the sun to warm their tawny flanks. Provided she didn’t fall off, Martine was perfectly safe on Jemmy because she was high up, but Ben on a horse was a different story altogether. They kept well away from what Gwyn Thomas called the ‘carnivore’ section of the reserve in case they inadvertently became breakfast. 

			Almost the best part about the dawn parade of wildlife was the soundtrack. Over thirty different species of birds serenaded the new day. Tendai had taught Martine to identify some of them. Easiest to recognize was the Heuglin’s robin, which sounded the first exquisite notes of the morning at around four forty-five, but her favourites were the shy cooing doves and the thrush with his high, pure song. The flycatchers, warblers, bulbuls and white-eyes were the back-up singers in a choir where the tenor birds – the turacos and trogons, the melodic shrikes and the whistling cuckoos – were the stars.

			Listening to them, Martine fancied that they were providing the background music for her race against Ben, especially since Jemmy started to paw the ground beneath her, eager to go after Shiloh. The unlikely pair had almost instantly become friends.

			‘Jemmy, I’m counting on you to give this all you’ve got,’ Martine told the giraffe. ‘I hate doing the dishes. No way do I want to be stuck washing them for the next two weeks.’

			The giraffe responded with such enthusiasm that Martine had to fling her arms around his neck to keep from falling off. When he reached the rocky descent he slowed and became awkward, his long gangly legs reaching tentatively for the next foothold. Martine leaned back to take her weight off his shoulders, clinging on with her legs. As she’d predicted, Ben had already reached the plain below. Shiloh was picking up speed, a pale plume of dust rising from her flying hooves.

			Martine was impatient to go after them, but she dared not hurry Jemmy. One missed step could be disastrous. By the time they reached level ground Ben and the pony were a distant blur.

			Jemmy was as keen to catch them as Martine was. She barely had to touch his sides and he was off, moving from zero to 50 kilometres per hour so fast that it took Martine’s breath away. She crouched forward like a jockey, trying not to think about the hard earth flashing by so far below.

			Giraffes only have two strides – walking or galloping – but to Martine, at least, Jemmy’s gallop was racehorse-fast. His huge stride gobbled up the distance between her and Ben. Faster and faster they went. The wind whistled in her ears. It was like riding Pegasus. A herd of buffalo flashed by. Zebras scattered. Springbok performed epic, slow-motion leaps.

			A feeling of freedom so intense that it made Martine giddy flooded through her. Not so long ago she’d been unable to imagine ever being happy again. On New Year’s Eve, a year and one day ago – a day that also, cruelly, happened to be her birthday – her mum and dad had died in a fire at their home in England. In the months that followed, the pain in Martine’s heart had been so excruciating that often she’d wished that she had died too. Moving to South Africa’s Eastern Cape to live with a grandmother she’d never heard of hadn’t helped either. 

			At first, Martine had been so lonely that night after night she’d cried herself to sleep. All she’d had to hold on to was her memories. 

			Finding Jemmy and learning how to ride him had saved her life. In a way, they’d saved each other, because later Martine had rescued the white giraffe from poachers. 

			But it wasn’t only Jemmy and her friendship with Ben that had helped heal her. It was time, sunshine and a series of tiny miracles, such as the music of Take Flight, her favourite band. Lead singer Jayden Lucas had lost his own father when he was a small boy and whenever she listened to him sing ‘Song for Dad’ she felt he understood.

			Equally important was her relationship with her mum’s mum. Cold and strict at first, mainly because she too was grieving, Gwyn Thomas had ultimately proved herself to be the most loving grandmother anyone could wish for. 

			Another life-saver was Grace, Tendai’s aunt, a traditional healer known as a sangoma. Within hours of her arrival in Africa, Grace had informed Martine that she was the possessor of a secret gift. That gift had already shaped Martine’s destiny and she knew it would continue to do so far into the future. It was a beautiful gift but it came at a high price. Over the past year, it had brought Martine and Ben, who’d accompanied her on every adventure, joy and terror in equal measure.

			Racing across Sawubona’s glorious plains, Martine was as happy as she’d ever been. There’d always be a hole in her heart in the place where her parents had been, but every day the pain was getting less. Every day she was getting stronger.

