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‘Almost there, Robert,’ encouraged Bindi, from high up on the watchtower.

Her brother, Robert, climbed the last two ladder rungs and stepped up onto the top of the tower. ‘Wow, I feel like a giant!’ he cried in delight, surveying the surrounding landscape.

Bindi laughed. ‘Yep, it’s pretty amazing, isn’t it?’ Whichever way they turned, the Irwins had a great view of the tropical rainforest sprinkled across the Cardamom Mountains. This part of Cambodia was lush and green – the land was very fertile. Dotted in among the forest hills were neatly planted crop farms, with local farmers working in rows as they tended to their crops.

‘Maybe that’s why they call it an elephant tower, because you feel like one when you’re up here looking down!’ suggested Bindi.

Robert shook his head in doubt, a serious expression on his face. ‘No, silly. It’s called an elephant tower so we can spot the elephants coming near the farms and trying to eat the crops!’

Bindi chuckled. ‘Thanks for the heads-up, little buddy.’ She leaned over the edge to call down to her mum, Terri, who was standing at the base of the tower. ‘Do you think we’ll see any elephants today?’

It was Kate Watson, Terri’s friend and colleague, who answered. ‘Sorry Bindi, they rarely visit this area anymore.’

Terri put an arm around Kate’s shoulder. ‘You’ve achieved amazing results here, Kate. I can hardly recognise the place from our first trip a few years ago. Good on you!’

Kate ran a hand through her long dark hair and smiled. ‘Well thanks, Terri. It’s been a very rewarding project to be involved in. Not only are the elephants thriving, but the crops are too. It’s a win–win situation!’

Terri felt really proud of what the Cambodian Elephant Conservation Foundation had achieved over the last few years. Elephant deaths through human conflict had all but stopped. Cambodia was home to two of the largest Asian elephant habitats left in Asia – the Cardamom Mountains in the south-west of the country and Mondulkiri Province in the east. Here in the Cardamoms, the elephants had caused problems for farmers by raiding the banana and sugarcane crops. The farmers needed these crops to survive and attacked the elephants in order to protect their livelihood. Kate had come on board as group leader to help the local community to deter the elephants using nonviolent methods.

Terri hoped very much that they would be able to have some impact on the future of the endangered Asian elephant population in Cambodia. If this project worked, then perhaps humans and elephants would be able to live alongside each other in peace.


‘Awesome, Kate!’ cried Bindi. ‘It must feel great to have a happy ending.’

Kate nodded. ‘It definitely does, Bindi.’

Bindi stifled a yawn that then set Robert off. It had been a long journey from Australia to reach the project in the mountains, and they had only been in the area for a few hours. The kids were starting to feel the jet lag. Kate noticed Terri also looked a little tired.

‘Keeping you up, are we?’ Kate asked. ‘Let’s get you guys to your accommodation so you can have a rest. Come on, kids!’ Kate and Terri waited at the bottom of the wooden ladder for Bindi and Robert to clamber down.

Just then Kate’s mobile rang. She pulled it from her jeans pocket. ‘Excuse me a minute.’

As Kate talked into the phone, the three Irwins looked out over the fields. Cambodia was humid and tropical, and they were beginning to droop as the heat of the day intensified.

Kate finished the call. She looked worried.

‘Everything okay?’ enquired Terri.

Kate looked thoughtful before replying. ‘That was a call from a volunteer in Mondulkiri. There have been reports of elephants raiding crops and the locals aren’t happy.’

‘Sounds serious, Kate. Will they need you there?’ asked Terri.

She nodded. ‘And the sooner, the better. I was planning to go after your visit but …’

‘Don’t worry about us,’ said Terri. ‘The elephants are the number one priority. Besides, we’d love to come with you.’

Kate turned to look at Bindi and Robert, who were already giving her the thumbs up. ‘Mondulkiri, here we come!’ Bindi said.
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After staying the night in Phnom Penh, the capital of Cambodia, the Irwins and Kate had risen early to begin the long and hazardous four-wheel drive trip to Mondulkiri. It had taken most of the day just to get to the base of the mountainous region, and as they travelled north, it became humid and wet. Their guide and driver, a local man named Din, came from a hill tribe called the Bunong.

The road became especially bumpy once they started climbing up the mountain roads, and Kate reassured them after a tight corner turn. ‘Don’t worry. Din knows these roads like the back of his hand.’ Unfortunately, no sooner were the words out of her mouth than Din slammed on the brakes. The jeep skidded sideways and off the wet road before landing in a ditch.

Once they were sure that nobody was hurt, Bindi stuck her head out of the window to see what had caused the sudden braking. ‘We’ve got company,’ she whispered. A beautiful large Asian elephant had stepped out of the jungle and onto the road.

Everyone inside sat very still, completely mesmerised. It wasn’t every day you got to see an elephant wandering around in the wild! He was deeply wrinkled and underneath his long eyelashes his eyes looked wise, as if he had seen many things in his life.

‘You beauty!’ declared Robert.

The elephant dismissed them with a flick of his short tail and graciously carried on across the road, disappearing into the thick foliage. In no time at all he had moved out of sight.

‘Crikey!’ said Bindi.

‘Double crikey!’ said Robert. ‘I wonder if he’s the elephant that’s been having late-night snacks?’

Kate raised an eyebrow. ‘We’ll soon find out.’ She turned to Din. ‘Thanks for being so quick-witted. I would never have seen him coming out of nowhere like that.’

‘We Bunong have been living among the elephants for many generations,’ explained Din. ‘They are very much a part of our community and our people.’

Din started the engine again but the jeep wouldn’t budge. Red mud slung up on either side of the jeep as the tyres skidded, sinking deeper into the mud. The jeep was soon bogged to its axles.

Kate checked her watch. ‘We’re running out of daylight hours. Let’s leave the car here and keep going on foot. I don’t want to waste any more time. I’ll phone for someone from town to tow it in the morning.’

The Irwins hopped out and began unpacking their gear from the jeep. It would take a couple of hours to trek through the jungle to the little Bunong village where they would be staying. The group made their way on foot through the dense forest. There was a track with enough room to follow, one behind the other. The air was cooler up in the mountains, Bindi noticed with relief; it would make for easier walking. She took in her surroundings as they walked. This was real jungle. Vines as thick as her body intertwined tree trunks and other vines. The colours seemed so vibrant. The forest was lush green and the soil was so red it stained the trees.

As they continued the trek, Kate explained a little about the area to them as they walked. ‘Mondulkiri is known as a magical place full of natural beauty. The Bunong people have been living in these hills and jungles for centuries in harmony with elephants.’

‘So why would there only be trouble now with the elephants in this area?’ asked Bindi.

Kate looked to Din and invited him to answer.

‘In recent years we Bunong have found our way of life increasingly under threat.’ He grew serious. ‘It’s not just the elephants encroaching on our crops either. Once, we were isolated, but it seems more people come here every day. We have already lost some of our land and forest to the government and big companies. They say they need the land for mining, logging, plantations and road development. What choice do we have?’

Bindi looked around at the jungle, teeming with life. She hated to think of this unique area being destroyed and of the Bunong people losing their way of life.

Kate continued. ‘As the elephant’s habitat shrinks, elephants and humans come into conflict as elephants raid crop fields and destroy homes and property.’

Bindi and Robert exchanged a glance. This didn’t sound good.

Din added, ‘But human–elephant conflict isn’t the only cause of declining Asian elephant populations. The threat of poaching and trophy hunting is another reason.’

Robert nodded. ‘I know all about trophy hunting! I don’t understand why people think it’s a good idea to own a stool made from an elephant’s foot.’

Bindi shook her head in agreement. ‘It’s totally awful!’

They trekked along in thoughtful silence and eventually, just as the sun was setting, they arrived in a very pretty little village.

Din was met by an elder who spoke in rapid Bunong. Din translated. ‘An elephant has again raided crops. The villagers are angry and want to hunt the creature tonight before more damage is done.’


‘Please, Din, convince them not to do anything tonight,’ pleaded Kate. ‘Tell them that I can show them how protect their crops without hurting the elephants. I understand how important your rice, coffee, rubber and fruit crops are.’

Din spoke to the villagers and after a tense few moments he nodded to Kate. ‘They will wait.’

The weary travellers were shown to tents on Din’s land. ‘Get a good night’s rest,’ advised Kate. ‘You’re going to need it. Tomorrow we have a lot of work to do!’
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It was an early start the next morning. Bindi, Robert, Terri and Kate joined Din and his family for breakfast. He lived in a traditional dome-shaped house made of bamboo, with a roof of grass. They started the day with a delicious selection of wild fruits, local honey and rice. There was no time to linger in the already humid morning as Kate was anxious to meet the farmers and begin work.

They made their way by foot through the village, passing many other similar traditional Bunong houses but also some more modern dwellings. They wound their way down more dirt roads out into the fields by a small banana plantation, where a group of farmers had gathered to hear what Kate had to say. With Din acting as interpreter, Kate explained that it was possible to stop the hungry elephants through changing the way they farmed.


‘To begin with, we need to look at protecting your land and we can do this by building wooden watchtowers, erecting trip-wires and using deterrents such as scarecrows and noise systems. Elephants don’t like noise and they would also prefer to avoid humans if they can. We can string up a collection of pots and pans or anything that would make a loud noise if an elephant knocked into it by mistake.’