			‘Come on, Jemmy,’ she urged, clinging tightly to his mane, ‘you can go faster than that.’

			The giraffe thundered across the plain, his shimmering white coat and cinnamon-tinged patches lighting up the landscape. They were gaining on Ben and Shiloh. Soon they were so close they could hear the pony’s rapid-fire hoof beats. The waterhole came into view. Ahead, the trail forked.

			Too late, Martine remembered to remind Ben to go left through the trees. A high fence just beyond the waterhole was all that separated them from her grandmother’s immaculate front garden.  

			‘Ben, no . . . !’

			It was too late. He’d gone right.

			Martine was faced with a split-second choice. Abandon the race and wash the dishes for weeks, or risk incurring her grandmother’s wrath. She decided to chance it.

			With a squeeze of her left leg, she sent the white giraffe plunging in pursuit of the Basotho pony. In another couple of strides, he’d overtaken Shiloh. Martine grinned over her shoulder at Ben. When she faced forward again, the yellowwood tree was so close she could see the grooves on its bark. Victory was within her grasp. 

			She glanced in the direction of the house and almost had a heart attack. Was that Tendai standing in the shadows of a mango tree? What if he told her grandmother? She’d be banned from riding Jemmy for the next ten years. But when she looked again there was nobody there.

			Shiloh, meanwhile, was in no mood to give up the fight. Though lathered with sweat, she was enjoying every second. Ears flat against her head, she streaked forward until her flaring red nostrils were level with Jemmy’s silver ones. The pony and giraffe matched each other stride for stride. The trunk of the yellowwood tree flashed by.

			‘Photo finish,’ Ben said with a grin as his pony puffed to a stop. He leaned down to loosen the girth. ‘Too close to call. Although I’m pretty sure that me and Shiloh won by a whisker.’

			‘You wish,’ retorted Martine. ‘Jemmy won by at least a nose.’

			Laughing and teasing one other, they made their way past the waterhole in the direction of the garden gate. Usually a boy of few words, Ben was bubbling over. 

			‘Did you see Shiloh go? Wasn’t she amazing? I mean, I know she’s only been mine for a few days but I don’t believe that there’s a better pony in the whole of South Africa. She’s so willing and responsive and, of course, lightning fast . . .’

			Martine smiled at Ben’s enthusiasm. She felt the same way about Jemmy so she could totally understand. With each passing day, she loved the white giraffe more.

			Ben stopped in mid-sentence. ‘Martine, look! Fresh rhino tracks, no more than an hour or two old. We must have just missed them.’ 

			The two white rhinos were recent arrivals at Sawubona, having been moved from a reserve on the Mozambique border where there was heavy poaching. Martine had been at Ben’s house on the day they came and had seen them only once – in the distance and half-hidden by trees. There was something about their prehistoric form that made it hard to believe that they were real.

			Martine wasn’t sure how she felt about rhinos. She was passionate about saving and protecting all wild animals, but rhinos weren’t exactly cuddly. Black rhinos had a reputation for being bad-tempered and white rhinos were short-sighted and clumsy. Both species looked as if they were wearing suits of armour and it was Martine’s private opinion that if rhinos had a personality, it was well-hidden. Giraffes, on the other hand, were just plain wonderful.

			When they reached the gate, Jemmy lowered himself to the ground so that she could hop off. Otherwise she’d have needed a ladder! Martine opened the gate and reached for the bag of carrots, apples and onions she’d left there earlier. While Shiloh guzzled two apples and a couple of Polo mints from Ben’s pocket, Jemmy crunched his way through five carrots and four onions, juice dribbling down his chin, his eyes closed in ecstasy.

			Martine breathed a contented sigh. ‘Another day in paradise.’ 

			They didn’t notice Tendai until he was standing right in front of them. His powerful arms were folded across his chest and his dark face resembled a thundercloud. The scar on his cheek stood out like a bolt of lightning.

			Even before he spoke, Martine knew what he was going to say. She stifled a groan. Never mind the dishes, she and Ben were going to be doing Sawubona’s worst chores for the next decade. At least.