The villagers seemed encouraged by what Kate had to say, but they also had concerns. Din explained, ‘This will all cost money, and the farmers want to know who will pay.’


Terri nodded. ‘Of course. We should have made that clear from the beginning. The Asian Elephant Conservation Foundation will be funding this.’

After Din explained that the farmers wouldn’t have to pay, several locals were eager to begin building a watchtower right away.

Kate began delegating. ‘Terri, can I leave you in charge of the building party? The rest of us are going to spend some time in the fields.’

‘Sure thing!’ Terri went with some of the villagers to find the timber they would use to build with.


‘What can we do to help?’ asked Bindi. She was excited about the project and eager to pitch in too.

Kate turned back to the others. ‘Elephants don’t like chilli. It doesn’t taste as good to them as bananas. We can build fences and string them with chilli plants, sprinkle chilli powder and rope off areas using chilli ropes.’ Kate pointed to the supplies which had arrived that morning from Cardamom. ‘We can also hang up hammocks complete with scarecrows and hats so that the elephants think there are people in the fields.’

The groups headed out into the fields and work on fences began. Bindi found it very relaxing to be helping out in the rice fields. Most of the farmers were friendly and enthusiastic about the plan. She hoped for the sake of everyone, especially the elephants, that it would work!
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They had all been working for most of the morning when the high-pitched revs of an expensive-looking dirt bike disturbed the workers. Bindi looked up to see it roaring alongside the fields. The young rider had the throttle wide open and was going too fast!

Din shook his head in dismay. When the young rider fishtailed around a bend in the track and threw the bike up into a wheelie, he almost lost control.

‘What a show-off,’ thought Bindi.

The bike veered off the road and skidded over some of the crops. Din was furious. He ran up to the startled driver and shook his fist, yelling.

Bindi nudged Robert. ‘I don’t understand the language but that kid is getting a telling-off!’

‘Yep, I’d rather be me than him right now,’ agreed Robert.


As the young man got back on his bike, he tore off again in a cloud of red dust, sending clumps of dirt into the air as he went.

Din returned to the fence. ‘These young people,’ he explained to Bindi and Robert, ‘they only care about making fast money. They don’t want to learn farming or how to work the land.’

Bindi was beginning to realise that there was so much more going on in this village than problems with the elephants!
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After a delicious lunch of amok trey – fish wrapped in banana leaves and steamed, with a generous serving of rice, it was time to take a break from the midday heat. While Terri and Kate discussed the plans for the afternoon’s work, Robert and Bindi had other ideas. They had made friends with a young teenager named Tri who had been working in the fields alongside them. Tri had invited them to come along to take one of the domestic elephants, who Tri called Chenda, to a nearby waterfall for a drink.

It was only seven years ago that Mondulkiri started to get cars, motorbikes or even roads. Before this elephants were used for transport through the forest and for farm work. There was usually only one or two families in charge of elephant care, and Tri’s family was one of these. Tri worked as a mahout, which meant he was an elephant keeper.


Tri was seventeen, tall and lanky, with a huge smile that lit up his face. He was shy and seemed more at ease with animals than people. As they made their way through the forest, Bindi admired Tri’s way with his elephant. Chenda had been wearing a basket earlier filled with wood for the fence but now she was untethered. Tri used a short bamboo cane to direct Chenda by tapping her legs or the side of her body. He was very gentle with the giant creature and they seemed fond of each other.

As they left behind the farm lands and entered thick jungle, Bindi noticed what appeared to be a disused mining site. It looked like one of the many ancient temples they had seen in other parts of Cambodia that has been reclaimed by the jungle. Old and rusty machinery lay almost hidden among thick strings of vines. It was amazing to see how nature just took over and covered the human scars left on the landscape.

Tri noticed Bindi looking at the mine with interest. ‘There are plenty of these in the area. Some are old and abandoned but some are working. They mine gold, gems and bauxite here.’

Chenda gave a loud trumpet.

Bindi laughed. ‘It doesn’t sound like she likes the mines.’


‘No, neither do I,’ said Tri, patting Chena’s flank.

The elephant led the way along a well-worn jungle path. Sunlight filtered through the dense canopy of rainforest. They walked in single file, enjoying an easy silence.

Bindi and Robert heard the unmistakable roar of rushing water before the falls came into view. The water tumbled over a cliff and cascaded over rocks before flowing into a crystal-clear pool at the bottom. The path through the jungle ended beside this pool, at a shallow beach. Chenda waded straight in and took a long drink.

Tri raised his eyebrows at his new friends and offered a challenge. ‘Last one in is a –’ Before he could finish, Bindi and Robert were already running towards the pool. To cries of ‘Geeee-ronimo’, they dive-bombed into the deeper water from a rock shelf beside the waterfall.

Chenda sucked up a trunkful of water from the pool and took aim at Bindi and Robert, spurting the water out like a fire hose, drenching them both.

Bindi spluttered, ‘That elephant is far too clever!’

‘Chenda’s the ultimate super soaker!’ called out Robert, impressed.

Something caught Chenda’s attention as she looked back towards the way they had come. Bindi followed her gaze, and there on the bank was the same young man who they’d seen earlier tearing around on his dirt bike.

He called out a greeting to Tri who waved back half-heartedly. ‘Hi Kret.’

Tri walked over to Kret and began talking. Bindi noticed Kret pointing to what looked like new sneakers and pulling out a top-of-the-range mobile phone from his cargo pants.

‘More showing-off,’ muttered Bindi.

Tri was now shaking his head emphatically at whatever Kret was saying. Their voices became louder and more strained. Kret waved a hand towards Chenda and said something to Tri, while poking him in the chest. Tri shook his head; he didn’t seem at all interested in what Kret was offering.

Kret shook his own head back and Tri turned away. Kret scooped up a flat river stone from the bank and drew his arm back. Bindi realised he was aiming to throw the stone at Chenda.

Bindi gasped. Just as she was wondering how to protect the huge elephant, Tri caught Kret by the arm and wrestled the stone from his grasp. Kret just laughed and sauntered off down the jungle path calling something Bindi couldn’t make out over his shoulder as he went.

Tri looked over at Bindi. He seemed quite upset.

‘Are you okay, Tri?’ she asked.

Tri gave a sad smile but said nothing, and patted Chenda’s side.

I have a bad feeling about Tri’s friend, Bindi thought as she got dunked by another wall of water from Chenda, although she no longer felt like playing.
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When Terri, Kate and the children arrived in the fields the next morning, they found the farmers and Din already huddled in a group. The farmers were having a very serious discussion. They looked far from happy.


‘What’s happened?’ asked Kate as they joined the group. Din pointed to the far corner of plantation. Bindi and Robert realised with dismay that some crops had been trampled and eaten during the night.

‘Oh no, not again!’ groaned Robert. ‘We didn’t get time to finish the fence yesterday.’

Din turned to Kate and the Irwins. ‘The farmers are not sure now if it’s worth putting all this effort into stopping the elephants. They worked so hard yesterday and now look at what has happened. This elephant is only going to keep coming back for more.’


Bindi answered. ‘But once the fence is finished, the elephant won’t be able to get in.’

One farmer shouted out angrily in Bunong. Kate grimaced and explained to the Irwins. ‘They want to “fix” the problem now, if you get my meaning.’

Bindi was not pleased. ‘But elephants help them out in so many ways.’ Tri had explained that Chenda and other domesticated elephants cleared the land in the first place so the crops could be planted. ‘The farmers need to be patient,’ she said. ‘We’ll help.’

Din shrugged. ‘This elephant has been attacking their crops for over a week now. They are rice and corn crops that can no longer feed the village.’

Terri stepped up. ‘I know Kate has brought seed packets with her so the farmers can start growing different crops, such as eggplant, which Asian elephants don’t eat. Changes like this make the land more productive and will give you more variety from your crop yield.’

Din looked concerned. ‘You’re suggesting they change the way they farm too?’ He shook his head. ‘They won’t like it.’

‘You can’t ignore the success we’ve had in the Cardamom Mountains,’ said Kate. ‘Not only are elephants not trampling crops, but farmers are making a profit out of the range of crops they grow.’

‘The spirit of the Bunong and the elephant is the same,’ said Bindi. ‘The elephant, like you, is losing its land. These creatures are your brothers, not your enemy.’

Once Din had translated, the farmers nodded and headed into the field to work. ‘Nice work, B. Message received loud and clear,’ said Robert, giving his sister a light punch on the arm.

Bindi nodded. ‘For now, at least,’ she said, knowing there was still more to do.
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‘What a day!’ exclaimed Terri as she sank back onto her pillow, lying on the soft grass outside her tent in the dim evening light. ‘I haven’t worked this hard since … forever! And I know a thing or two about hard work!’

‘I know you do!’ agreed Kate as she slumped against her sleeping bag. ‘It’s not exactly a relaxing family holiday …’

Terri sat up as she protested, ‘Hey, I’m not complaining!’ She grimaced as she rubbed at her sore muscles. ‘Well, maybe I am a little bit, but it’s worth it. I can’t believe how much we’ve done in just two days!’ Terri sank back down again. The effort of sitting up was too much.

‘Check out my blisters!’ said Robert as he and Bindi collapsed in a heap beside their mum. Robert held up his palms to show his field workers’ hands.

‘Impressive,’ noted Bindi.

Terri smiled. ‘My children, out working in the fields all day long. I’m proud of you, guys, but let’s hit the hay. I’m bushed and we have to do it all over again tomorrow.’