			That was the problem with living in paradise; trouble was rarely far behind.
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			‘Tendai, we were only having fun. I promise we won’t ever do it again. Only please don’t tell my grandmother. Pleeeaase,’ begged Martine for the umpteenth time.

			‘Tell me what?’ asked her grandmother, emerging from the kitchen in a flour-covered apron patterned with warthogs. The combined smells of French toast, caramelised fried bananas and homegrown mushrooms and tomatoes wafted after her. ‘Anything interesting to report from the game reserve this morning? How did Shiloh and Jemmy get on? Do you think they’re going to be friends? Come inside and give me all the news over breakfast. I don’t want the food getting cold. See you later, Tendai. Don’t forget to stop at the vet and pick up some ointment for that impala with the sore eye.’

			Giving the children a look that said, ‘This conversation is postponed but not forgotten,’ Tendai jumped into his Land Rover. He revved the engine unnecessarily hard and bumped away down the drive. Martine and Ben sighed with relief. Pausing only to take off their boots and wash their hands at the kitchen sink, they hurried into the breakfast room. The French doors were open onto the garden. Sunlight spilled across the white tablecloth like liquid honey. 

			The cats, Warrior and Shelby, circled the table in hope of a treat. Beneath her stern exterior Gwyn Thomas was secretly a softy. It didn’t take them long to persuade her to pour them a saucer of thick Jersey cream. Martine laughed at their blissed-out expressions.

			Putting aside her worries about what Tendai might or might not say to her grandmother, she concentrated instead on trying to decide which was more delicious: a first course of freshly laid golden-yolked eggs fried with mushrooms and tomatoes, or a dessert course of French toast and fried banana with a dash of cream. Paw paw (papaya) juice accompanied the meal. Having vowed after the previous day’s birthday feast never to eat again, Martine found to her surprise that she was able to fit in a New Year’s Day breakfast with no difficulty.

			Determined to keep her grandmother in a good mood, she kept up a stream of chatter. Between mouthfuls, she described the sunrise over the escarpment and the rhino tracks Ben had spotted beside the waterhole.

			‘Good to hear that the rhino are alive and well,’ said Gwyn Thomas. ‘Every visitor who called to book a ticket for this evening’s Stars & Stripes safari seemed obsessed with seeing the Big Five. Our new rhino were top of the list. Of course, I tried my best to explain that there are hundreds of African animals every bit as special and exotic as elephant, lion, leopard, buffalo and rhino – white giraffes for one –  but to no avail.’

			‘Maybe you should tell them the real reason why those particular animals are known as the Big Five,’ suggested Martine. 

			‘Because hunters consider them to be the most cunning and dangerous animals to kill? Yes, I was tempted to say that, but then I reminded myself that anyone visiting a game reserve must have an interest in wildlife. It’s our job to inspire them and teach them to love and appreciate all creatures great and small as much as we do.’

			Ben smiled. ‘If you like, I can tell your guests about the Little Five: the Ant Lion, the Elephant Shrew, the Buffalo Weaver bird, the Leopard tortoise and the Rhinocerous beetle.’

			‘Oh, I adore Elephant shrews,’ said Martine. ‘They have this long curved nose like an elephant’s trunk and are about the cutest thing you’ve ever seen.’

			Her grandmother topped up their glasses with paw paw juice. ‘Well, you’ll have plenty of opportunity to wax lyrical about African wildlife this evening. We’ve sold eighteen tickets for the safari and barbecue. I’m relying on you both to help out wherever you can. It should be a fun night. We have some fascinating guests coming. One or two of them are world famous.’

			‘World famous!’ Martine practically bounced out of her chair with excitement. ‘Who? Who’s coming?’

			Her grandmother zipped her lips. ‘Can’t say a word. It’ll spoil the surprise.’

			‘Oh, please. It’s hours until tonight and I won’t be able to bear the suspense.’

			‘Anticipation will make it so much sweeter . . .’

			‘Can you give us a hint?’ 