There was a collective groan as everyone crawled into their tents. The nocturnal jungle around them was just starting to come alive. Bindi fell into a deep sleep, listening to the sounds of the gibbons calling out to each other.

[image: image]

Bindi was woken by Robert from a dream involving a chilli-eating competition with an elephant. She was winning, but only just. Steam was coming out of both their ears …

‘Psst. Bindi, wake up!’

Bindi desperately tried to pull herself up from the depths of tiredness. ‘Hmmm, what? I can’t eat another chilli,’ she groaned.

‘What?’ asked Robert, confused. He was hovering over her with a worried look on his face. ‘It’s the middle of the night and someone’s hanging around outside our tent!’

Bindi rolled over and tried to will herself back to sleep. ‘It’s probably nothing, just your –’ Suddenly there was the muffled sound of footsteps and a low voice outside their tent. Bindi sat up with a start. She was now wide awake.

‘Were you about to say “imagination”?’ asked Robert.

‘Shh! That sounds like Tri’s voice. Come on, let’s check it out!’

Bindi and Robert stumbled out of the tent to find Tri waiting for them. ‘I’m sorry about waking you. I just didn’t know who else I could talk to.’

Bindi felt bad for her new friend. He looked upset. ‘It’s no biggie. What’s wrong, Tri?’ she asked as she plonked herself on the grass next to him. Robert squeezed in between the two of them.

‘It’s about Kret, the guy who came to the waterhole. He’s an old friend. We used to do everything together. I met up with him today to try to convince him it’s not too late to turn back.’

Tri looked down at the ground. There was a pause before he continued. Robert and Bindi exchanged a look but both knew better than to rush him. He obviously needed to talk.

‘Kret has fallen in with a bad crowd. He’s started turning up with money, lots of money. I feel sick when I try to work out where this money has come from. It’s something bad, I know.’ His voice faltered as he spoke. ‘I can’t tell anyone in the village because I don’t want to get him into trouble, but I have a feeling he’s –’

Bindi smiled encouragingly at Tri. ‘It’s okay. You can tell us.’

Tri took a deep breath and continued. ‘I think that Kret is involved with trophy hunters.’

Robert and Bindi looked at each other, frowning. ‘Do you think he plans to hurt an elephant?’ asked Bindi.

Tri looked ill. ‘Maybe.’

Bindi’s eyes fired up. ‘Well then, let’s make sure he doesn’t!’

‘Kret is meeting with the trophy hunters tonight. I think I know where they will meet.’

Bindi looked at Robert. Here they were in the middle of the jungle in Cambodia and their mum was fast asleep in a tent two metres away. Sneaking out didn’t seem like the wisest plan. But what else could they do? The elephants needed their help.

‘Just give us a second to get dressed,’ said Bindi, and the Irwin children disappeared into their tent.

In no time at all the three friends were headed out into the jungle with only the moon to light their way. The thick foliage was shrouded in a heavy mist. The blanket of mist camouflaged the usual sounds and movements of the jungle. It seemed eerily quiet as the small group made their way deeper and deeper into the wild.
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Bindi and Robert picked their way slowly by moonlight, trusting Tri to guide them safely through the forest.

‘Not the best night for playing I-spy,’ joked Robert. It was very dark out and the moonlight only served to create shadows through the filters of thick tree trunks and broad leaves that made up the jungle. Bindi could tell Robert felt a little scared. She tried to convince herself that everything would be fine as she was feeling nervous herself.

Bindi stubbed her toe on a tree root, tripping over in the process. Tri half-caught her fall and he and Robert asked, ‘Are you okay?’ at the same time.

‘I’m fine,’ Bindi answered. However, she was beginning to have doubts about her decision to come out at night into an unknown jungle. She knew tigers as well as elephants lived in this forest and she didn’t like the idea that they might disturb any wild animals in their own habitat. Why hadn’t they brought a torch?

‘How much further?’ she whispered to Tri.

‘We’re nearly there,’ said Tri. ‘There is a good rocky area ahead where we can climb up to get a view of the meeting place. Then it’s just a question of waiting.’
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They clambered up the rocky outcrop and found a comfortable place to sit while they waited to see if Kret would show. Robert snuggled up close to his sister, his head resting on Bindi’s shoulder. She felt reassured by his presence and tried to calm her nerves. Tri remained wide awake, aware of every sound the jungle was making.

Just then the moon was blanketed by clouds and what little light they had to see by was gone. In the pitch blackness they all heard the throaty exhaust noise of a dirt bike approaching fast.

‘That’s Kret! Stay out of sight!’ Tri flattened himself on the rock and crawled up towards the edge so that he could peep over. Bindi and Robert did the same.


The cloud cover dispersed and the moonlight shone through the dense foliage. Bindi was almost certain nobody had been there before but now, just below them, stood two Chinese men. One of the men spat onto the ground. Bindi felt pretty sure that whatever these men were up to spelled bad news for Kret.
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Bindi’s breathing sounded too loud. She pressed herself and Robert flat against the rock, trying not to breathe. Had the men seen them?

The dirt bike pulled up with a flourish into the clearing and Kret dismounted. He looked so much older than his seventeen years in his designer clothes and he had a tough attitude to match.

‘I’ve found it. Let’s get going before he moves off.’

One of the men shook his head. ‘We’ve got better things to do, big guy. You need to deal with this on your own.’

For a moment Kret’s confidence seemed to wane. ‘You’re kidding? I can’t do it by myself.’

The other man pulled a rifle from his bag and threw it to Kret. Kret fumbled with it in the dim light. One of the men sniggered. ‘Yes, you can. And be careful with that. It’s pretty powerful. Powerful enough to take care of an elephant!’ They both laughed.

Bindi was so horrified she almost choked. Tri put a hand to her mouth to stop her from making any noise.

Kret held the gun out in front of him as if he didn’t quite know what to do with it. ‘I-I can’t –’

One of the men stepped forward and pushed Kret in the chest. ‘Delivery by noon tomorrow. No excuses.’ Kret stumbled as he stepped back and fell onto the ground, almost colliding with the dirt bike. When he looked up again, the men had gone.

Bindi, Tri and Robert looked at each other in horror. Tri leapt down from the rocks and landed next to Kret.

‘You’ve got to stop this now, Kret, before it’s too late.’

Kret was shocked to see Tri and more than a little embarrassed his friend had witnessed the scene. But he was even more surprised to see Bindi and Robert make their way down to join Tri. He jumped to his feet and held onto the rifle. His big-man attitude was back.

‘This is a good thing, Tri. In case you hadn’t noticed there’s a rogue elephant trampling everyone’s crops. I’m taking action and doing what the farmers are thinking of doing themselves. I get rid of it and make some money in the process. It’s win–win.’

Robert was outraged. ‘Killing an elephant is wrong! You need to learn to work out how you and the elephants can live in harmony together.’

Kret turned on Robert. ‘This is none of your business, little boy.’

Bindi stepped up to Kret. ‘Don’t talk to my brother like that. He’s right, and you know it!’ Her heart was pounding in her chest and she was trying hard to stop her hands from shaking.

Kret ignored Bindi, mounted his bike and turned on the engine. The high-pitched revs broke through the peace of the jungle. ‘Keep your new friends out of it, Tri. Those men aren’t playing around. They want an elephant and I have to get one for them.’

Tri spoke firmly, ‘Remember what I said yesterday. You don’t have to do this, Kret.’

Kret tossed his head. ‘Then you’ll remember my answer, Tri, which was, I do! So stay out of it!’ He took off on the bike, weaving and tearing his way through the foliage and into the darkness.

Tri was devastated. ‘I have to stop him but I can’t tell anyone. What are we going to do?’
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Bindi and Robert dragged themselves out of their sleeping bags to help out in the fields the next morning. They were both exhausted. Although they had snuck back into their tents well before sunrise, neither of them had really slept. They were too worried about what Kret might do to the elephant. They had agreed that there was nothing else they could do at night and Tri hoped Kret might have come to his senses by morning.

Terri noticed the dark shadows under her children’s eyes. ‘I’m worried you two are working too hard. Why don’t you take things a bit easy today?’

Bindi shrugged. ‘That’s okay, Mum. We want to help.’

Terri affectionately ruffled her daughter’s hair. ‘You’re good kids.’

It was midmorning and they were taking a refreshments break. Bindi was impressed with the work that had been completed so far. The wooden elephant-viewing tower was nearly finished, existing crop areas were dotted with fences, chilli plants, scarecrows and other deterrents. Further away, on a vacant patch of land, the more complicated task of planting new crops was coming along.

Bindi noticed Tri and Chenda taking a break from their farming work in the shade of a large palm tree. It was hot work for Chenda to pull a plough and she needed regular breaks in the shade as well as lots of water to drink. Bindi and Robert made their way over to join them.


‘Any sign of Kret?’ asked Bindi as they approached.

Tri shook his head, nervously looking around as he spoke. ‘I stopped by to see his family this morning. He never came home last night.’

Bindi pulled a face. ‘His parents must be worried.’

Tri nodded. ‘It’s just his mum now, and yes, she is.’

A cloud of dust in the distance was accompanied by the sound of an engine. They all turned around, hoping it was Kret and that he had come to tell them he’d changed his mind. As the dust cleared, their hopes were dashed. It was the two men from the previous night. They were in an expensive-looking off-road vehicle.

‘Here’s trouble,’ Tri muttered.