			The debate was interrupted when a vehicle came roaring up the drive. A door slammed and they heard the game warden’s voice, deep and urgent. Gwyn Thomas frowned. ‘That’s strange. I thought Tendai was in a hurry to get to Storm Crossing. He must have forgotten something.’

			The food in Martine’s mouth turned to concrete. Clearly, Tendai had changed his mind and decided to tell her grandmother about their race sooner rather than later. Through the French doors, she could see Jemmy drinking from the waterhole, legs splayed, silver nose wrinkled. If she was banned from riding him, she’d be devastated. She glanced at Ben. He looked as worried as she did.

			Tendai came rushing into the room, hat in his hands. ‘Mrs Thomas, I’m sorry to interrupt, but the news is starting and you need to watch it.’

			Martine was so preoccupied with the punishments likely coming her and Ben’s way that for a moment she thought that they’d inadvertently ended up on the morning news. As the television flickered to life, she half-expected to see a video of the white giraffe and Basotho pony streaking across the reserve. Instead the anchorwoman intoned: ‘Three black rhino were slaughtered by poachers at Leopard Rock game reserve in the Eastern Cape in the early hours of this morning.’

			Gwyn Thomas was aghast. ‘Our neighbours!’ 

			‘It was a savage attack that left one guard critically injured and brought the death toll of rhino in South Africa this year to 1,215. Conservation groups reacted with alarm to the latest outrage against this endangered species. Dr Marius Goss, head of the charity FAW, Fight for African Wildlife, describes the rhino-poaching crisis as an epidemic.’

			The camera panned to Dr Goss, who looked out of place in the glass-and-chrome studio in his worn khaki clothes. His sunburned face was set with fury. He held up a tiny bottle. ‘This bottle contains powdered rhino horn, which is made from a substance called keratin – no different to a human fingernail. And yet it is worth more than gold. Criminal gangs are selling it for $65,000 a kilogram to feed the demand from Asia, where many people believe it is a magical cure for everything from cancer and fevers, to blood disorders. The key word here is magical. It’s make-believe. This stuff – ’ he shook the bottle – ‘is of no more value than your toenail clippings. It’s precious to only one creature on earth – the rhino to whom it belongs.’

			He leaned forward and stared directly into the camera. To Martine, it was as if he was appealing to her personally. ‘Let me be clear. If we do not work together to halt this terrible trade, these gentle, smart, utterly unique animals, which have survived 50 million years of evolution, could be extinct within five years.’

			The TV snapped off and a grim silence followed. Outside, a band of cloud had dulled the day. 

			Gwyn Thomas climbed slowly to her feet. ‘Leopard Rock Reserve is two kilometres from here at most. The poachers might still be in the area. What’s to stop them targeting Sawubona next? Never mind the expense, Tendai, we need to start rhino patrols as soon as possible.’

			‘I’ll get onto it immediately, Mrs Thomas. I know a good man. If he’s available, he could start next week.’

			‘That might be too late. I want the rhino guarded twenty-four seven, starting tonight. Ask Samson if he’s willing to do the first watch. He’s getting on a bit but he’s experienced and he has a shotgun. And Tendai . . .?’

			‘Yes, Mrs Thomas.’

			‘The rhino aren’t the only ones at risk. Remember that we’re dealing with criminals who’ll stop at nothing to get what they want, even if it means hurting the humans who get in their way. We all need to be extra vigilant. Martine and Ben, that includes you.’

			Martine barely heard her. Her stomach was tying itself in knots. She almost wished that Tendai had come back to tell her grandmother about her race with Ben. Any punishment her grandmother could have meted out would have been preferable to this – the news that the animals she loved were once again threatened. 

			She thought about the ancient San cave paintings in Sawubona’s Secret Valley, a place known only to her, Ben and Grace, the sangoma. It was Grace who’d first shown Martine that her future was written on the cave walls. Recently, the paintings had revealed something else: that her life was inextricably bound to Ben’s. They shared a destiny and a mission: to save and heal wild animals. 

			But a week earlier, a rock fall had sealed the cave forever. The walls had given up their last secret. Now if the hunters turned their sights on Sawubona, Martine and Ben would be walking blind.
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