The SUV pulled to a halt next to the kids. Chenda took a few steps back. The car definitely made her nervous. Bindi held her breath. Had the men come to threaten them too? She looked around for Terri or Kate or Din but the other workers had all wandered back to work. They were on their own.

A tinted car window rolled down and a Chinese man with black sunglasses stuck his head out. ‘Seen Kret around?’


Tri, Bindi and Robert all shook their heads in unison.

Bindi’s throat was dry. She wasn’t sure any words would come out but she managed to croak, ‘Why are you looking for him?’

The man pulled off his glasses and peered suspiciously at Bindi before turning his attention to Chenda. ‘That your elephant?’

Tri took a step forward. ‘She’s mine.’

The man laughed. ‘Better keep a close eye on her then!’ The man in the driver’s seat joined in. ‘If you see Kret, tell him we’re looking for him. And we don’t like being kept waiting.’


The window rolled back up and the car pulled away. The three kids looked at each other. These were bad men. They would think nothing of killing an elephant, let alone a person.

Tri sprung into action. ‘We’ve got to find Kret! He’s behaving badly but he was once a good person.’

Bindi gave her Cambodian friend a hug. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll find him, Tri.’ Although she quietly wondered where he’d disappeared to.
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By late afternoon Bindi was beginning to wonder if they would ever find Kret. Bindi, Tri and Robert had been traipsing through the jungle for hours with Tri doing his best to track the rogue elephant’s movements in the hope that if they found the elephant, then they would find Kret. They were now making their way around the site of an old mine.

‘I can’t believe you’re friends with this guy, Tri,’ said Robert. ‘What kind of person would shoot an elephant?’

‘He’s my oldest friend,’ replied Tri. ‘When we were younger, it was Kret who was closer to the elephants than I was. Kret’s father died and now he has a great responsibility to look after his brothers and sisters. It has changed him.’

Bindi and Robert walked on in silence. They were both thinking about the arrogant Kret they had met and imagining a younger, happier version.

‘I’m sorry for Kret,’ said Bindi, ‘but that’s no excuse for hurting an innocent animal. We’ve got to find him before he does something terrible.’

‘Hey, did you hear that?’ asked Bindi.

‘Hear what?’ answered Robert.

‘I thought I heard someone calling out!’

They all stood still and listened. There were echoes of a voice calling out but it seemed like it was coming from a long way away.

‘There it is again!’

‘Ssh.’ Tri held his fingers to his lips as he listened. ‘It sounds like someone’s in trouble!’

They found Kret’s dirt bike parked just off the trail. As it was green it blended in, but the large exhaust gave it away. The calls for help had stopped.

Tri called out, ‘Kret? Where are you?’

‘Tri?’ came a muffled reply.

The three friends followed the call to a large hole. Kret had fallen into an almost hidden, disused mine shaft. You would hardly have noticed it was even there as it was covered over by vines and leaves.

This vertical shaft looked to be several metres deep. When Tri, Robert and Bindi looked down, they couldn’t even see Kret, let alone the bottom. But his forlorn voice cemented the fact that he was down there.

‘Are you okay?’ asked Bindi.

‘No. I think my leg’s broken,’ Kret gave a muffled reply. ‘And my ribs don’t feel so good either.’

Tri and Robert looked around for some rope with which to pull Kret out.

‘It’s no good,’ said Bindi. ‘Even if we find some rope, we’re not strong enough to pull him out and then carry him back through the jungle.’

Tri looked up at the sky. ‘And it will be dark soon.’


They stared at each other, completely stumped. Suddenly Bindi had an idea.

‘I’m not sure if it will work but we have to try. It will take a leap of faith on Kret’s part.’ She leaned in closer to Tri and Robert and whispered, ‘Here’s the plan …’
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It took a while to make their way back to the elephant enclosure and find Chenda. She seemed to sense their urgency and briskly followed them through the jungle as they led her back towards the mine. Bindi couldn’t help but admire the elephant’s sheer size as she watched Tri attach the harness, used to pull the plough, to Chenda’s chest. Tri and Bindi then attached a long rope to the harness.

‘Here goes,’ said Robert as he threw the length of rope down into the mine shaft.

There was silence as they listened for the sound of the rope hitting the bottom of the shaft. They waited for Kret to grab the rope. The three friends peered down anxiously into the hole.

‘Kret? Can you reach the rope?’ called Bindi.


‘I think so.’ There was the faint sound of scuffling and then, ‘Got it.’

‘Okay.’ Bindi motioned for Tri to take Chenda by the harness and lead her away from the hole. ‘We’re going to pull you up now, Kret. You’re going to have to hold on really tightly.’

‘Ready?’ asked Tri.

‘Ready!’ called Kret.

‘Go!’ Bindi called. She and Robert monitored the rope and crouched by the hole, ready to grab Kret. Chenda took a few steps and slowly the rope began to move.

‘Go, Chenda, you can do it!’ encouraged Robert.

Chenda braced herself against the strain and continued to walk away. The rope inched further and further until Bindi could see the top of Kret’s head.

‘Nearly there. Hang on, Kret!’

Kret looked up and with amazement saw that he was being pulled up by Chenda. He looked dazed and confused, and it took all of his strength to hold on as he scraped against the sides of the wall.

‘One more step!’ cried Robert.

Robert and Bindi reached down and grabbed Kret’s arms. They slowly pulled him up onto the jungle floor. He was covered in scratches and streaked with dirt, but he was safe.


Bindi and Robert sank back onto the ground. Both breathed heavy sighs of relief.

Kret lay on his back and looked up at the elephant. She looked even bigger and more powerful from so low down at ground level. And boy, did Kret feel low. ‘I can’t thank you enough.’ He turned to Bindi and Robert, looking humble – quite different from the overconfident youth they had seen last night.

Bindi shook her head. ‘We’re just the hired help.’ She pointed to Tri and Chenda. ‘They’re the brains and brawn of the operation.’ Bindi held out her hand and helped Kret to his feet.


Kret limped over towards Tri. The old friends nodded to one another and held eye contact. They were still awkward with each other. Words could come later.

Kret turned his attention to the gentle giant of an elephant and leaned against her wrinkled neck. As he stroked her rough skin, he breathed in her smell. She smelled like home. ‘Thank you, Chenda,’ he whispered, quickly wiping away tears of relief.
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Back at the village, Kret received medical attention for his injuries. Tri, Bindi and Robert kept his secret, and it was assumed his broken leg was a result of a dirt bike accident.

Kret held one more meeting with his former business partners, returning the bike and mobile phone they had given him. He made it very clear to them that he was no longer in the business of trophy hunting and would alert the police if they caused any trouble in the area.

Bindi was sad to say goodbye when the time came for them to leave Mondulkiri two weeks later. She was amazed by how welcome they felt at the little village and how quickly she had made so many friends.

Kret visited Bindi the morning the Irwins were due to leave. He was waiting for Bindi when she stepped out of her tent in the early morning.


Kret held out his hand to Bindi. ‘I wanted to say goodbye in person before I head off to work.’

Bindi was touched. ‘Thanks, Kret. I’m glad you did.’ They shook hands. ‘How are you feeling?’

Kret tapped the cast on his leg. ‘It’s driving me mad, it’s so itchy! But it could have been so much worse. I hope I never get in over my head again.’

Bindi looked thoughtful. She could imagine the lure to make money for his family would be very tempting for Kret. ‘Just remember to run it past Tri and Chenda next time. They’ll help you sort out what’s really important – or Chenda will just hose you down!’

Kret laughed. ‘It’s true. Thanks again, Bindi.’
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Kate sent Terri, Bindi and Robert regular updates about the Bunong people and their friend Tri. In the weeks that followed after the Irwins left, Kret worked the land with his community and helped to champion the changes Kate had recommended. His friendship with Tri and Chenda grew strong again. Bindi understood Kret’s new-found passion for his land and the elephants that coexisted with his people. A flame had been lit that would burn brightly for the rest of his life. She knew all about it!











ANIMAL FACT FILE

THE ASIAN ELEPHANT
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[image: image] The Asian elephant is an endangered species with only 30,000 to 40,000 individuals left in the wild.

[image: image] They are found in fourteen different countries throughout South-East Asia and surrounds.

[image: image] Asian elephants can live to sixty years old in the wild and up to eighty years in captivity. They can stand anywhere from 2–3 metres high and weigh a whopping 2–5 tonnes.

[image: image] Asian elephants are large mammals that inhabit a variety of tropical forest habitats, adjoining grasslands and scrub in Southern and South-East Asia.

[image: image] Among the largest herbivores in the world, Asian elephants’ dexterous trunks and large molars enable them to gather and process up to 150 kilograms of vegetation per day, including grasses, leaves, bark, fruit and farm crops.

[image: image] Elephants do not drink with their trunks; they use them as ‘tools’ to drink with. Consuming up to 200 litres of water each day, an Asian elephant will fill its trunk with water and then pour the water into its mouth.

[image: image] The gestation period for an Asian elephant is 22 months. At birth, an Asian elephant calf weighs approximately 100 kilograms. The calf remains with its mother for five years.

[image: image] Asian elephants hate eggplant, but African elephants love it!












[image: image]


[image: image]








Become a
 Wildlife Warrior!
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If you’re interested in finding
 out about Asian Elephant
 conservation in Cambodia,
 log on to
 www.wildlifewarriors.org.au
 for more information.
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